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PROLOGUE



The full moon has become my enemy.

Im in a cavern, preparing myself for the most important night of my life. A few days earlier I had turned seventeen. Tonight a full moon will grace the sky. As I stand beneath it, the moonlight will wash over me and ILindsey Lancasterwill transform.

Into a wolf.

Im a Shifter, a species of beings who for thousands of years have possessed the ability to shift from human to animal form. My clans destined animal is the wolf.

For as long as I can remember Ive been anxiously awaiting this night, but for the past few weeks Ive been dreading its arrival, because things suddenly became very confusing and complicated. My feelings, my emotionsthey were all over the place. My heart was telling me one thing, my head another.

Connor and I have been best friends forever. Our families always hang out together in the outside world, where we all pretend that we dont have this amazing ability, where we pretend were like the Statics, those who cant morph into another shape. Our parents are convinced that Connor and I are destined for each other.

Sometimes I fear that Connor and I got caught up in their dreams for us and decided those dreams were ours, too. One night, in front of everyone, Connor declared me his mate. I was thrilled that he held such intense feelings for me, because I thought I felt the same for him. Our families celebrated. In the tradition of our kind, he had my name tattooed in a Celtic symbol on his left shoulderour equivalent of getting engaged. Our fate was sealed.

But then Rafe returned home this summer after a year away at college, and I began to notice him in ways I never had before. When he speaks, his deep voice is laced with a little bit of a raspso sexy. He doesnt talk often, except when he has something important to say, and when he does, my toes tingle. His dark eyes have the ability to hold me captive, to make my heart beat like thunder. And when he drops that dangerous gaze to my lips, I want to melt into his arms and pull his mouth down to mine for a taste of the forbidden.

He possesses a wild streak, prefers to live life on the edge. Hes the big, bad wolfpardon the pun. And something in him calls to the wildness in mebut its a call I cant answer.

Connor is my destiny.

Two years older than I am, hes already gone through his transformation. Tonight hell lead me through mine. I force myself to concentrate on Connor: his blond hair, his blue eyes, his crooked grin that always makes me smile. Hes waiting for me now, waiting to share the most important night of my life. Hell hold me, guide me through the transition, and ensure that I survive. Well bond deeply and forever as we go through this experience together. Thats what is supposed to happen, anyway.

I study my reflection in the mirror. My eyes are hazel, although the color tends to shift with my mood. Tonight they look somehow more blue than green or brown. Theyre sad when they should be filled with excitement at this moment, the kind of anticipation a girl feels right before the prom.

My white-blond hair hangs loosely around my shoulders. The white velvet robe Im wearing caresses my bare skin, and nervousness descends as I realize that soon it will be the moonlight touching methe moonlight and Connor.

I turn from the mirror and walk to the entrance of the cavern, where a cascading waterfall hides our lair from those who dont know of itsof ourexistence. I slip out from behind the curtain of water and circle the still pool that will soon reflect the rising moon.

I spy Connor waiting patiently for my arrival. Wearing a black robe, he holds out his hand, and I place my palm against his. His fingersso long, so sure, so steadyclose around mine, which suddenly seem too delicate and fragile for what is about to happen. As though sensing my apprehension, he draws me near. The familiarity of him gives me solace. Hes the one. Hes always been the one.

Leaning in, he brushes his lips over mine. My heart stutters with the enormity of what were about to do.

Holding my hand, he leads me toward the clearing, toward the waiting moon, toward forever as his mate.

And I just hope that I havent made the wrong choice. Otherwise, Im walking straight into the single biggest mistake of my life.








ONE



Supposedly, dreams reflect our hidden fears and secret desires, all clamoring for attention. The one Id had last night had been so vivid that even now, as evening drew near, it still made me squirm in my chair. I sat against a wall in the counsel room where the elders and the Dark Guardiansprotectors of our societywere discussing how best to ensure our survival. Because I hadnt yet experienced my first transformation, I was considered a novice and was not allowed to sit at the large, round table with the others. This was okay by me, because it gave me the freedom to let my mind wanderwithout anyone noticing that I wasnt paying attention.


In my dream, Id been standing in a clearing with my declared mate, Connor, our arms wrapped around each other so tightly that we could barely breathe. The full moon served as a spotlight.

Then dark clouds drifted over the moon, and everything went black. Still holding him near, I was acutely aware of the muscles and bones in his body undulating against me. He grew taller and broader. My fingers were in his hair, and I felt the strands thicken and lengthen. His mouth covered mine, but his lips were fuller than before. The kiss was hungrier than any hed ever given me. It heated me from head to toe, and I thought I knew what it was to be a candle, melting from the scorching flame. I knew I should move away, but I clung to him as though Id drown in a sea of doubts if I let go.

The hovering clouds floated away, and the moonlight illuminated us once againonly I was no longer in Connors arms. Instead I was pressing my body against Rafes, kissing him, yearning for his touch.

I shifted uncomfortably in my chair with the memory of how desperately Id wanted Rafe. It was Connor I was supposed to long for. But Id woken up in a tangle of sheets, clamoring for another of Rafes toucheseven if it were only in a dream.

Squirming again, I felt a sharp elbow in my ribs.

Be still, will you? Brittany Reed whispered harshly beside me. Like me, she would soon be turning seventeen and would experience her first transformation with the next full moon.

Id known Brittany since kindergarten. We were friends, but Id never felt as close to her as I did to Kaylawhom Id met only last summer, when her adoptive parents had brought her to the park to face her past. Wed connected on a deep level almost as soon as we met. Wed spent the past year sharing our lives through emails, text messages, and phone calls.

During the last full moon shed discovered that she was one of us and that Lucas Wilde was her destined mate. I cant imagine how frightening it would be to have so little time to prepare. We Shifters cant control the first transformation. When the full moon rises, our bodies react to its call. But now Kayla sat at the table with the others.

The summer solstice, the longest day of the year, is usually a time when as many of our kind as possible come together to celebrate our existence. But this year a pall hung over us as we gathered at Wolford, a village hidden deep within a huge national forest near the Canadian border. All that remained there of what had once been a vibrant community were a few small buildings and the massive, mansionlike structure that serves as the home of the elders who rule over us. The residence also houses most of us when were here for the solstice celebration.

Weve always been a secret society. Even though we have lived among the rest of the world, we show our true selves only to each other. But recently, we discovered that Lucass older brother had betrayed us by telling someone in the outside world about our existence. Now some scientists who work for a medical research company called Bio-Chrome were determined to capture us and discover what makes us tickor more important, what makes us transform. They wanted to patent this ability, develop it, and use it for their own financial gain. But being dissected and studied wasnt how any of us wanted to spend our summer vacation.

Although we hadnt seen any signs of Bio-Chrome scientists since Lucas and Kayla had escaped from their clutches, none of us believed theyd given up their quest so easily. We were all on edge because we could sense an impending confrontationthe way animals sense a coming storm. Nature had made us attuned to danger. It was the reason we hadnt gone the way of the dinosaur.

Brittany was right. I needed to keep calm. I had to stop thinking about that crazy dream and pay more attention to the discussion at the table. Unfortunately as my gaze wandered around the group, it slammed into Rafes. He was watching me with an intensity that made me think he knew about my unsettling dream. His dark eyes held a challenge, dared me not to look away, tempted me to risk getting caught staring at him instead of concentrating on protecting us from Bio-Chrome. At that particular moment, though, I didnt believe any scientist was more dangerous to me than Rafe.

He studied me with single-minded purpose. I could almost feel the touch of his gaze on my skin. I knew I should look away, but I didnt want to lose this powerful connection. Id never felt anything quite this intense before. The edges of my vision blurred; the words being spoken came to me distorted, as though I were underwater. My heart was speeding up one second, slowing down the nextit was as confused as I was. I wanted to stand up and walk over to him. I wanted to run from the room.

Rafe never talked much during these sessionsbut then, he never spoke much at all. He was Lucass second in command, more about actions than words. He always looked as though hed forgotten to shave that morning, with just the barest hint of sexy stubble on his chin. His thick, straight hair brushed along his shoulders and was the black of a moonless night, nearly matching eyes the shade of hot fudge. When he transformed, he was gorgeousand lethal.

Last summer Id seen him take out a cougar when wed been scouting an area before taking some campers there. The cougar had attacked, Rafe had shifted, and Id seen firsthand what our kind is capable of when threatened. We are aggressive and deadly.

Even in human form, Rafe terrified me with all the unleashed power I felt emanating from him. I didnt know why hed only recently started drawing my attentionalthough draw was too tame a word. I couldnt go five seconds without thinking about him, without looking around to see where he was. I was curious about him in ways Id never been about any other guy, not even Connor. I wanted to know the kinds of movies he enjoyed and what books he read. I wanted to listen to his iPod playlist and discover his favorite music. But most of all I wanted to know what it felt like to have him wrap his arms around me the way he had in the dream. I wanted to experience the heat of his kiss.

Only about two more weeks and we get to play with the big boys, Brittany whispered, breaking the spell Rafe held over me and igniting a spark of guilt within. Had she noticed where my attention had been drawn, which big boy held me enthralled? Or had she been searching the table, too, hoping to catch someones attention? Legend had it that a girl couldnt survive the first transformation if she went through it alone.

Arent you scared? I asked. I mean, since no one has declared you yet. As soon as I said it, I was shocked at myself. Brittany was probably worrying plenty about it without a harsh reminder from me.

But she just rolled her deep blue eyes and tossed her head, flicking the thick braid of coal-black hair over her shoulder. That is so medieval. I shouldnt have to wait for a guy to get off his butt and approach me. If hes the one I want, I should be able to ask him. Nothing wrong with being a little alpha-female. This is the twenty-first century, after all.

So who would you askif it were allowed?

She hesitated, and for a brief second I thought she was going to give me a name, but then she just shrugged as though she hadnt made up her mind. Someone my parents didnt shove down my throat.

Ouch! I knew she was referring to how my parents and Connors had sort of pushed us together. My parents didnt choose Connor.

Get real. Family vacations, gymnastics, birthday partiesyour family had you doing everything together from the time you were born.

I couldnt argue with the truth. Connor had always been there for all the big moments of my life. I had photographs of Connor and me dropping through the Tower of Terror at Disney World, boogie boarding in the Hawaii surf, skiing the backwoods in Aspen. The list went on. Wed spent many a summer screaming and laughing as we rode the daredevil rides and enjoyed the local attractions wherever our parents took us for vacation. I remembered how lonely Id been on vacation when I was fifteen and hed spent his first summer and winter break working in the national forest as a sherpaour name for those who guide campers into the heart of the wilderness and ensure they come nowhere near our hidden sites. The next summer Id applied for the sherpa program.

We always had fun together, I told Brittany now. Were compatible.

Compatible? Makes it sound like youre picking out shoes to wear with a new skirt. Accepting your mate is probably the single most important decision youll ever make in your life.

Why are you questioning my choice? And making me question my choice in the process, I thought. Or was it the dream creating these stupid doubts?

Because its not fair to Connor if you dont truly love him.

And how is any of this your business? I retorted. Her mouth straightened into a flat line. Shed been hassling me about my relationship with Connor since summer began, insinuating that I wasnt a good girlfriend. Oh my God. Are you in love with him?

Before she could answerassuming she would have done soLucas Wilde, our pack leader, twisted around from his place at the table and glared at us. Silently chastised, I pressed my lips together, gave him a nod, and finally concentrated on what was being discussed at the table. After our transformations, Brittany and I would bring the number of Dark Guardians to twelve. But Kayla, Lucas, Connor, Rafe, Brittany, and I were a sherpa team. We worked together to take campers into the wilderness. Serving as guides was how wed met the Bio-Chrome group and become aware of its true purpose.

I dont see that theres much we can do at this point, Connor was saying, and I experienced a prickle of pride that he wasnt afraid to speak up to the three elders who sat together, forming a chain of wisdom and history. Dr. Keane and his team left the forest two weeks ago. Maybe theyve given up their search for us by now.

Dr. Keane was the lead scientist at Bio-Chrome and one of the masterminds behind the plan to study us. The other was his son, Mason.

But theyre probably just regrouping. I wouldnt be surprised if they show up again any day now, Lucas said.

I agree, Kayla said.

Lucas gave her a warm smile and, out of sight of the elders, took her hand beneath the table. With her red hair flowing around her shoulders, she would have stood out anyway, but the way she glowed with Lucass attention made her stunning.

Believe me, Mason is obsessed with capturing one of us and discovering the key to our ability to transform. Theyre going to come back, so we need to be ready, she continued. Hes not going to give up.

For a while, at the beginning of the summer, Kayla had been interested in Masonmaybe as a potential boyfriend. Needless to say, her interest had come to a screeching halt when she discovered that in Masons eyes, she was the bait to trap Lucas. It was impossible to envision her with anyone other than Lucas now.

Elder Wilde, Lucass grandfather, stood. We will remain alert. Our lives are dependent upon the skills and cunning of our Dark Guardians. I have complete faith in your abilities to protect us. Now it is time to celebrate the summer solstice, as many of our kind have come here for that purpose. He spread his arms as though hed embrace us all. Forget our troubles. Enjoy the night.

Hes kidding, right? Brittany asked beneath her breath.

Elder Wilde hasnt met Mason and his dad. He doesnt understand how truly dangerous or obsessed they are, I responded.

Do you really think it can be done? The creation of a serum that will cause lycanthropy?

I dont know. But its not like theres a virus running through our blood. Its genetic. You either have the gene or you dont.


Yeah, Brittany mumbled. Tough on those who dont.

At least we dont have to worry about that. Soon well be shifting along with the best of them. I stood up and stepped away from her as Kayla approached, smiling brightly, her pale blue eyes radiating excitement.

So what were you two gossiping about over here? I was feeling totally left out.

Nothing important, I told her.

See, that just proves my point, Brittany said.

Her point being that I hadnt given enough thought to selecting my mate. I was starting to get annoyed with this line of thought. She really needed to change her tune. Maybe if she wasnt so obsessed with my choice, shed find a guy of her own.

What point? Connor asked as he came to stand beside me. I stiffened, wondering how hed react to Brittanys accusations that we were forced together by our parents.

But she just said, Its nothing.

I relaxed. She wasnt going to reveal her opinion that my feelings toward Connor werent sincere. I didnt want him to doubt my affections, because I did care about himno matter what Brittany thought. Connor and I had always known we belonged together.

Lucas came up behind Kayla, put his arm around her, and drew her up against his side as though he couldnt stand not touching her. Why didnt Connor and I possess this crazy urge to snuggle all the time?

Self-consciously, I did a quick search around the room and discovered that Rafe had already left. I wasnt surprised. Unless we were all working, partying, or protecting the pack together, he was a loner.

So are we ready to hit the party? Lucas asked.

Are you kidding? This is my first summer solstice celebration. I want to dress up a little, Kayla said.

His gaze swept over her. I think you look good now.

Has he ever got the boyfriend moves down, Brittany said, with teasing in her voice.

I turned my attention to Connor. Im going to change clothes, too.

Okay. Ill find you.

How different his tone was from Lucass! I told myself it was because Lucas and Kayla had only just discovered each other, while Connor and I had been together forever. Even so, I couldnt help but believe we should still feel that spark of excitement when we were near each other.

I cant get over how immense this place is, Kayla said as we walked down the hallway toward the foyer, having left the guys in the counsel room. Everything I took for granted was new to her. It made me view things through fresh eyes.

All the walls were paneled in dark wood. The stone floor was worn and scratched in places where claws had traveled over it. Portraits of our ancestors, in both human and wolf forms, lined the walls.

The whole clan used to live here, Brittany said. She enjoyed our history, while usually I could take it or leave it. We were self-sufficient. Then industrialization began to take hold, and we realized how much wed miss out on if we continued to isolate ourselves.

So out into the big, bad world we went, I interjected.

Its not that bad, Brittany said.

Then why do we have to keep our existence a secret? I asked.

Because when we tried to reveal ourselves, we were tortured and burned as witches or demons, Brittany answered.

I know that happened a long time ago, Kayla said. But dont you think people are more enlightened these days?

What was your gut reaction when you learned that we existed? I asked.

She blushed so deeply that the light smattering of freckles across her cheeks disappeared. Astounded. And I hate to admit it, but I was horrified when I discovered I was one of you. But now that I understand were not rabid werewolves with evil intentions, I think its pretty cool. Thats all Im saying. If people were given a chance to understand what we truly are, they might accept us.

Or they might want to capture and study us. Like Bio-Chrome.

But if people knew about us, the government would protect us.

We protect ourselves, Brittany said vehemently. We always have. We always will.

I just think that having some help isnt such a bad idea.

Its not our decision to make, I said as we neared the grand, sweeping staircase that would take us up to the room we were sharing. Besides, we have way more important decisions to facelike what were going to wear tonight.
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