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			For those who chose

			“yes”
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			Ach der geworfene, ach der gewagte Ball,

			füllt er die Hände nicht anders mit Wiederkehr:

			rein um sein Heimgewicht ist er mehr.

		  

			Oh, the ball that’s thrown, the ball that dared,

			Does it not fill your hands differently when it returns:

			made weightier, merely by coming home.

		  – Rainer Maria Rilke
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			Prologue

			

			Shelby
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			I can be so, so quiet.

			Haste ruins the silence. Impatience squanders the hunt.

			I take my time.

			I am silent as I move through the darkness. Dust hangs in the air of the night-time wood; the moonlight makes constellations of the particles where it creeps through the branches overhead.

			The only sound is my breath, inhaled slowly through my bared teeth. The pads of my feet are noiseless in the damp underbrush. My nostrils flare. I listen to the beat of my heart over the sound of the muttering gurgle of a nearby creek.

			A dry stick begins to pop under my foot.

			I pause.

			I wait.

			I go slowly. I take a long time to lift my paw from the stick. I am thinking, Quiet. My breath is cold over my incisors. I hear a live, rustling sound nearby; it catches my attention and holds it. My stomach is tight and empty.

			I push further into the darkness. My ears prick; the panicked animal is close by. A deer? A night insect fills a long moment with clicking sounds before I move again. My heart beats rapidly in between the clicks. How large is the animal? If it’s injured, it won’t matter that I’m hunting alone.

			Something brushes my shoulder. Soft. Tender.

			I want to flinch.

			I want to turn and snap it between my teeth.

			But I am too quiet. I freeze for a long, long moment, and then I turn my head to see what is still brushing my ear with a feather touch.

			It is a something that I can’t name, floating in the air, drifting in the breeze. It touches my ear again and again and again. My mind burns and bends, struggling to name it.

			Paper?

			I don’t understand why it is there, hanging like a leaf in the branch when it is not a leaf. It makes me uneasy. Beyond it, scattered on the ground, there are items imbued with an unfamiliar, hostile smell. The skin of some dangerous animal, shed and left behind. I shy away from them, lip curled, and there, suddenly, is my prey.

			Only it is not a deer.

			It is a girl, twisting in the dirt, hands gripping soil, whimpering. Where the moonlight touches her, she’s stark white against the black ground. Fear ripples off her. My nostrils are full of it. Already uneasy, I feel the fur at the back of my neck prickle and rise. She is not a wolf, but she smells like one.

			I am so quiet.

			The girl doesn’t see me coming.

			When she opens her eyes, I am right in front of her, my nose nearly touching her. She was panting soft, heated breaths on to my face, but when she sees me, they stop.

			We look at each other.

			Every second that her eyes stay on mine, more fur raises along my neck and spine.

			Her fingers curl in the dirt. When she moves, she smells less wolf and more human. Danger hisses in my ears.

			I show her my teeth; I ease backwards. All I can think of is retreating, getting only trees around me, putting space between us. Suddenly I remember the paper hanging in the tree and the shed skin on the ground. I feel fenced in – this strange girl in front of me, that alien leaf behind me. My belly touches underbrush as I crouch, tail tucked between my legs.

			My growl starts so slowly that I feel it on my tongue before I hear it.

			I am trapped between her and the things that smell like her, moving in the branches and lying on the ground. The girl’s eyes are on mine still, challenging me, holding me. I am her prisoner and I cannot escape.

			When she screams, I kill her.

		

	


	
		
			One

			

			Grace
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			So now I was a werewolf and a thief.

			I’d found myself human at the edge of Boundary Wood. Which edge, I didn’t know; the woods were vast, stretching for miles. Easily travelled as a wolf. Not so easy as a girl. It was a warm, pleasant day – a great day, by spring-in-Minnesota standards. If you weren’t lost and naked, that is.

			I ached. My bones felt as if they’d been rolled into Play-Doh snakes and then back into bones and then back into snakes again. My skin was itchy, especially over my ankles and elbows and knees. One of my ears rang. My head felt fuzzy and unfocused. I had a weird sense of déjà vu.

			Compounding my discomfort was the realization that I was not only lost and naked in the woods, but naked in the woods near civilization. As flies buzzed idly around me, I stood up straight to look at my surroundings. I could see the backs of several small houses, just on the other side of the trees. At my feet was a torn black bin bag, its contents littering the ground. It looked suspiciously like it may have been my breakfast. I didn’t want to think about that too hard.

			I didn’t really want to think about anything too hard. My thoughts were coming back to me in fits and starts, swimming into focus like half-forgotten dreams. And as my thoughts came back, I was remembering being in this moment – this dazed moment of being newly human – over and over again. In a dozen different settings. Slowly, it was coming back to me that this wasn’t the first time I’d shifted this year. And I’d forgotten everything in between. Well, almost everything.

			I squeezed my eyes shut. I could see his face, his yellow eyes, his dark hair. I remembered the way my hand fit into his. I remembered sitting next to him in a vehicle I didn’t think existed any more.

			But I couldn’t remember his name. How could I forget his name?

			Distantly, I heard a car’s tyres echo through the neighbourhood. The sound slowly faded as it drove by, a reminder of just how close the real world was.

			I opened my eyes again. I couldn’t think about him. I just wouldn’t. It would come back to me. It would all come back to me. I had to focus on the here and now.

			I had a few options. One was to retreat back into these warm spring woods and hope that I’d change back into a wolf soon. The biggest problem with that idea was that I felt so utterly and completely human at the moment. Which left my second idea, throwing myself on the mercy of the people who lived in the small blue house in front of me. After all, it appeared I’d already helped myself to their rubbish and, from the look of it, the neighbours’ rubbish as well. There were a lot of problems with this idea, however. Even if I felt completely human right now, who knew how long that would last? And I was naked and coming from the woods. I didn’t know how I could explain that without ending up at the hospital or the police station.

			Sam.

			His name returned suddenly, and with it a thousand other things: poems whispered uncertainly in my ear, his guitar in his hands, the shape of the shadow beneath his collarbone, the way his fingers smoothed the pages of a book as he read. The colour of the bookstore walls, how his voice sounded whispered across my pillow, a list of resolutions written for each of us. And the rest, too: Rachel, Isabel, Olivia. Tom Culpeper throwing a dead wolf in front of me and Sam and Cole.

			My parents. Oh, God. My parents. I remembered standing in their kitchen, feeling the wolf climbing out of me, fighting with them about Sam. I remembered stuffing my backpack full of clothing and running away to Beck’s house. I remembered choking on my own blood…

			Grace Brisbane.

			I’d forgotten all of it as a wolf. And I was going to forget it all again.

			I knelt, because standing seemed suddenly difficult, and clutched my arms around my bare legs. A brown spider crawled across my toes before I had a chance to react. Birds kept singing overhead. Dappled sunlight, hot where it came through full strength, played across the forest floor. A warm spring breeze hummed through the new green leaves of the branches. The forest sighed again and again around me. While I was gone, nature moved on, normal as always, but here I was, a small, impossible reality, and I didn’t know where I belonged or what I was supposed to do any more.

			Then, a warm breeze, smelling almost unbearably of cheese biscuits, lifted my hair and presented me with an option. Someone had clearly been feeling optimistic about this fair weather and had hung out a line of clothing to dry at the brick rambler next door. My eye was caught by the garments as the wind fluffed them. A line of neatly pinned-up possibilities. Whoever lived in the rambler was clearly a few sizes larger than me, but one of the dresses looked like it had a tie around the waist. Which meant it could work. Except, of course, it meant stealing someone’s clothing.

			I had done a lot of things that a lot of people might not consider strictly right, but stealing wasn’t one of them. Not like this. Someone’s nice dress that they probably had to wash by hand and hang up to dry. And they had underwear and socks and pillowcases up on the line, too, which meant they were probably too poor to have a dryer. Was I really willing to take someone’s Sunday dress so I would have a chance at getting back to Mercy Falls? Was that really the person I was now?

			I’d give it back. When I was done.

			I crept along the woodline, feeling exposed and pale, trying to get a better look at my prey. The smell of cheese biscuits – probably what had drawn me as a wolf in the first place – suggested to me that someone must be home. No one could abandon that smell. Now that I’d caught the scent, it was hard for me to think of anything else. I forced myself to focus on the problem at hand. Were the makers of the cheese biscuits watching? Or the neighbours? I could stay mostly out of sight, if I was clever.

			My unlucky victim’s back yard was a typical one for the houses near Boundary Wood, littered with the usual suspects: tomato cages, a hand-dug barbecue pit, television antennae with wires leading to nowhere. Push mower half covered with a tarp. A cracked plastic kiddie pool filled with funky-looking sand, and a family of lawn furniture with plasticky sunflower-printed covers. A lot of stuff, but nothing really useful as cover.

			Then again, they’d been oblivious enough for a wolf to steal rubbish off their back step. Hopefully they were oblivious enough for a naked high school girl to nick a dress from their clothesline.

			I took a deep breath, wished for a single, powerful moment that I could be doing something easy like taking a pop quiz in Calculus or ripping a plaster off an unshaved leg, and then darted into the yard. Somewhere, a small dog began to bark furiously. I grabbed a handful of dress.

			It was over before I knew it. Somehow I was back in the woods, stolen garment balled in my hands, my breath coming fast, my body hidden in a patch of what may or may not have been poison sumac.

			Back at the house, someone shouted at the dog to Shut up before I put you out with the trash!

			I let my heart settle down. Then, guiltily and triumphantly, I slid the dress over my head. It was a pretty blue flowered thing, too light for the season, really, and still a little damp. I had to cinch the back up quite a bit to make it fit me. I was almost presentable.

			Fifteen minutes later, I had taken a pair of clogs off another neighbour’s back steps (one of the clogs had dog crap stuck to one heel, which was probably why they’d been put outside to begin with) and I was strolling along the road casually, like I lived there. Using my wolf senses, giving in like Sam had showed me so long ago, I could create a far more detailed picture of the surrounding area in my head than I could with my eyes. Even with all this information, I had no real idea where I was, but I knew this: I was nowhere near Mercy Falls.

			But I had a plan, sort of. Get out of this neighbourhood before someone recognized their dress and clogs walking away. Find a business or some kind of landmark to get my bearings, hopefully before the clogs gave me a blister. Then: somehow get back to Sam.

			It wasn’t the greatest of plans, but it was all I had.

		

	


	
		
			Two

			

			Isabel
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			I measured time by counting Tuesdays.

			Three Tuesdays until school was out for the summer.

			Seven Tuesdays since Grace had disappeared from the hospital.

			Fifty-five Tuesdays until I graduated and got the hell out of Mercy Falls, Minnesota.

			Six Tuesdays since I’d last seen Cole St Clair.

			Tuesdays were the worst day of the week in the Culpeper household. Fight day. Well, every day could be a fight day in our house, but Tuesday was the sure-fire bet. It was coming up on a year since my brother, Jack, had died, and after a family screamathon that had spanned three floors, two hours, and one threat of divorce from my mother, my father had actually started going to group counselling with us again. Which meant every Wednesday was the same: my mother wearing perfume, my father actually hanging up the phone for once, and me sitting in my father’s giant blue SUV, trying to pretend the back didn’t still smell like dead wolf.

			Wednesdays, everyone was on their best behaviour. The few hours following counselling – dinner out in St Paul, some mindless shopping or a family movie – were things of beauty and perfection. And then everyone started to drift away from that ideal, hour by hour, until, by Tuesday, there were explosions and fist-fights on set.

			I usually tried to be absent on Tuesdays.

			On this particular one, I was a victim of my own indecision. After getting home from school, I couldn’t quite bring myself to call Taylor or Madison to go out. Last week I’d gone down to Duluth with both of them and some boys they knew and spent two hundred dollars on shoes for my mother, one hundred dollars on a top for myself, and let the boys spend a third of that on ice cream we didn’t eat. I hadn’t really seen the point then, other than to shock Madison with my cavalier credit card wielding. And I didn’t see the point now, with the shoes languishing at the end of Mom’s bed, the top fitting weirdly now that I had it at home, and me unable to remember the boys’ names other than the vague memory that one of them started with J.

			So I could do my other pastime, getting into my own SUV and parking in an overgrown driveway somewhere to listen to music and zone out and pretend I was somewhere else. Usually I could kill enough time to get back just before my mother went to bed and the worst of the fighting was over. Ironically, there had been a million more ways to get out of the house back in California, back when I hadn’t needed them.

			What I really wanted was to call Grace and go walking downtown with her or sit on her couch while she did her homework. I didn’t know if that would ever be possible again.

			I spent so long debating my options that I missed my window of opportunity for escape. I was standing in the foyer, my phone in my hand, waiting for me to give it orders, when my father came trotting down the stairs at the same time that my mother started to breach the door of the living room. I was trapped between two opposing weather fronts. Nothing to do at this point but batten the hatches and hope the lawn gnome didn’t blow away.

			I braced myself.

			My father patted me on my head. “Hey, pumpkin.”

			Pumpkin?

			I blinked as he strode by me, efficient and powerful, a giant in his castle. It was like I’d time-travelled back a year.

			I stared at him as he paused in the doorway by my mother. I waited for them to exchange barbs. Instead they exchanged a kiss.

			“What have you done with my parents?” I asked.

			“Ha!” my father said, in a voice that could possibly be described as jovial. “I’d appreciate if you put something on that covered your midriff before Marshall gets here, if you’re not going to be upstairs doing homework.”

			Mom gave me a look that said I told you so even though she hadn’t said anything about my top when I’d walked in the door from school.

			“As in Congressman Marshall?” I said. My father had multiple college friends who’d ended up in high places, but he hadn’t spent much time with them since Jack had died. I’d heard the stories about them, especially once alcohol was passed around the adults. “As in ‘Mushroom Marshall’? As in the Marshall that boffed Mom before you did?”

			“He’s Mr Landy to you,” my father said, but he was already on his way out of the room and didn’t sound very distressed. He added, “Don’t be rude to your mother.”

			Mom turned and followed my father back into the living room. I heard them talking, and at one point, my mother actually laughed.

			On a Tuesday. It was Tuesday, and she was laughing.

			“Why is he coming here?” I asked suspiciously, following them from the living room into the kitchen. I eyed the counter. Half of it was covered with crisps and vegetables, and the other half was clipboards, folders, and jotted-on legal pads.

			“You haven’t changed your top yet,” Mom said.

			“I’m going out,” I replied. I hadn’t decided that until just now. All of Dad’s friends thought they were extremely funny and they were extremely not, so my decision had been made. “What is Marshall coming for?”

			“Mr Landy,” my father corrected. “We’re just talking about some legal things and catching up.”

			“A case?” I drifted towards the paper-covered side of the counter as something caught my eye. Sure enough, the word I thought I’d seen – wolves – was everywhere. I felt an uncomfortable prickle as I scanned it. Last year, before I knew Grace, this feeling would’ve been the sweet sting of revenge, seeing the wolves about to get payback for killing Jack. Now, amazingly, all I had was nerves. “This is about the wolves being protected in Minnesota.”

			“Maybe not for long,” my father said. “Landy has a few ideas. Might be able to get the whole pack eliminated.”

			This was why he was so happy? Because he and Landy and Mom were going to get cosy and devise a plan to kill the wolves? I couldn’t believe he thought that was going to make Jack’s death any better.

			Grace was in those woods, right now. He didn’t know it, but he was talking about killing her.

			“Fantastico,” I said. “I’m out of here.”

			“Where are you going?” Mom asked.

			“Madison’s.”

			Mom stopped midway through ripping open a bag of crisps. They had enough food to feed the entire U.S. Congress. “Are you really going to Madison’s, or are you just saying you’re going to Madison’s because you know I’ll be too busy to check?”

			“Fine,” I said. “I’m going to Kenny’s and I don’t know who I’m going to get to come with me. Happy?”

			“Delighted,” Mom said. I noticed, suddenly, that she was wearing the shoes that I’d bought her. It made me feel weird for some reason. Mom and Dad smiling and her wearing new shoes and me wondering if they were going to blow my friend away with a large calibre rifle.

			I snatched my bag and went outside to my SUV. I sat in the stuffy interior, not turning the key or moving, just holding my phone in my hands and wondering what to do. I knew what I should do; I just didn’t know if I wanted to do it. Six Tuesdays since I’d talked to him. Maybe Sam would pick up the phone. I could talk to Sam.

			No, I had to talk to Sam. Because Congressman Marshall Landy and my dad might actually figure something out in their little crisp-fuelled war council. I didn’t have a choice.

			I bit my lip and dialled the number for Beck’s house.

			“Da.”

			The voice on the other end of the phone was endlessly familiar, and the whisper of nerves in my stomach turned into howls.

			Not Sam.

			My own voice sounded unintentionally frosty. “Cole, it’s me.”

			“Oh,” he said, and hung up.

		

	


	
		
			Three

			

			Grace
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			My growling stomach kept track of time for me, so it seemed like a lifetime before I came to a business. The first one I came to was Ben’s Fish and Tackle, a gritty grey building set back in the trees, looking like it had grown out of the muddy ground that surrounded it. I had to pick my way over a pitted gravel car park flooded with snowmelt and rainwater to get to the door. A sign above the doorknob told me that if I was dropping off keys to my U-Haul truck, the drop box was around the side of the building. Another sign said they had beagle puppies for sale. Two males and one female.

			I put my hand on the doorknob. Before turning it, I fixed my story in my mind. There was always a chance that they’d recognize me – with a little jolt, I realized I had no idea how long it had been since I’d first turned into a wolf or how newsworthy my disappearance might have been. I did know that in Mercy Falls, clogged toilets made headlines.

			I stepped in, pushing the door behind me. I winced; the interior was incredibly hot and stank like old sweat. I navigated the shelves of fishing tackle, rat poison and bubble wrapping until I got to the counter at the back. A small old man was bent over behind the counter, and it was clear even from here that he and his striped button-down were the source of the sweat smell.

			“Are you here for the trucks?” The man straightened up and peered at me through square glasses. Racks of packing tape hung from the Peg-Board behind his head. I tried to breathe through my mouth.

			“Hi,” I said. “I’m not here for the trucks.” I took a breath, looked slightly tragic, and proceeded to lie. “The thing is, me and my friend just had a giant fight and she made me get out of her car. I know, right? I’m sort of stranded. Is there any way I could use your phone?”

			He frowned at me, and I allowed myself to wonder, briefly, if I was covered in mud and if my hair was a mess. I patted at it.

			Then he said, “What, now?”

			I repeated my story, making sure I kept it the same and continued to look tragic. I felt relatively tragic. It wasn’t difficult. He still looked dubious, so I added, “Phone? To call someone to pick me up?”

			“Well now,” he said. “Long distance?”

			Hope glimmered. I had no clue if it was a long distance call or not, so I replied, “Mercy Falls.”

			“Huh,” he said, which didn’t answer my question. “Well now.”

			I waited an agonizing minute. In the background, I heard someone barking sharply with laughter.

			“My wife is on the phone,” he said. “But when she’s off, I suppose you can use it.”

			“Thank you,” I said. “Where are we at, by the way? So I can tell my boyfriend where to pick me up?”

			“Well now,” he said again. I didn’t think the phrase meant anything to him – he just said it while he was thinking. “Tell him we’re two miles outside of Burntside.”

			Burntside. That was almost a thirty-minute drive from Mercy Falls, all twisty two-lane road. It was unsettling to think that I’d made my way all this distance without knowing, like a sleepwalker.

			“Thanks,” I said.

			“I think you have some dog crap on your shoe,” he added, kindly. “I can smell it.”

			I pretended to look at my shoe. “Oh, I think I do. I wondered about that.”

			“She’ll be on for a while, now,” he warned me. It took me a second to realize that he meant his wife and the phone.

			I got his point. I said, “I’ll look around,” and he looked relieved, as if he had felt compelled to entertain me as long as I stood by the counter. As soon as I wandered to look at a wall of lures, I heard him go back to shuffling whatever he’d been shuffling behind the counter. And his wife kept talking and laughing her weird barking laugh, and the store kept on smelling like body odour.

			I looked at fishing rods, a deer head wearing a pink baseball cap, and fake owls to scare birds away from your garden. There were containers of live mealworms in the corner. While I stared at them, my stomach churning with either squeamishness or the distant promise of the shift, the door opened again, admitting a man wearing a John Deere cap. He and the sweaty old man exchanged greetings. I fingered the edge of a bright orange hunting dog collar, most of my mind on my body, trying to decide if I was really going to shift again today.

			Suddenly my attention focused on what the men were talking about. The man with the John Deere cap was saying, “I mean, something ought to be done. One of them took a bag of trash off my step today. The wife thought it was a dog, but I saw the print – it was too big.”

			Wolves. They were talking about the wolves.

			Me.

			I shrank, crouching as if I was looking at the bags of dog kibble on the lowest metal shelf.

			The old man said, “Culpeper’s trying to get something together, I heard.”

			John Deere guy made a noise that sort of growled out both his nostrils and mouth. “What, like last year? That didn’t do anything. Tickled their bellies is all it did. Is that really the price of fishing licences this year?”

			“It is,” said the old man. “That’s not what he’s talking about now. He’s trying to get them like they did in Idaho. With the helicopters and the – assassins. That’s not the word. Sharpshooters. That’s it. He’s trying to get it legal.”

			My stomach turned over again. It felt like it always came back to Tom Culpeper. Shooting Sam. Then Victor. When was it going to be enough for him?

			“Good luck getting that past the tree huggers,” John Deere said. “Those wolves are protected or something like that. My cousin got into a heap of trouble for hitting one a few years ago. About wrecked his damn car, too. Culpeper’s in for a climb.”

			The old man waited a long time to reply; he was making some sort of crinkling noise behind the counter. “Want some? No? Well now, but he’s a big city lawyer himself. And his boy was the one that got himself killed by the wolves. He just might now, if anyone can. They killed that whole pack in Idaho. Or maybe Wyoming. Somewhere out there.”

			Whole pack.

			“Not for taking trash,” John Deere said.

			“Sheep. I reckon it’s a lot worse, wolves killing boys, instead of sheep. So he might get it through. Who knows?” He paused. “Hey, miss? Miss? Phone’s up.”

			My stomach lurched again. I stood up, arms crossed over my chest, hoping and praying that John Deere didn’t recognize the dress, but he only gave me a cursory glance before turning away. He didn’t look like the kind of guy that normally noticed the finer points of what women were wearing anyway. I edged up next to him and the old man handed me the phone.

			“I’ll just be a minute,” I said. The old man didn’t even acknowledge I’d said anything, so I retreated to the corner of the store. The men continued talking, no longer about wolves.

			With the phone in my hand, I realized I had three phone numbers I could call. Sam. Isabel. My parents.

			I couldn’t call my parents.

			Wouldn’t.

			I punched in Sam’s number. For a moment, before I hit send, I took a deep breath and closed my eyes and allowed myself to think about how desperately I wanted him to pick up the phone, more than I could let myself truly admit. My eyes pricked with tears, and I blinked fiercely.

			The phone rang. Twice. Three times. Four. Six. Seven.

			I had to come to grips with the idea that he might not pick up.

			“Hello?”

			At the voice, my knees felt wobbly. I had to crouch, all of a sudden, and put one of my hands on the metal shelf beside me to steady myself. My stolen dress pooled on the floor.

			“Sam,” I whispered.

			There was silence. It lasted so long I was afraid he had hung up. I asked, “Are you there?”

			He sort of laughed, a weird, shaky sound. “I – didn’t believe it was really you. You’re – I didn’t believe it was really you.”

			I let myself think about it then: him pulling up in his car, his arms around my neck, me being safe, me being me once more, pretending I wasn’t going to leave him again later. I wanted it so badly that it made my stomach ache. I asked, “Will you come get me?”

			“Where are you?”

			“Ben’s Tackle. Burntside.”

			“Jesus.” Then: “I’m on my way. I’ll be there in twenty. I’m coming.”

			“I’ll wait in the parking lot,” I said. I wiped away a tear that had somehow managed to fall without me noticing.

			“Grace—” He stopped.

			“I know,” I said. “I do, too.”

			• Sam •

			Without Grace, I lived in a hundred moments other than the one I currently occupied. Every second was filled with someone else’s music or books I’d never read. Work. Making bread. Anything to fill my thoughts. I played at normalcy, at the idea that it was just one more day without her, and that tomorrow would bring her walking through my door, life going on as if it hadn’t been interrupted.

			Without Grace, I was a perpetual motion machine, run by my inability to sleep and my fear of letting my thoughts build up in my head. Every night was a photocopy of every day that had come before it, and every day was a photocopy of every night. Everything felt so wrong: the house full to the brim with Cole St Clair and no one else; my memories edged with images of Grace covered in her own blood, shifting into a wolf; me, unchanging, my body out of the seasons’ reach. I was waiting for a train that never pulled into the station. But I couldn’t stop waiting, because who would I be then? I was looking at my world in a mirror.

			Rilke said: “This is what Fate means: to be opposite, to be opposite to every thing and nothing else but opposite and always opposite.”

			Without Grace, all I had were the songs about her voice and the songs about the echo left behind when she’d stopped speaking.

			And then she called.

			When the phone rang, I was taking advantage of the warm day to wash the Volkswagen, scrubbing off the last of the salt and sand painted on from an eternity of winter snow. The front windows were rolled down so that I could hear music playing while I worked. It was a thumping guitar piece with harmonies and a soaring melody that I would forever associate with the hope of that moment, the moment that she called and said, Will you come get me?

			The car and my arms were covered with suds, and I didn’t bother to dry off. I just threw my phone on the passenger seat and turned the key in the ignition. As I backed out, I was in such a hurry that I revved the engine up high, high, high as I shifted gears from reverse to first, my foot slipping on the clutch. The ascending engine note matched the beat of my heart.

			Overhead, the sky was huge and blue and filled with white clouds painted with thin ice crystals too far above the earth for me to feel, here on the warm ground. I was ten minutes down the road before I realized I had forgotten to roll up the windows; the air had dried the soap on my arms to white streaks. I met another car on the highway and passed it in a no passing zone.

			In ten minutes, I would have Grace in my passenger seat. Everything would be all right. I could already feel her fingers laced in mine, her cheek pressed against my neck. It felt like years since I’d had my arms wrapped around her body, my hands pressed up against her ribcage. Ages since I’d kissed her. Lifetimes since I’d heard her laugh.

			I ached with the weight of my hope. I fixated on the incredibly inconsequential fact that for two months, Cole and I had been living on dinners of jam sandwiches and canned tuna and frozen burritos. Once Grace was back, we would do better. I thought we had a jar of spaghetti sauce and some dried pasta. It seemed incredibly important to have a proper dinner for her return.

			Every minute closer to her. In the back of my head, nagging concerns pressed, and the biggest ones involved Grace’s parents. They were certain that I’d had something to do with her disappearance, since she’d fought with them about me right before she shifted. In the two months that she’d been gone, the police had been out to search my car and question me. Grace’s mother found excuses to walk by the bookstore when I was working, staring in the window while I pretended not to see. Articles about Grace’s and Olivia’s disappearances ran in the local paper, and they said everything about me but my name.

			Deep down, I knew that this – Grace as a wolf, her parents as enemies, me in Mercy Falls in this newly minted body – was a Gordian knot, impossible to untangle and lay straight. But surely if I had Grace, it would work out.

			I nearly drove by Ben’s Fish and Tackle, a nondescript building mostly hidden by scrubby pines. The Volkswagen lurched as I pulled into the car park; the potholes in the gravel were deep and filled with muddy water that I heard splashing up on the undercarriage. Scanning the car park as I pulled in, I slowed. There were a few U-Hauls parked behind the building. And there, beside them, near the trees—

			I pulled the car to the edge of the car park and climbed out, leaving it running. I stepped over a wooden railway tie and stopped. At my feet, in the wet grass, lay a flowered dress. A metre away from me, I saw an abandoned clog, and another metre beyond it, lying on its side, its mate. I took a deep breath, then knelt to pick up the dress. Balled in my hand, the fabric was scented softly with the memory of Grace. I straightened and swallowed.

			From here, I could see the side of the Volkswagen, covered in filth from the car park. It was as if I had never washed it.

			I climbed back behind the wheel, laying the dress in the back seat, and then I cupped my hands over my nose and mouth, breathing the same breaths over and over again, my elbows braced against the wheel. I sat there for several long moments, looking out over the dash at the left-behind set of shoes.

			It had been so much easier when I was the wolf.

		

	


	
		
			Four

			

			Cole
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			This was who I was, now that I was a werewolf: I was Cole St Clair, and I used to be NARKOTIKA.

			I had thought there’d be nothing left of me, once you took away the pounding bass of NARKOTIKA and the screams of a few hundred thousand fans and a calendar black with tour dates. But here it was, months later, and it turned out that there was fresh skin underneath the scab I’d picked off. Now, I was a fan of the simple pleasures in life: grilled cheese sandwiches without black flecks on the crust, jeans that didn’t pinch the better parts of me, an inch of vodka, ten to twelve hours of sleep.

			I wasn’t sure how Isabel fit into this.

			The thing was, I could go most of my week without thinking about grilled cheese and vodka. But I couldn’t seem to say the same thing about Isabel. It wasn’t like fantastic daydreams, either, the good sort of tease. It was more like jock itch. If you were really busy, you could almost forget about it, but then when you stopped moving, it was murder.

			Almost two months and not a breath from her, despite a number of extremely entertaining voicemails on my part.

			

			Voicemail #1: “Hi, Isabel Culpeper. I am lying in my bed, looking at the ceiling. I am mostly naked. I am thinking of … your mother. Call me.”

			

			And now she called?

			No way.

			I couldn’t stay in the house with the phone looking at me like that, so I got my shoes and headed out into the afternoon. Since I’d taken Grace away from the hospital, I’d started digging further into discovering what made us wolves. Here in the bush, there was no way to look at us under the microscope and get real answers. But I’d planned out a few experiments that didn’t require a lab – just luck, my body, and some balls. And one of said experiments would really run better if I could get my hands on one of the other wolves. So I’d been making forays into the forest. Actually, reccies. That was what Victor used to call our late-night convenience store runs to buy hasty meals constructed of plastic and dried cheese flavouring. I was performing reccies into Boundary Wood, in the name of science. I felt compelled to finish what I’d started.

			

			Voicemail #2: The first minute and thirty seconds of “I’ve Gotta Get a Message to You” by the Bee Gees.

			

			Today, the weather was warm and I could smell absolutely everything that had ever peed in the woods. I struck off on my usual path.

			Cole, it’s me.

			God, I was going crazy. If it wasn’t Isabel’s voice, it was Victor’s, and it was getting a little crowded inside my head. If I wasn’t imagining removing Isabel’s bra, I was willing the phone to ring, and if I wasn’t doing that, I was remembering Isabel’s father chucking Victor’s dead body on to the driveway. In between them and Sam, I was living with three ghosts.

			

			Voicemail #3: “I’m bored. I need to be entertained. Sam is moping. I may kill him with his own guitar. It would give me something to do and also make him say something. Two birds with one stone! I find all these old expressions unnecessarily violent. Like, ring around the rosy. That’s about the plague, did you know? Of course you did. The plague is, like, your older cousin. Hey, does Sam talk to you? He says jack all to me. God, I’m bored. Call me.”

			

			Snares. I was going to think about my experiments instead. Catching a wolf was turning out to be incredibly complicated. Using objects found in the basement of Beck’s house, I’d rigged up a huge number of snares, traps, crates and lures, and had caught an equally huge number of animals. Not a single member of Canis lupus. It was hard to say which was more aggravating – catching yet another useless animal or figuring out a way to get it out of the trap or snare without losing a hand or an eye.

			I was getting very fast.

			Cole, it’s me.

			I couldn’t believe that after all this time, she had called back, and her first words hadn’t been some form of apology. Maybe that part was coming next, and I’d missed it by hanging up.

			

			Voicemail #4: “Hotel California” by the Eagles, in its entirety, with every instance of the word California replaced with Minnesota.

			

			I kicked a rotten log and watched it explode into a dozen black shards on the rain-soaked forest floor. So I’d refused to sleep with Isabel. My first decent act in several years. No good deed goes unpunished, my mother used to say. It was her motto. Probably she felt that way about changing my diapers now.

			I hoped Isabel was still staring at her phone. I hoped she’d called back one hundred times since I’d gone outside. I hoped she felt infected like I did.

			

			Voicemail #5: “Hi, this is Cole St Clair. Want to know two true things? One, you’re never picking up this phone. Two, I’m never going to stop leaving long messages. It’s like therapy. Gotta talk to someone. Hey, you know what I figured out today? Victor’s dead. I figured it out yesterday, too. Every day I figure it out again. I don’t know what I’m doing here. I feel like there’s no one I can—”

			

			I checked my traps. Everything was coated in mud from the rain that had kept me in the house for the past several days. The ground was slop under my feet and my traps were useless. Nothing in the one on the ridge. A raccoon in the one near the road. Nothing in the one in the ravine. And the trap near the shed, a new sort of snare, was completely demolished, the pegs ripped from the ground, trip wires everywhere, small trees snapped and all the food eaten. It looked like I’d tried to trap Cthulhu.

			What I needed was to think like a wolf, which was remarkably hard to do when I wasn’t one.

			I gathered up the ruined bits of snare and headed back to the shed to see if I could find what I needed to rebuild it. There was nothing wrong with life that some wire cutters couldn’t fix.

			Cole, it’s me.

			I wasn’t going to call her back. I smelled something dead. Not yet rotting, but soon. I hadn’t done anything wrong. Isabel could call me the twenty times that I’d called her.

			

			Voicemail #6: “So, yeah, I’m sorry. That last message went a little pear-shaped. You like that expression? Sam said it the other day. Hey, try this theory on for size: I think he’s a dead British housewife reincarnated into a Beatle’s body. You know, I used to know this band that put on fake British accents for their shows. Boy, did they suck, aside from being assholes. I can’t remember their name now. I’m either getting senile or I’ve done enough to my brain that stuff’s falling out. Not so fair of me to make this one-sided, is it? I’m always talking about myself in these things. So, how are you, Isabel Rosemary Culpeper? Smile lately? Hot Toddies. That was the name of the band. The Hot Toddies.”

			

			I swore as a bit of wire from the snare in my hand cut my palm. It took me several moments to get my hands free of the mess of metal and wood. I dropped it on to the ground in front of me and stared at it. That piece of crap wasn’t catching anything anytime soon. I could just walk away. Nobody had asked me to play Science Guy.

			There was nothing saying that I couldn’t just take off. I wouldn’t be a wolf again until winter, and I could be hundreds of kilometres away by then. I could even go back home. Except that home was just the place where my black Mustang was parked. I belonged there just about as much as I belonged here with Beck’s wolves.

			I thought about Grace’s genuine smile. About Sam’s trust in my theory. About knowing that Grace had lived because of me. There was something vaguely glorious about having a purpose again.

			I put my bloody palm to my mouth and sucked on the cut. Then I leaned over and picked all the pieces back up again.

			

			Voicemail #20: “I wish you’d answer.”

		

	


	
		
			Five

			

			Grace
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			I watched him.

			I lay in the damp underbrush, my tail tucked close to me, sore and wary, but I couldn’t seem to leave him behind. The light crept lower, gilding the bottom of the leaves around me, but still, he remained. His shouts and the ferocity of my fascination made me shiver. I clamped my chin on to my front paws, laid my ears back against my head. The breeze carried his scent to me. I knew it. Everything in me knew it.

			I wanted to be found.

			I needed to bolt.

			His voice moved far away and then closer and then far again. At times the boy was so far I almost couldn’t hear him. I half rose, thinking of following. Then the birds would grow quieter as he approached again and I would hurriedly crouch back into the leaves that hid me. Each pass was wider and wider, the space between his coming and going longer. And I only grew more anxious.

			Could I follow him?

			He came back again, after a long period of almost quiet. This time, the boy was so close that I could see him from where I lay, hidden and motionless. I thought, for a moment, that he saw me, but his expression stayed focused on some point beyond me. The shape of his eyes made my stomach turn uncertainly. Something inside me tugged and pulled, aching once again. He cupped his hands around his mouth, called into the woods.

			If I stood, he would see me for certain. The force of wanting to be seen, of wanting to approach him, made me whine under my breath. I almost knew what he wanted. I almost knew—

			“Grace?”

			The word pierced me.

			The boy still didn’t see me. He’d just tossed his voice out into the emptiness, waiting for a reply.

			I was too afraid. Instincts pinned me to the ground. Grace. The word echoed inside me, losing meaning with each repetition.

			He turned, head bowed, and picked his way slowly away from me, towards the slanted light that marked the edge of the woods. Something like panic rose up inside me. Grace. I was losing the shape of the word. I was losing something. I was lost. I—

			I stood up. If he turned, I was unmistakable now, a dark grey wolf against the black trees. I needed him to stay. If he stayed, maybe it would ease this terrible feeling inside me. The force of standing there, in plain sight, so close to him, made my legs quiver beneath me.

			All he had to do was turn around.

			But he didn’t. He just kept walking, carrying the something that I’d lost with him, carrying the meaning of that word – Grace – never knowing how close he’d been.

			And I remained, silently watching him leave me behind.

		

	


	
		
			Six

			

			Sam
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			I lived in a war zone.

			When I pulled into the driveway, the music slapped its hands against the car windows. The air outside the house thumped with a booming bass line; the entire building was a speaker. The closest neighbours were acres away, so they were spared the symptoms of the disease that was Cole St Clair. Cole’s very being was so big that it couldn’t be contained by four walls. It bled out of the windows, crashed out of the stereo, shouted out suddenly in the middle of the night. When you took away the stage, you still had the rock star.

			Since he’d come to live in Beck’s house – no, my house – Cole had terraformed it into an alien landscape. It was as if he couldn’t help destroying things; chaos was a side effect to his very presence. He spread every single CD case in the house over the living room floor, left the television turned to infomercials, burned something sticky into the bottom of a skillet and then abandoned it on the stove top. The floorboards in the downstairs hallway were lined with deep dimples and claw marks that led from Cole’s room to the bathroom and back again, a lupine alphabet. He’d inexplicably take every glass out of the cupboard and organize them by size on the counter, leaving all the cabinet doors hanging open, or watch a dozen old ’80s movies halfway through and leave the cassettes unrewound on the floor in front of the VCR he’d excavated from somewhere in the basement.

			I made the mistake of taking it personally, the first time I came home to the mess. It took me weeks to realize that it wasn’t about me. It was about him. For Cole, it was always about him.

			I got out of the Volkswagen and headed towards the house. I wasn’t planning on being here long enough to worry about Cole’s music. I had a very specific list of items to retrieve before I went back out again. Torch. Benadryl. The wire crate from the garage. I’d stop by the store to get some minced beef to put the drugs in.

			I was trying to decide if you still had free will as a wolf. If I was a terrible person for planning to drug my girlfriend and drag her back to my house to keep in the basement. It was just – there were so many ways to effortlessly die as a wolf, just one moment too long on a highway, a few days without a successful hunt, one paw too far into the back yard of a drunk redneck with a rifle.

			I could feel that I was going to lose her.

			I couldn’t go another night with that in my head.

			When I opened the back door, the bass line resolved itself into music. The singer, voice distorted by volume, shouted to me: “Suffocate suffocate suffocate.” The timbre of the voice seemed familiar, and all at once I realized that this was NARKOTIKA, played loud enough for me to mistake the throbbing electronic backbeat for my heartbeat. My breastbone hummed with it.

			I didn’t bother to call out for him; he wouldn’t be able to hear me. The lights he’d left on laid down a history of his comings and goings: through the kitchen, down the hall to his room, the downstairs bathroom, and into the living room where the sound system was. I momentarily considered tracking him down, but I didn’t have time to hunt for him as well as Grace. I found a torch in the cabinet by the fridge and a banana from the island, and headed towards the hall. I promptly tripped over Cole’s shoes, caked in mud, lying haphazardly in the doorway from the kitchen to the hall. I saw now that the kitchen floor was covered with dirt, the dull yellow lights illuminating where Cole’s pacing had painted an ouroboros of filthy footprints in front of the cabinets.

			I rubbed a hand through my hair. I thought of a swear word but didn’t say it. What would Beck have done with Cole?

			I was reminded, suddenly, of the dog that Ulrik had brought home from work once, a mostly grown Rottweiler inexplicably named Chauffeur. It weighed as much as I did, was a bit mangy around the hips, and sported a very friendly disposition. Ulrik was all smiles, talking about guard dogs and Schutzhund and how I would grow to love Chauffeur like a brother. Within an hour of its arrival, Chauffeur ate four pounds of minced beef, chewed the cover off a biography of Margaret Thatcher – I think it ate most of the first chapter as well – and left a steaming pile of crap on the couch. Beck said, “Get that damn langolier out of here.”

			Ulrik called Beck a Wichser and left with the dog. Beck told me not to say Wichser because it was what ignorant German men said when they knew they were wrong, and a few hours later, Ulrik returned, sans Chauffeur. I never did sit on that side of the couch again.

			But I couldn’t kick Cole out. He had nowhere to go but down from here. Anyway, it wasn’t so much that Cole was intolerable. It was that Cole, undiluted, taken neat with nothing to cut through the loudness of him, was intolerable.

			This house had been so different when it had been filled with people.

			The living room went silent for two seconds as the song ended and then the speakers busted out another NARKOTIKA song. Cole’s voice exploded through the hall, louder and brasher than real life:

			

			Break me into pieces

			small enough to fit

			in the palm of your hand, baby

			I never thought that you would save me

			break a piece

			for your friends

			break a piece

			just for luck

			break a piece

			sell it sell it

			break me break me

			

			My hearing wasn’t as sensitive as it was when I was a wolf, but it was still better than most people’s. The music was like an assault, something physical to push past.

			The living room was empty – I’d turn the music off when I got back downstairs – and I jogged through it to get to the stairs. I knew there was an assortment of medicines in the downstairs bathroom’s cabinet, but I couldn’t get to them. The downstairs bathroom with its tub held too many memories for me to get through. Luckily, Beck, sensitive to my past, kept another store of medicines in the upstairs bathroom where there was no tub.

			Even up here, I could feel the bass vibrating under my feet. I shut the door behind me and allowed myself the small comfort of rinsing the dried car-washing suds from my arms before I opened the mirror-fronted cabinet. The cabinet was full of the vaguely distasteful evidence of other people, as most shared bathroom cabinets were. Ointments and other people’s toothpaste and pills for terms and conditions that no longer applied and hairbrushes with hair not my colour in the bristles and mouthwash that had probably expired two years before. I should clean it out. I would get around to it.

			I gingerly removed the Benadryl, and as I closed the cabinet, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. My hair was longer than I’d ever let it get before, my yellow eyes lighter than ever against the dark circles beneath them. But it wasn’t my hair or the colour of my eyes that had caught my attention. There was something in my expression that I didn’t recognize, something at once helpless and failing; whoever this Sam was, I didn’t know him.

			I snatched the torch and the banana off the corner of the sink. Every minute I spent here, Grace could be getting further away.

			I trotted down the stairs, two at a time, into the seething music. The living room was still empty so I crossed the floor to turn the stereo off. It was a strange place, the lamps by the tartan sofas casting shadows in every direction, no one here to listen to the fury exploding from the speakers. It was the lamps, more than the emptiness, that made me uncomfortable. They were slightly mismatched, with dark wood bases and cream shades; Beck had brought them back one day and Paul had declared that the house now officially looked like his grandmother’s. Maybe because of that, the lamps never got used; we always used the brighter ceiling light instead, which made the faded reds in the couch less sad and kept the night outside. But now, the twin pools of lamplight reminded me of spotlights on a stage.

			I stopped next to the couch.

			The living room wasn’t empty after all.

			Out of the reach of the light, a wolf lay next to the couch, twitching and jerking, mouth parted, revealing its teeth. I recognized the color of the coat, the staring green eyes: Cole.

			Shifting. I knew, logically, that he must be shifting – whether from wolf into human or human into wolf, I didn’t know – but still, I felt uneasy. I watched for a minute, waiting to see if I would have to open the door to release him outside.

			The pounding music fell into silence as the song ended; I still heard ghostly echoes of the beat whispering in my ears. I dropped my supplies softly on to the couch beside me, the hairs on the back of my neck prickling to wary attention. By the other couch, the wolf was still spasming, head jerking to the side again and again, senselessly violent and mechanical. His legs were ramrod straight away from him. Saliva dripped from his open jaws.

			This wasn’t shifting. This was a seizure.

			I started with surprise as a slow piano chord rang out beside my ear, but it was only the next track on the CD.

			I crept around the couch to kneel by Cole’s body. A pair of trousers lay on the carpet beside him, and a few centimetres away from them, a half-depressed syringe.

			“Cole,” I breathed, “what have you done to yourself?”

			The wolf’s head jerked back towards its shoulders, again and again.

			Cole sang from the speakers, his voice slow and uncertain against a sparse backing of just piano, a different Cole than I’d ever heard:

			

			If I am Hannibal

			where are my Alps?

			

			I had no one to call. I couldn’t call 911. Beck was far out of reach. It would take too long to try to explain to Karyn, my boss at the bookstore, even if I could trust her to keep our secret. Grace might know what to do, but even she was in the woods, hidden from me. The feeling of impending loss sharpened inside me, like my lungs rubbed against sandpaper with each inhalation.

			Cole’s body ripped through one spasm after another, head snapping back again and again. There was something deeply disturbing about the silence of it, the fact that the only sound accompanying all this abrupt motion was the hiss of his head rubbing the carpet while a voice he no longer possessed sang from the speakers.

			I fumbled in my back pocket and pulled out my phone. There was only one person to call. I stabbed in the number.

			“Romulus,” Isabel said, after only two rings. I heard road noise. “I was thinking of calling you.”

			“Isabel,” I said. I couldn’t make my voice sound serious enough for some reason. It just sounded as if I were talking about the weather. “I think Cole’s having a seizure. I don’t know what to do.”

			She didn’t even hesitate. “Roll him on his side so he doesn’t drown in his own spit.”

			“He’s a wolf.”

			In front of me, Cole was still seizing, at war with himself. Flecks of blood had appeared in his saliva. I thought he’d bitten his tongue.

			“Of course he is,” she said. She sounded pissed, which I was beginning to realize meant that she actually cared. “Where are you?”

			“In the house.”

			“Well then, I’ll see you in a second.”

			“You—?”

			“I told you,” Isabel said. “I was thinking of calling you.”

			It only took two minutes for her SUV to pull into the driveway.

			Twenty seconds later, I realized Cole wasn’t breathing.

		

	


	
		
			Seven

			

			Sam
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			Isabel was on the phone when she came into the living room. She threw her purse on the couch, barely looking at me and Cole. To the phone, she said, “Like I said, my dog is having a seizure. I don’t have a car. What can I do for him here? No, this isn’t for Chloe.”

			As she listened to their answer, she looked at me. For a moment, we both stared at each other. It had been two months and Isabel had changed – her hair, too, was longer, but like me, the difference was in her eyes. She was a stranger. I wondered if she thought the same thing about me.

			On the phone, they’d asked her a question. She relayed it to me. “How long has it been?”

			I looked away, to my watch. My hands felt cold. “Uh – six minutes since I found him. He’s not breathing.”

			Isabel licked her bubblegum-coloured lips. She looked past me to where Cole still jerked, his chest still, a reanimated corpse. When she saw the syringe beside him, her eyes shuttered. She held the phone away from her mouth. “They say to try an ice pack. In the small of his back.”

			I retrieved two bags of frozen chips from the freezer. By the time I returned, Isabel was off her phone and crouching in front of Cole, a precarious pose in her stacked heels. There was something striking about her posture; something about the tilt to her head. She was like a beautiful and lonely piece of art, lovely but unreachable.

			I knelt on the other side of Cole and pressed the bags behind his shoulder blades, feeling vaguely impotent. I was battling death and these were all the weapons I had.

			“Now,” Isabel said, “with thirty per cent less sodium.”

			It took me a moment to realize that she was reading the side of the bag of chips.

			Cole’s voice came out of the speakers near us, sexy and sarcastic: “I am expendable.”

			“What was he doing?” she asked. She didn’t look at the syringe.

			“I don’t know,” I said. “I wasn’t here.”

			Isabel reached out to help steady one of the bags. “Dumb jerk.”

			I became aware that the shaking had slowed.

			“It’s stopping,” I said. Then, because I felt like being too optimistic would somehow tempt fate into punishing me: “Or he’s dead.”

			“He’s not dead,” Isabel said. But she didn’t sound certain.

			The wolf was still, head lolled back at a grotesque angle. My fingers were bright red from the cold of the frozen chips. We were totally silent. By now, Grace would be far away from where she had called from. It seemed like a silly plan, now, no more logical than saving Cole’s life with a bag of chips.

			The wolf’s chest stayed motionless; I didn’t know how long it had been since he’d taken a breath.

			“Well,” I said, quietly. “Damn.”

			Isabel fisted her hands in her lap.

			Suddenly the wolf’s body bucked again in another violent movement. His legs scissored and flailed.

			“The ice,” Isabel snapped. “Sam, wake up!”

			But I didn’t move. I was surprised by the ferocity of my relief as Cole’s body buckled and twitched. This new pain I recognized – shifting. The wolf jerked and twitched and fur somehow sloughed and rolled back. Paws peeled into fingers, shoulders rippled and widened, the spine buckled. Everything shaking. The wolf’s body stretched impossibly, muscles bulging against skin, bones audibly scraping one another.

			And then it was Cole, gasping, his lips tinged blue, his fingers jerking and reaching for air. I could still see his skin stretching and remaking itself along his ribs with each shuddering breath. His green eyes were half-lidded, each blink almost too long to be a blink.

			I heard Isabel suck in her breath and I realized that I should have warned her to look away. I put my hand on her arm. She flinched.

			“Are you OK?” I asked.

			“I’m fine,” she replied, too fast to mean it. No one was fine after they saw that.

			The next song on the CD started, and when the drums pattered an opening, one of NARKOTIKA’s best-known songs, Cole laughed, silently, a laugh that saw no humour in anything, ever.

			Isabel stood up, suddenly ferocious, like the laugh had been a slap.

			“My work here’s done. I’m going to go.”

			Cole’s hand reached out and curled around her ankle. His voice was slurred. “IshbelCulprepr.” He closed his eyes; opened them again. They were slits. “Youknow what-do.” He paused. “Affer the beep. Beep.”

			I looked at Isabel. Victor’s hands pounded posthumously on the drums in the background.

			She told Cole, “Next time, kill yourself outside. Less cleanup for Sam.”

			“Isabel,” I said sharply.

			But Cole seemed unaffected.

			“Was just,” he said, and stopped. His lips were less blue now that he’d been breathing for a while. “Was just trying to find…” He stopped entirely and closed his eyes. A muscle was still twitching over his shoulder blade.

			Isabel stepped over his body and snatched up her bag from the couch. She stared at the banana I’d left there beside it, eyebrows pulled down low over her eyes as if, out of everything that she’d seen today, the banana was the most inexplicable.

			The idea of being alone in the house with Cole – with Cole, like this – was unbearable.

			“Isabel,” I said. I hesitated. “You don’t have to go.”

			She looked back at Cole, and her mouth became a thin, hard thing. There was something wet caught in her long lashes. She said, “Sorry, Sam.”

			When she left, she shut the back door hard enough to make every glass Cole had left on the counter rattle.
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