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      "Do I not destroy my enemies when I make them my friends?"

      -Abraham Lincoln
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      "Do you see the mist?" Peter's deep voice sounded tense as they stopped at crest of the hill. His black fur bristled, making him look even bigger than usual.

      Max peered down at the old cemetery in the distance. A chilly green mist crept out of the ground among the tombstones, giving the whole place an eerie glow. In the trees around them, dying leaves scratched and scraped against one another with the breeze.

      Max flattened his ears and bared his sharp teeth. "The zombies will be there soon," he growled. "Should I call the others?"

      "Let's get down there first. We're too near the houses. People might hear us."

      "Oh, okay." Max lowered his ears in disappointment.

      Without another word, Peter shot down the hill as swiftly and silently as a rush of wind.

      Max swished his tail and bolted after him through the cool night air. The two wolves raced through the darkest trees, keeping out of sight of the road, then veered left toward the cemetery.

      The stink of the glowing mist drifted toward them, bringing with it the chill of early fall. Max wrinkled his nose at the familiar odor of rotting meat. Together, they leaped over the low stone wall that surrounded the graveyard and skidded to a stop among the tombstones.

      Peter eyed the area quickly, then lifted his head to let out a deep, long howl. AwoooOOOOoooo

      "Hey, I thought I was going to call the others!" Max whined.

      Peter's glowing red eyes turned to Max. "Why does it matter?"

      Max huffed and turned his head away without answering.

      He felt annoyed but also a little ashamed at himself. Peter was right, it shouldn't matter who signaled the rest of the pack. The important thing was that they all worked together to protect their town from the zombies. But the older werewolves were always treating him like a kid, never letting him do the important jobs. Sometimes, it felt like they thought he just tagged along for fun.

      
        
          [image: Max and Peter are walking through a graveyard as wolves. Max looks disgruntled while Peter looks patient.]
        

      

      Hadn't he proven himself? He'd fought in countless zombie battles already. He was one of the werewolves who'd actually killed a banshee. And, most of all, he was the one who'd figured out how to go wolf without everyone turning into monsters and fighting each other. Because of Max, they all worked together in battle now. That should count for something, right?

      Apparently not. The older wolves still acted like he hung around just to learn from them instead of being a useful member of the pack. Being treated like a baby all the time was starting to get on his nerves.

      Peter was still watching him with an annoyingly patient expression on his face. "We're here to destroy zombies, remember?"

      "Yeah, yeah, fine." Max rolled his eyes. Of course, he hadn't forgotten.

      They trotted out into the graveyard. The smelly mist drifted around them, swirling around the tombstones and making everything look green.

      "I wish we knew where the mist came from," Max said, carefully feeling the earth with his paws for any movement underground.

      "The banshees make it, you know that." Peter reminded him without looking up.

      "Well, yeah, obviously!" Max snorted. "I mean, how do they make it? And why do they make it, other than to make zombies? Are they trying to take over the world? Do they have to be nearby? If they make mist once, do they have to wait before they can make it again? If we figure them out, maybe it will be easier to fight them."

      The banshees were their true enemy. The werewolves searched every night for the green mist and zombies. But they really wanted to find the floating, pale, sharp-fanged banshees with deadly screams. If they got rid of the banshees, there would be no more zombies ever.

      Max had helped kill one banshee already. At the time, everyone thought finding and killing the other two would be easy. But it turned out they were wrong. The other two banshees hadn't shown up again all summer and it was starting to get frustrating.

      "Listen!" Peter whispered. His ears perked up and he darted away to the other side of the cemetery where the mist was growing thicker.

      Max followed him, and then he heard it too. Under the ground, the dirt shifted and crunched.

      "The zombies are coming," Max said. In the pale green light with the chilly breeze blowing through his fur, his voice came out more scared than he'd intended. He shook out his fur and cleared his throat.

      In the distance, a high piercing howl echoed over the hills. It was followed by another, and then another.

      Both Peter and Max lifted their ears.

      "Kate, Lucas, and Becca," Max said. Since Max had become a werewolf, nearly eight months earlier, he'd come to recognize the unique voices of all the pack members. It helped to know who was calling and who was on their way in situations like this.

      At his side, Peter nodded. "Just in time."

      The ground at Max's paws lifted. Roots snapped apart as the soil cracked open.

      Max took a step back, wrinkling his nose in disgust. No matter how many zombie battles he'd been in, Max could never get used to the disgusting smell of rotted flesh.

      Peter snarled and braced for the attack.

      The mound of dirt crumbled away, and a pair of grey arms pushed through, followed by a pale dead face with stringy white hair.

      "We'll have to hold them off until the others get here," Peter growled through his teeth.

      "Not a problem!" Max said. His fur bristled in anticipation.

      More graves were breaking open. Dirty rotting hands and arms clawed their way out, followed by rotting heads and ragged bodies.

      Max snarled at the zombies surrounding them. Then Peter leapt forward to attack and Max followed, ripping the closest zombie to pieces with his claws.
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      The zombie's head snapped off between his teeth. He kicked another with his back leg, bowling it down into the one behind it. He knocked three down together with one mighty swipe of his claws.

      For every zombie they killed, three more dug out of the graves around them. It didn't take long before they were ripping and slashing in the middle of a huge mob.

      Max watched in amazement as Peter slashed a zombie in half with his claws, then swung its upper body in an arc, taking out five more while kicking the head off another with his back leg.

      Peter was a more efficient fighter than Max. He'd been a werewolf for over a century and had more experience fighting.

      While Max was busy watching Peter, five zombies grabbed him at once, clinging to his fur and smearing their slimy mouths on him, trying to bite through his thick werewolf skin.

      Max yelped and swung around, trying to knock them off. He managed to tear one off his side with his teeth before Peter came and ripped the others away for him.

      "Thanks!" Max panted.

      "Stay focused!" Peter barked before jumping on another group of zombies.

      A howl shook the air. Max looked up and six furry shadows raced toward them across the cemetery.

      "The pack is here!" he yelled.

      "Good!" Peter grunted, tearing another zombie in half.

      Moments later, the other werewolves joined them, biting, snarling, and slashing with their claws. With the whole pack fighting together, it didn't take long to demolish the rest of the mob. After a few minutes, eight werewolves stood in an empty cemetery with silver moonlight glinting off of the rotten slime in their fur.

      "No banshees tonight, huh?" Tim asked as he trotted over to Max. He reached up and swiped a clod of zombie gunk off of Max's back with one of his claws.

      Even though Tim was the reason Max was standing here as a werewolf in the first place, he had never considered holding it against his best friend for biting him. Sometimes, when Tim looked at him, Max could tell how horrible he still felt about it. But Max thought being a powerful zombie-fighting monster wasn't so bad.

      "No, no banshees tonight," Peter answered, staring into the trees as though he was waiting for the banshees to show up late to his party.

      "Well, we could go looking for them," Max offered. "If the green mist was here, maybe they're close by."

      Peter sighed. "It's worth trying, anyway. Becca, Rachel, you two come with me and we'll sweep the area." The two dark grey wolves stepped forward, ready to follow him.

      "Wait!" Max cried. "I was on patrol with you tonight. Shouldn't I get to go?"

      "You need to clean yourself up and get back in bed. You have to be up early tomorrow," Peter said. "If you keep missing sleep, your parents are sure to notice something is wrong."

      "But I'm fine. I'm not tired at all!" Max wagged his tail plaintively.

      "We do have school tomorrow, Max," Tim said quietly, looking between him and Peter.

      Max growled. Since school started a month ago, Peter had been sending Max and Tim home earlier than the others. It only made Max feel more like a useless kid. He missed the long summer nights, roaming around town in search of zombies, only to crawl back into bed in the early morning and sleep in late.

      "Come on, kid. You need your sleep," Lucas said. He opened his mouth in a huge toothy yawn. "I know I can't wait to get back in my nice warm bed. I'll walk you back home, okay?"

      Max snorted and turned away. Why did they keep doing this to him? He wasn't a baby!

      "I can get back on my own," he grumbled.

      Tim caught up with him at the edge of the trees. "What's the matter with you?" he asked. "Lucas was just trying to be nice."

      "Yeah," Max snorted. "They think we can't do anything for ourselves. Are they going to start chewing our food for us next?"

      Tim chuckled. "Well, I don't know about you, but I'm tired. I was already asleep when Peter howled. I almost didn't wake up."

      "Yeah, well I wasn't. Now I'm pumped from fighting. I want to go hunt for banshees!" Max hopped on his paws, gritting his teeth frustration.

      "They probably won't find them," Tim said. "I think the other banshees are too scared of us to come out. Or maybe they aren't even here anymore. They might have gone somewhere else."

      "Then why are we still finding the green mist? If they make the mist, they have to be here still, don't they?"

      Tim sighed. "I don't know. We don't understand enough about them I guess."

      "That's what I was thinking, too."

      They walked down to the beach and waded into the cool salty water. Max rolled around a few times to scrub off the zombie slime. It helped a bit. Now he smelled more like rotten fish than rotten zombies. But he ended up covered in sand, too.

      "I guess I'll take a shower when I get home," he said.

      Tim shook the saltwater out of his fur and looked at him. "Won't that wake up your parents?"

      "Nah, I do it all the time."

      Tim shrugged. "Okay then. I'm going to try to get a little more clean before heading home."

      "All right, see you tomorrow."

      Max climbed back up the hill. When he got to the edge of the trees, he gave himself one last shake to get the seawater and sand out of his fur before he phased back into a boy.

      Water squished in his shoes as he ran home, and he still smelled terrible, but Max wasn't worried. He'd done this a hundred times before.

      He climbed up the siding of his house as easily as walking up stairs. Then he gently slid his window open and crawled inside.

      The light suddenly flashed on.

      "Maxwell James Connell, where have you been?"

      Max gulped and blinked his eyes at the sudden brightness.

      His mother was standing in the doorway with her arms crossed, frowning at him.
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      "Well? Would you like to tell me what you've been up to?" his mom asked. She leaned against the doorframe with her arms crossed, a stern expression on her face.

      "I... um... I was just... outside?"

      Her eyes narrowed. "Yeah, I figured that part out already. What were you doing?"

      What could he say? If he told her that he went out to transform into a werewolf to keep her safe from zombies, she wouldn't believe it. Even if she did believe it, there's no way she'd let him run off at night to fight flesh-eating monsters.

      "I just went out to... to look around and stuff. I wasn't doing anything bad." He fidgeted, staring down at his dirty wet shoes and feeling guilty for the lie.

      "Well, I hate to break it to you, but sneaking out of your window in the middle of the night without telling anyone? That is not a good choice!"

      Max fidgeted again. "I'm sorry."

      He was about to promise never to do it again, but he couldn't keep that promise. So he just kept looking at his feet.

      "You're soaking wet and you smell horrible. What on earth were you doing? Going for a late-night swim in the swamp? Was Timmy with you?"

      "No!" He looked up, suddenly panicked. "I wasn't out with Tim, Mom, I swear! It was just me. I... I couldn't sleep. I just wanted to go out and play, that's all. I was... I was trying to catch some frogs in the pond."

      She frowned at him suspiciously. "Well, congratulations. You're in trouble. Heaps of trouble. I'll be talking with your father when he gets home tomorrow to determine exactly how much trouble you're in."

      "But Mom!"

      She held up her hand to stop him. "Are you ready to tell me what you were really doing outside in the middle of the night?"

      Max's mouth snapped shut. He felt tears prickle in his eyes.

      How did she always know when he was holding something back? He stared at her for a few seconds, then threw himself onto his bed with a groan of dismay.

      "This isn't a joke, Max," his mom said. Her voice sounded a little softer now. "Not only is this a school night and you need your sleep, but what if you'd gotten hurt? What if you'd gotten lost? We wouldn't even know where to start looking for you."

      Max groaned again and clenched his jaw. Being a werewolf meant that even if he did get hurt, he didn't stay that way for long. He'd once had several ribs broken and probably cracked his skull. But after a few minutes he'd been up and fighting again like nothing had happened.

      He couldn't say any of that to his mom, though. It would only make things worse. If he told his mom not to worry about him because he was a super-strong werewolf and could heal broken bones in minutes, she would be even more freaked out than she already was.

      "Look, Max." His mom's voice was even more gentle now. "I know you're a good kid. But sometimes you act before you think. Maybe you thought you had a good reason for sneaking out. Or maybe you just thought it wasn't a big deal. But whatever the reason, it's a big deal to your dad and me. You think about it and we'll talk about it some more in the morning, okay?"

      Ripples of heat rolled up his back and his chest tightened. He was angry with himself for getting caught. Angry with himself for lying to his mom. But he couldn't let himself focus on it. Especially not at night with the light of the moon shining through his window. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, pushing the wolf in him back down.

      "Yeah, Mom. Okay."

      His mom rubbed his back and walked out the door. She didn't close it. "Go take a shower then get some sleep. We'll talk in the morning."
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      When Max got downstairs for breakfast the next morning, his family was already sitting at the table together.

      Maddie and Mia were still in their pajamas and eating cereal.

      His dad was sleepily reading something on his tablet. He'd probably only gotten home from his business trip a few hours ago. When he looked up at Max, he raised an eyebrow at him as if to say, Really kid?

      "Your mom told me about last night," his dad said.

      "Yeah?" Max slid into his chair and rested his chin on his arms.

      "Sneaking out, huh?"

      "Mmm hmm."

      His dad yawned. "When I was a kid, I used to sneak out and go to the convenience store. My midnight candy run." He chuckled. "My parents had no idea."

      Max lifted his head to look at his dad. "You did?"

      "Ahem!" Max's mom sat at the table with her breakfast and shot his dad a look.

      Max's dad blinked and cleared his throat. "But, um, I was older than you are now. And that was very irresponsible of me, of course. I shouldn't have..." He cleared his throat again. "Your mother and I have talked about it and we both agree that you will be grounded until the end of the month."

      Max sighed and nodded. He could handle little things like no TV or video games. It was annoying that he wouldn't be able to play at Tim's house until he was un-grounded. But it was only a little more than three weeks.

      "And..." his mom continued. "You will be sleeping with your door open until you've proven that we can trust you."

      "What!?" Max felt his heart drop all the way down to his toes. If he couldn't close his door and sneak out at night, he couldn't go wolf anymore. Not even during the full moon.

      And he had to go wolf during the full moon. Peter had told him what would happen if he didn't. He'd become extremely grouchy for the rest of the month and any little thing would make him lose his temper. And if he lost his temper, even during the day, he'd transform into a werewolf. Not a calm, in-control werewolf like they all were now, but a totally out-of-control, raging monster. He might kill someone!

      "No! Please!" he begged.

      His mom and dad looked at each other, seeming a little surprised.

      "Sorry, Max. That's how it is," his dad said. "If you show we can trust you, then you'll get your privileges back.

      Max just stared at them with panic boiling in his chest. There was nothing he could say to get out of this.

      "Are you okay, Max?" Tim asked when Max flopped down on the bench at the bus stop.

      "I got caught last night," Max grumbled.

      "What!?" Tim gasped. His face went pale. "Someone saw you?"

      "Not like that. My mom thinks I just went out to have some fun. She didn't catch me as a wolf or anything."

      Tim relaxed a little. "Oh! Phew! Well, that's not so bad, then."

      "Well, it is kind of bad. I'm grounded until Halloween. And I have to keep my bedroom door open until I prove I'm trustworthy, whatever that means."

      "But... but Max. Halloween is a full moon this year!"

      "Yeah, I know that."

      "So you have to go wolf!"

      "I know, Tim!"

      Tim shook with fear. "We have to do something. We have to get you un-grounded or find a way to sneak you out or... or something!"

      Max sighed and put his face in his hands. "Ugh, why is this happening? I wish I'd been more quiet sneaking back in!"

      "I'll tell Peter what happened," Tim said. "Maybe he'll know what to do."

      "Yeah and give him even more reasons to treat me like a little baby who can't do anything right," Max grumbled.

      Tim didn't respond. Other kids joined them at the bus stop now. They had to be careful what they said around other people. Max would just have to wait until lunchtime to talk to Tim more.

      Max didn't want to tell Peter he was grounded yet. He knew he couldn't keep it secret, but he hoped he'd be able to fix everything before Peter had to step in and take care of it for him. It would feel better to say, "Hey boss, I had this little problem, but don't worry, it's all good now." Only he didn't know how to fix this. And he was terrified of what might happen if he didn't.
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      "Wolves can follow a scent for miles during a hunt. Each wolf in a pack has a special job based on its abilities. By working as a team, they can take down prey much bigger and stronger than they are."

      Max stared at his paper while he read the words out loud for his class. He didn't want to look up and see all the other kids watching him.

      They'd only been in fifth grade for a month and already they had to do oral reports on their favorite mammals. Max had chosen to do his on wolves. He figured it would be easy to get a good grade since he knew all about wolves. He was a werewolf after all.

      "That's very nice, Max," Miss Jones said. "Does anyone have any questions?"

      Some kids fidgeted in their seats. No one raised a hand.

      "Well I have a question for you," his teacher said. "What kinds of prey do wolves usually hunt?"

      "Ummm." Max thought about which animals he liked to eat in wolf form. "Rabbits and turkeys like we have around here are okay. But wolves like bigger animals, like deer. They have more meat, and it's harder for them to hide underground."

      "Wolves are so stupid!" Dean said from his seat in the back of the class. "If a wolf was hunting me, I'd just swim through a river. Then it wouldn't be able to follow my scent."

      Max rolled his eyes. He and Dean had never gotten along well. Maybe because Dean always pretended to know things he didn't. Or, it might be because he liked being cruel to smaller kids.

      "Going through a river wouldn't work," Max told him. "A pack of wolves would follow you right through it. Water makes the scent stronger. Things smell a lot more when they're soaking wet. Especially you."

      Some of the kids laughed and Dean glared at him.

      Ms. Jones frowned. "Max, that was uncalled for."

      "Sorry, Ms. Jones."

      She sighed. "You can return to your seat now."

      Max kept his eyes on Dean as he walked back to his seat. The bully's face had turned bright red and he was clenching his fists like he wanted to punch Max in the nose. Max knew he wouldn't try it. Dean had learned a long time ago that Max was a lot stronger than he looked.

      "All right, class, now that we've finished our presentations, let's take out our books and open to chapter two. We're going to be reading about different biomes."

      The room filled with the sound of shuffling papers as everyone pulled their textbooks out and turned to the right page.

      A knock at the classroom door made everyone look up. Ms. Jones stood to answer it and the guidance counselor walked in. Following closely behind her was a girl Max had never seen before.

      Her hair was shiny, perfectly straight, and so black it was almost blue under the classroom lights. She kept her face mostly hidden behind her hair, but her skin looked as white as paper.

      The other students probably couldn't hear what the adults were saying in hushed tones, but with Max's super-sensitive werewolf ears, he understood them easily.

      "Miss Moran has arrived," the counselor said. "She seems a bit shy, but she says she's ready to join the class."

      "All right, then," Ms. Jones smiled down at the girl. "Your name's Keira, right?"

      The new girl nodded, making her shiny hair ripple.

      "Why don't you go ahead and take a seat over there?" Ms. Jones pointed toward the empty seat next to Max.

      Keira looked up to find her seat and Max caught a glimpse of her face. Her eyes were dark. Her lips were pink, like she was wearing tinted lip gloss. She was pretty in a mysterious kind of way.

      Finding the empty seat with her eyes, Keira made her way along the row of desks toward Max.

      "Class, we have a new student today," Ms. Jones announced. "Keira's family just moved to the area, so I want you all to help her to feel welcome, okay?"

      Keira sat in the seat next to Max while the class watched her like she was some sort of weird animal in a zoo.

      Max felt bad for how everyone stared at her, especially since the adults said that she was shy. He decided to say hi.

      He cleared his throat. "Hey, Keira. I'm Max." He smiled, waiting for her to answer.

      Keira turned to him with a bored and irritated expression, like she didn't want to be spoken to.

      "Hello," she said and then turned away again. She shook out her hair and focused on opening her textbook to the right page.

      When she moved, a small gust of air blew in his direction and Max finally caught her scent.

      He frowned and sniffed again, sure he must be imagining things. But he wasn't mistaken. Keira didn't smell like a human. She smelled like... old leather. Like the ivory keys of an old piano. Like a cow's skeleton that had been lying in a hot desert sun for years. It was a clean, dead scent that sent a shiver up his spine.

      He thought he'd smelled it before, but where?
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      Max spent the rest of his first class trying to figure out Keira's strange scent. It was the smell of something dead, but nothing like how rotten zombies smelled. Maybe not alive would be a better description.

      Living creatures smelled warm, musky, and soft. Like hot breath, rich blood under healthy skin, sweat, and even food. The way a favorite t-shirt or blanket smelled after being used for years and years.

      Even though Keira smelled like flesh and bone, she didn't smell like a living creature. She might as well have been a leather jacket or a statue in a museum.

      "Mister Connell, can you answer the question?" Ms. Jones called.

      Max's head snapped up, realizing that the teacher was calling on him. He hadn't been paying attention for the past ten minutes. "Uh... What was the question?"

      Some of the other kids snickered.

      Ms. Jones frowned at him. "How does studying an animal's biome help us to learn about the animal?"

      "Oh, um... because it helps you know how it fits in with all the other animals and plants?"

      She nodded. "Good. Studying the biome helps us understand the role each species plays within their community..."

      Max tried to pay attention for the rest of class, but he was too distracted. Between having a new classmate who smelled so strangely, being grounded, and knowing that he might go crazy and kill people if he didn't go wolf during the next full moon, there were just too many things on his mind.

      The whole "going crazy and killing everyone" thing probably should have worried him the most. Would he really go wild if he didn't turn into a werewolf on Halloween night? It had never occurred to him that this might happen if he was ever caught sneaking out.

      Max rubbed the faint pink star shape on his palm. The strange symbol marked him as a werewolf. It wasn't very dark now since the last full moon was only a few days ago. But it would get darker every day until...

      "This Halloween our class will be helping out with the Fall Festival!" Ms. Jones announced, snapping Max out of his thoughts. "Anyone who wants to participate can sign up to make a game for the little kids to come play. The sign-up form is on the table by the door. Anyone who participates gets to earn some extra credit."

      The bell rang and everyone started stuffing their books and papers back into their bags.

      Shoving his textbook into his backpack, with his pencil gripped between his teeth, Max looked up and saw Keira pause at the sign-up table on her way out. She seemed to consider it for a moment, then she bent down and signed her name.

      A brilliant idea flashed in his mind. Of course! The school Halloween party was on Halloween! And it would be going on well after sunset. If Max signed up for a school project, his parents would have to let him out to do it. Then, during the Fall Festival, he could sneak away to go wolf, and no one would see him. It was the perfect answer to his problem!

      Max hurried to the sign-up sheet and wrote his name next to Keira's. He hoped she wouldn't mind him signing up to work with her. But their teacher did say they needed to work in pairs or groups, and no one else had signed up to be in her group yet.

      Max slung his bag over his shoulder and headed out of the classroom into the hall. And that's when he suddenly remembered where he'd smelled that smell before. The clean dead smell of leather and dry bones. Keira's smell.

      It was exactly how the banshees smelled.
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      "New girl, huh?" Tim asked.

      They were sitting together at lunch while Keira sat the far corner of the table by herself, resting her elbow on the tabletop and picking at her food. Max didn't know how to tell Tim what he knew about her. Or what he thought he knew about her anyway. He couldn't be sure. She didn't look like a banshee after all. She hadn't done any floating or screaming or creating un-dead monsters at all as far as he could tell. What if he was wrong?

      "Um, yeah. She's in my science class. She doesn't talk to anyone. I tried saying hi to her, but I think she likes to be alone."

      "Hm." Tim shrugged. "Must be shy."

      "Yeah maybe." Max's mind was racing. What if she could hear them? Did banshees have super hearing like werewolves did? Would it matter if she knew they were werewolves? Was she here looking for them?

      "I'm running with Rachel tonight. I'll tell her what happened with you getting grounded. Maybe we'll howl in Peter and let him know." Tim took a big bite of his sandwich. "Who knows, maybe some banshees will show up tonight."

      Max bit his tongue. He wanted to shout at Tim to stop talking. He looked over at Keira, but she wasn't paying any attention to them.

      "Uh, I think I might have figured out a way to get out of being grounded early," he said, jumping at the chance to change the subject.

      "Really?" Tim brightened.

      "Yeah. Our class is helping with the Fall Festival, so I signed up. If it's for school, my mom and dad will have to let me go." Max grinned at the genius of his plan.

      "Cool! So what do you have to do?"

      "I just have to make a game for little kids to play. I was thinking something fun and educational, like bowling for zombies!"

      They both laughed.

      "All I'll have to do is say I feel sick or something and then sneak away. Perfect, right?"

      "That's genius!" Tim grinned.

      When school ended, Max waited outside for his bus to pull up and let everyone on. He was talking and laughing with Tim and a couple older boys about a YouTube video they all liked with a guy who played their favorite computer game.

      "Did you see when he tried jumping over the lava?" Tim asked.

      "Yeah! And his horse just exploded! PSHHH!" Max made an exploding motion with his hands and everyone laughed.

      Max noticed Keira walking past them, all by herself, toward the area where the car riders waited.

      Even though she totally smelled like a banshee, Max sort of felt sorry for her being all alone. Maybe he was wrong, and she wasn't really a banshee. Just because she smelled weird didn't mean she was an evil monster. So Max decided to make one more attempt at being friendly.

      "Bye, new girl! See you in class tomorrow!" he called after her.

      She turned toward him.

      Max gave her a friendly smile and waved.

      Keira saw him and her eyes widened in shock. Then she looked mad.

      Max lowered his hand and wrinkled his brow in confusion. What was she mad about? All he did was say bye.
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      Their bus pulled up and everyone started climbing in.

      Max turned back again, and Keira's angry expression was gone. Now a strange knowing smile crept across her face.

      The rest of the boys were still talking about the video as they climbed into their seats. But Max was wondering about Keira.

      What was that all about? All he did was wave to her.

      He glanced down at the hand he'd waved at her with. The faint red star shape was almost hidden in the lines of his palm.

      Had she seen that? And if she saw the star on his palm, did she know what it meant?

      Her strange reaction seemed to mean that she did. She knew that Max was a werewolf. And that meant Keira was a banshee.

      Max's heart pounded in his chest.

      Tim was still talking and laughing with the other kids. Max wanted to tell him everything, but he couldn't. Not now in front of everyone. He had to wait until they were alone. But when would he have a chance? He was grounded.

      He'd have to find a way to tell the other werewolves what he'd learned.
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        * * *

      

      "So, how was your day at school, Max?" his dad asked when they all sat down to dinner.

      "It was fine," Max said, pouting at his stir fry.

      Max hadn't had a chance to talk to Tim as they got off the bus. Tim had waved goodbye, still surrounded by other kids, and walked home without stopping to talk.

      He didn't have a way to contact Peter, or Lucas, or Kate, or any of the other werewolves.

      He was stuck at home with his family with no one he could talk to about Keira being a banshee. And it made him very grumpy.

      "You gave your report on wolves today, didn't you?" his mom said.

      "Uh, yeah. It was good. But, oh!" He looked up. "I almost forgot to tell you. I'm signed up to do a project for the Fall Festival."

      "A project? What kind of project?" His mom raised an eyebrow.

      "I need to build a game for the little kids to play at the party."

      "The school festival? The one that's on Halloween?" his dad asked.

      "Well, yeah. And I have to be there to help the kids play and probably to clean up after, too."

      His mom and dad looked at each other then back at Max.

      "You're still grounded on Halloween," his mom reminded him.

      "I know, but it's for school. I won't play the games there. I'll be helping the little kids."

      "It sounds reasonable to me," his dad said with a shrug.

      His mom nodded thoughtfully. "Well, all right," she said. "I guess the girls can do the festival this year instead of trick-or-treating."

      "I want to be a wolf for Halloween!" Maddie, said, bouncing in her seat.

      "Really?" Max asked, laughing at her. "You're sure you don't want to be a princess again?"

      "No, I want to be a wolf and go awooooooooo!" Maddie howled.

      "Awoooo!" Mia howled, too. Mia always did whatever her big sister did.

      Max laughed again. Last summer, Maddie had told them she'd heard wolves howling outside. Their mom and dad said that was impossible because there were no wolves in New England, not for hundreds of miles. But even if there weren't any wolves, Max knew there definitely were werewolves. He wondered if she'd heard him howling one night.

      Whatever she'd heard, ever since then Maddie had been obsessed with werewolves.

      "Well, I guess we could find you a wolf costume to wear," their dad said. "Would you like that?"

      "Yay!" Maddie squealed. "Do you want to be a wolf, too, Mia?"

      "Yeah!" Mia clapped. "I be a wolf too!"
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      When Max woke up the next morning, he still felt tired. Even though he stayed out late a lot, he usually managed to get a few hours of sleep. But last night, he had trouble falling asleep. And when he finally did drift off, he only had nightmares of Keira coming to his house, turning into a banshee, and attacking his family.

      He didn't want to believe Keira was a monster, but the more he thought about it, the more sure he was.

      She didn't look exactly like the banshees he'd fought in the graveyard last spring. She didn't have long claw-like fingers. And he didn't think she had pointed teeth or a deadly scream. But there were some similarities.

      She smelled like one for sure, if he remembered their smell right. She had long black hair like they did. Her pale skin seemed almost as white as theirs was. Her eyes were dark, though they didn't look as empty and dead as the banshees'.

      Most of all, she'd seen the star on Max's hand and recognized it. She knew it was the mark of a werewolf. And the only ones outside of the pack who knew about the werewolves were the banshees.

      Max got dressed and dragged himself downstairs. His mom was at the table serving scrambled eggs to his sisters.

      "Good morning, Max," she said, putting a plate out for him.

      Max mumbled a good morning and sat down, scooping hot eggs into his mouth with his eyes half closed.

      "Well you seem only half-awake today," she said.

      "Didn't sleep much."

      "Are you feeling okay?" She placed a hand on his forehead to check for a fever.

      "No, I feel fine. I dunno." Max yawned and took another mouthful of eggs. Next to him, Maddie was trying to eat her eggs with her whole face. She growled into her plate, scattering bits of cheesy scrambled eggs over the table.

      "Maddie!" Max's mom scolded. "Use your fork for goodness sake!"

      "But I'm a wolf!" Maddie protested with eggs stuck to her cheeks.

      "You can play wolf after you eat. No wolves at the table."

      Max chuckled and skewered some more eggs with his fork.

      "So, Max, about this school project..." his mom said, wiping off of Maddie's face with a napkin.

      "Yeah?"

      "You are still grounded for the rest of the month," his mom said. "But that doesn't mean you can't have classmates come over to work on a school project. You said you were working on it with someone?"

      "Yeah the... new girl." Max trailed off as a strange sinking feeling came over him.

      Something finally clicked together in his brain.

      Keira was a banshee.

      She knew he was a werewolf.

      And Max had signed up to do a school project with her!

      He swallowed hard, trying to find his voice again.

      "Well, ask her if she can come here to work on it with you," his mom said, not noticing his sudden dread. "If not, try to get her parents' phone number and we'll work something out. Maybe you can go to her house if you need to."

      Max's heart raced. He blinked and stared at his plate of food. "Yeah, no problem."

      Sure, he'd just invite a deadly monster to come to his house where his mom, dad, and little sisters lived. They'd work on a school project together and be friendly. What could possibly go wrong?

      It was like his nightmares were coming to life.

      But then he thought about what his mom suggested. Find out where she lives!

      It hadn't occurred to Max to wonder where Keira and her "parents" lived. Where did banshees even live? Maybe underground with the zombies? Only Keira didn't look like she lived underground.

      He realized that this was an opportunity. He could learn about the banshees from her! And if he learned what the wolves needed to know, they could end the monster attacks for good.

      If Max managed to get that information even though he was grounded, that would be sure to impress Peter and the others. It would prove that Max was able to handle important jobs. It would show them that he wasn't just some useless kid!
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        * * *

      

      "I told Peter about you being grounded," Tim said as soon as Max joined him on the bench at the bus stop.

      "Oh?" Max tried hard not to be irritated. He knew Tim had to tell Peter. "What did he say?"

      "Well, I actually told all of them."

      Max scowled in annoyance. Did he have to announce it to the whole pack? "What? So now everyone knows I got caught?"

      "Well yeah. I don't know how we could avoid that."

      Max sighed. "Fine. So, what did they say?"

      "Peter said to listen to your parents for now and we'll figure out what to do about Halloween." Tim shrugged. "He thinks you shouldn't have signed up for the Fall Festival, though. If you were alone in your room on Halloween while the rest of your family was out, it would be easier to sneak out, go wolf, then sneak back in. But at the festival you'll have to figure out how to get out of the moonlight to change back and go home."

      Max grimaced. Of course, Peter would come up with an easier plan.

      Tim sighed. "I'm glad my parents haven't caught me yet. I keep thinking they will. Every time I climb through my window, I expect to see my mom or dad standing there." He shuddered. "I wish we could find the banshees already and be done with all the sneaking out."

      Max almost told Tim all about Keira right then. But Tim would want to run to Peter right away to tell him about the banshee girl at school. If he was going to spy on her, he had to keep it a secret, even from Tim.

      "Hey, Tim? What if we found one of them? Do you think it would be worth it to study it... her? One banshee could tell us more about all of them, and we could use that information."

      "Well... yeah, I guess." Tim fidgeted uncomfortably. "But... are you talking about capturing a banshee prisoner? Questioning her? And then executing her?"

      Max grimaced. "It sounds awful when you say it like that."

      Tim nodded thoughtfully. "But it's not like they're actually people. They're evil. They make armies of zombies that would kill everyone if we didn't fight them off. They've tried to kill us hundreds of times. Their zombies almost killed me once before I was a werewolf."

      Max nodded, too. But he remembered seeing Keira in class, and later when he'd waved at her. She didn't seem like a monster. She'd been kind of rude... but not evil. And she'd seemed like just as much of a person as anybody.

      He definitely wouldn't tell Tim about her. Not until he knew more himself, anyway. Tim would for sure tell the rest of the pack. And Peter might thank him, but then take over because Max was just a kid who couldn't handle important things. Plus, the pack would probably just kill her right away. And then they wouldn't be able to learn anything useful.

      But if he waited, he might learn about Keira. He could figure out where the other banshees were. Maybe he would discover their weaknesses. Then he would have something useful to tell the others.

      When he got to his science class, Keira was already at her desk. She had her head down and was drawing on a notepad. Max looked around nervously, then walked over to his seat. He sneaked a glance at her paper before he sat down.

      On her paper, he saw circles in circles with fancy ribbons and knots woven through them. Little birds, dogs and leaves decorated it as well. In the middle of the design, she had drawn a tree with sprawling branches and spidery roots.

      "I know that you signed up to work with me," Keira said without looking up. For the first time, Max noticed that she spoke with a strange accent.

      "Huh?" Max blinked. "Oh, yeah, on the Halloween project."

      "I should be angry that you didn't ask me first, but it doesn't matter. I'll work with you." She was still sketching on her notebook, adding details to the tree branches.

      "Okay..." Max wasn't sure what to think. He took a deep breath through his nose. Keira still smelled like a banshee. But maybe he'd been wrong before, and she didn't recognize the mark on his hand. Maybe she didn't know he was a werewolf. In that case, he had the advantage.

      Keira lifted her face to look at him. A small smile of victory pulled at her mouth. "We can work on it today. Just tell me where you live."
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      "The new girl is coming to your house?" Tim asked, looking across the cafeteria to where Keira sat. She ate by herself and seemed to prefer it that way.

      "I signed up to do the project with her," Max said. "My mom said I could have someone over to work on it since it's for school." Max was just thinking out loud while he stared at Keira. She'd caught him off guard and he'd blurted out his address without thinking when she asked. He didn't want to think about what would happen if a banshee showed up at his house.

      "That's not fair..." Tim frowned.

      "What?"

      Tim blinked and looked at Max. "I mean, I wish I could come over, too. Not that I wish she could come to my house." Tim blushed and glanced at Keira again before digging back into his food.

      "It's only because we're doing a project for school,” Max explained. “And I wish she wasn't coming to my house anyway."

      "Why not?!" Tim asked, shocked. Then he seemed to recover himself. "I mean... she's kinda pretty, don't you think?"

      Max watched his best friend closely, wondering if Tim had somehow lost his mind. "Yeah, I guess so. But... well, she's not very nice."

      "Is she a bully or something?"

      Max shook his head. He hadn't seen Keira doing anything with the other kids at all. He tried to come up with some reason not to like her. Some reason besides her being a banshee. "She's just not friendly. She barely noticed me when I said hi to her the first day. And then she got mad at me for no reason."

      "Hmm." Tim shrugged. He didn't look convinced. "But she's going to work on the project with you. So maybe things will change. I think you have a chance."

      Max rolled his eyes and took a bite of his cheeseburger. He did not want "a chance" with the banshee girl.

      He glanced across the table at Keira. Her eyes wandered around the room while she drank from her carton of milk. She was looking everywhere except at Max.

      "I don't think so. And I really don't care." Max said.

      Tim shrugged and shook his head again like he thought Max was crazy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When the final bell rang and everyone headed out to the buses, Max searched the crowd for Keira. If he was going to spy on her, he should start by figuring out where she lived.

      He spotted her walking toward the gap in the fence that led off of the school grounds.

      "Hey, Keira!" he called.

      At the sound of her name, Keira's head whipped around. She saw Max running toward her and her dark eyes narrowed.

      Max stopped in front of her and tried to smile in a friendly way. "I just wanted to ask... where do you live? We could work at your house, too."

      She raised an eyebrow at him. "I think that's a bad idea."

      "What? Why?"

      "We're building a large game for children to play. We'll have a lot of supplies. And there will be wet paint and glue. It wouldn't make sense to keep moving everything from house to house."

      Max frowned but couldn't think of a way to argue against her reasoning.

      "I'll come over as soon as I finish my homework," she said, then turned and continued walking to the fence.

      "But, wait!"

      She turned back to him with an irritated sigh.

      "Can I at least have your phone number? What if... what if there's a change of plans or something and I need to call you?"

      Fear flashed over Keira's face for a moment. She bit her lip and looked down at the ground. "I... guess that makes sense..." She hesitated, then pulled her book bag off her shoulder.

      Max felt anticipation building inside him. She was giving up information! He was getting somewhere!

      Keira wrote a number down on a scrap piece of paper and handed it to Max. "Only call if it's an emergency, got it? This isn't actually my phone number. I don't have my own phone."

      "Got it! Thanks!" Max grinned. Then he turned and ran back to the parking lot so he wouldn't miss his bus.

      "What was that all about?" Tim asked when Max slid into his seat next to him.

      "I just got Keira's phone number." Max hoped he looked casual.

      "No way! I thought you didn't like her!"

      "What? No, it's not like that! I just might need to call her about the project!"

      Tim eyed Max suspiciously. "Sure, so why were you smiling?"

      Max rolled his eyes. "Whatever. Never mind."

      Tim laughed at him. "Yeah, whatever Max."
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        * * *

      

      When Max got home, Maddie was outside helping his mom decorate the house for Halloween. They were stringing fake spiderwebs all over their bushes and planting a row of scarecrows leading up to the front door.

      "Hi Mom! Hi Maddie!"

      "Hey, sweetie. Welcome home. Try to be quiet when you go inside. Mia is taking a nap," his mom said.

      "Look Max! I'm making spiderwebs!" Maddie stretched a clump of the stringy white stuff between her hands to show him.

      "Nice!" Max grinned at her. "But I won't be going in for long, Mom. I have that school project to do, remember? Keira will be here soon to work on it with me. Can we use the garage?"

      "Oh, okay. Will you need any supplies?"

      Max frowned and scratched his head. "I don't even know what we're making yet."

      "Well, let me know. We have lots of craft stuff you can use."

      Max dropped his backpack in the house, grabbed an apple, a few sheets of paper, and a pencil, and headed for the garage.

      He knew he could go wolf in an instant if he thought his family was in danger. So he would carefully keep himself between Keira and his family the whole time she was at his house.

      But while she was here, he had to try to get more information out of her. Maybe he could suggest that they use banshees as inspiration for their game. He could make all kinds of wrong assumptions about them and wait for Keira to correct him. If he said, "obviously banshees live in the swamp," and she disagreed, then he'd be able to rule out the swamp as their home base.

      He drew a couple of ideas down on paper, but all his banshee games seemed stupid. Bobbing for Banshee Eyes? Too gross. Out-Scream the Banshee? How would they measure screams? Banshee Ring Toss? What did a ring toss have to do with banshees?

      "Max, your friend is here," his mom called from outside.

      Max jumped up and ran to put himself between Keira and his mom. "Okay! Hi Keira!"

      Keira was standing in their driveway clutching a notebook to her chest. She turned her face to look at him but didn't smile. "Are you ready to start?" she asked.

      "Yeah, we can work in here." He gestured to the open space in the middle of the garage and Keira smoothly walked inside.

      Max followed her. "So, I've been thinking. Maybe we could make a monster-themed game for the little kids. You know like... vampires or Frankenstein..."

      "Or werewolves?" Keira offered raising her eyebrows at him.

      Max paused. He'd been working his way up to banshees, but then Keira had pulled the rug out from under him. "Well... I don't know..."

      "Why not? Werewolves are the most evil and horrible monsters there are."

      Max blinked at her, a little offended. "What do you mean evil and horrible?"

      Keira leaned against the wall and crossed her arms. "Really? The full moon comes out and they go all crazy and murder-y. They don't even care who they kill."

      Max sputtered, running a hand through his hair. "But... it's not like they have a choice! All the movies say they can't even remember what they do when they're wolves."

      Keira scoffed.

      "Seriously, can you imagine waking up and realizing that you killed and ate a bunch of people? I think that werewolves are victims too."

      Keira rolled her eyes. "So what monster do you want to use?"

      "How about zombies?"

      She wrinkled her nose. "Zombies?"

      "Yeah! Gross, undead, brainless zombies! We can make a bunch of them for the kids to knock down. Bowling for zombies!"

      "You think werewolves are victims, but zombies are evil?"

      "Well, yeah? Zombies are always just looking for brains to eat."

      Keira pushed away from the wall. "You're kidding right? Zombies have no idea what they're doing. And they don't care about brains, they're just... missing something. And they're trying to find what they need."

      Max raised his eyebrows. "Let me guess. They need brains?"

      "Not brains! Just..." Keira frowned and didn't finish.

      "How's it going in here?" Max's mom asked, walking in with two mugs of steamy hot apple cider.

      Max crossed his arms. "We can't decide which monsters to use in our game. I want to use zombies, and Keira wants to use werewolves."

      "Well, why not use both? What kind of game is it going to be?"

      "I don't know," Max said.

      "Max was thinking that we could make zombie figures for the kids to knock over," Keira answered. She raised an eyebrow at Max."Bowling for zombies, right?"

      "Well, I guess." Max shrugged.

      "That's a good idea. So why don't you each make a few cut-outs of your favorite kind of monster? Then you can use both?"

      Keira scowled at Max.

      He scowled back. "Fine."
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      That first day Max and Keira planned out the game together. Max wanted to start making the cutouts right away. But Keira insisted they figure out exactly what they were going to do first. Would they be making the cutouts out of cardboard or wood? What were the kids going to knock them down with? Their hands? Sticks? Rocks? Were they going to just draw outlines of the monsters or use paint? How big were they going to be?

      Maddie rode her scooter in circles around them in the garage as they talked. It made Max nervous because he didn't know how he would protect her if Keira suddenly attacked.

      But Maddie seemed happy just to pretend she was a part of things. And Keira didn't pay much attention to her.

      "Can't we just figure it out as we go?" Max grumbled when she asked him if they were going to draw the monsters on paper first. He'd already started drawing a werewolf on a piece of cardboard, just to feel like they were making progress.

      "That's a good way to mess up and have ugly results," Keira said, lifting her nose in the air.

      "They're zombies, they're supposed to be ugly!"

      "That's a wolf!" Maddie said, stopping her bike to point at the picture on Max's cardboard. She turned to Keira with a huge grin, her red curls bouncing around her shoulders. "Do you like wolves?"

      Keira wrinkled her nose. "Not really."

      "I like wolves!" Maddie said, unfazed. "I can howl like a wolf, too. Listen!" She cupped her hands in front of her mouth and howled in her high-pitched little girl voice. "Awooooo!"

      Max laughed. "Hey, that was pretty good, Maddie. You almost sounded like a real wolf!"

      Maddie beamed at him. "Thanks!"

      Keira slapped her notebook closed. "I think I have to go home now. Just try to find some big cardboard boxes. I'll bring any I find tomorrow, too."

      "Okay. Do you want a ride home? My mom can probably drive you." Max was still thinking of ways to get Keira to reveal where she lived.

      She shook her head. "I'll be fine. My family is going to pick me up on the corner."

      Max raised his eyebrow. "You're sure?"

      "Yes. It's no problem. I'll see you in school tomorrow." Keira grabbed her book bag and started walking up the road without another word.

      Max watched her for a minute, then took Maddie's hand. "Hey, I'm going to go with Keira just to make sure her family picks her up, okay? Can you go tell Mom where I went?"

      "I want to go, too." Maddie grinned.

      "Come on, please? Just tell Mom that I'll be right back, okay?"

      Max didn't have a moment to spare, so he ran out of the garage and around the corner, keeping out of sight of Keira, who was half a block ahead already.

      If she was going to meet her "family," Max suspected that he was about to get a rare chance to see the other banshees again. He couldn't let this chance pass without taking advantage of it. Were they actually coming to meet her? Or was Keira going to walk home and lead him right to their hideout? Either way, he had to follow her!

      Max darted across the road and hopped over the low border fence that ran along the sidewalk. He kept his eyes on Keira while he slid into the green shadows under the bushes and trees.
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      He followed her from a distance for a while, listening to the sounds of her footsteps and breathing. But it was difficult. He worried he was making too much noise. Dry sticks kept snapping under his feet and his clothes caught on thorny branches and vines.

      Then he hit a dead end. The way in front of him was so thick with thorny bushes there was no way he could get through without ripping his clothes to shreds. He'd have to go back to find a different way. But by that time, Keira would be so far ahead, and he might not be able to find her again.

      Max growled in frustration.

      But then a thought occurred to him. He might not be able to get through as a boy... but as a wolf it would be easy. With four legs and thick protective fur, he'd glide right through those thorns like nothing.

      It was risky, though. The pack always transformed at night. Not just because that was when the green mist formed and the zombies came out, but also because darkness kept them hidden. It wouldn't be good for people to start seeing scary-looking giant wolves running around close to town.

      But Max might be able to learn where the banshees lived! He couldn't just give up and go home.

      Max backed into an area with a little more space, closed his eyes, and concentrated. He thought about his family settling in for bed at night, not worried about anything in the world. Then he imagined a hoard of zombies creeping into town, gathering around his house, and breaking down the doors.

      Anger burned in his heart. He felt heat rise in his face. His chest tightened. His skin prickled and itched all over. Then the wolf exploded from inside him and Max stood on four paws under the trees, blinking in the sunlight.
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      Everything was way too bright. The warm air smelled strange in his sensitive nose. The sharp scent of tar and oil from the road was overpowering. And he could scarcely smell the warm, earthy scents of nocturnal creatures at all. Max blinked and squinted at the ground in front of him, but his eyes stung and watered in the brightness. It felt like trying to look up for a picture with the sun in his eyes. The world around him became blurs of orange, yellow, and white.

      He snorted in frustration and trudged ahead, pushing his head and shoulders through the thorny clumps of bushes. He followed Keira's scent trail, keeping his black furry body well-concealed in the bushes. After a couple of minutes, his eyes adjusted. Everything still looked bright, but it felt more like being at the beach without sunglasses than staring straight into the sun.

      With his sleek fur to pad him, Max slid between branches without making a sound. His back paws pressed softly into the earth without snapping any dry sticks, while his front paws felt the ground ahead, gripping and pushing branches and vines out of the way.

      He moved as silent and invisible as a ghost. And he was catching up to Keira. She walked just up the hill in front of him, her notebook still clutched in her arms. Her black hair shone in the sunlight.

      Then they came to the corner where the neighborhood road met the main road out of town.

      Keira stopped, looking up and down the street. Max stopped too, waiting and watching from the thick bushes behind her.

      A silver car drove past. Then a black SUV. Keira waited a few more seconds, then ran across the street into the small wooded lot on the other side.

      Max's heart jumped into his throat. Where was she going? That patch of trees didn't go anywhere. It was just an empty lot filled with trees, weeds, and patches of muddy swamp. The lot was surrounded on all sides by houses, buildings, and roads. How could Max follow her?

      He ran up the little slope to the side of the road but stayed behind the trees at the fence line. He swiveled his ears around, listening for anyone approaching. Slow, meandering footsteps were padding into the sidewalk on the other side of the hill, but their owner wasn't close enough to see him. His nose twitched in the wind. He couldn't see Keira at all anymore, but her scent led forward across the road.

      Max took a deep breath, swished his tail nervously, and then launched across the road and into the woods beyond.

      He landed in a clump of bushes next to a no trespassing sign and braced himself, his fur bristling as he turned his head back and forth looking for the banshee girl. He didn't know where she was and didn't want to get caught off guard by her deadly screams.

      But he didn't see or hear her anywhere. She'd disappeared.

      Max relaxed a little and started sniffing around. He followed Keira's trail into the trees.

      After a short distance, he emerged into a little clearing where the ground was blanketed by old, dry leaves. A ring of little mushrooms circled the area, giving it a musky smell. And suddenly Keira's scent disappeared completely.

      Confused, Max retraced his steps and started over, looking for a place where she might have backtracked and gone a different direction. But there were no other trails. Her scent went directly from the road to the clearing and disappeared.

      Max snorted and wrinkled his brow.

      He started digging into the ground where her scent stopped. But he could tell right away that he wouldn't find anything. This ground was packed hard. No animals had even dug here recently.

      Max growled and snorted the dirt out of his nose. So much for spying on the enemy. He hadn't learned anything useful, except that she could vanish without a trace in the woods just like the grownup banshees did.

      He jumped back across the road and hurried through the bushes along the sidewalk back toward his house.

      How had Keira disappeared? Why couldn't he follow her scent? Where did she go? Did she have a way of getting rid of her own smell? Did something pick her up and carry her away through the air?

      Max struggled with the puzzle the whole way up the hill as he wove his way through the thorny branches and vines. Then he pushed his way out of the last clump of thorns, shook the leaves out of his fur, and looked up.

      Right into the face of his sister, Maddie.
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      Maddie froze in place, staring at him. The clods of dirt clenched in her fists crumbled to the ground. In front of her, a small mound of dirt sat with a few colorful leaves stuck in the top like flags. The whole thing was surrounded by a dry moat.

      Max almost shouted at his sister for wandering away from home alone but stopped himself just in time.

      He was a wolf now! And she just stood there staring at him with sparkling eyes like she'd just found a magical unicorn!

      "Wolf?" Maddie asked. She held out her hand like she wanted to pet him and actually took a step closer.

      Okay, her weird love of wolves was seriously starting to look unhealthy. Max had to do something about this. But he didn't want to give his little sister nightmares, either. He would try to do it without terrifying her.
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      He bared his teeth a little and growled a gentle threat.

      Maddie backed up, confused, and pulled her hand back.

      Good. Maybe he'd scared her enough to teach her a lesson.

      Max jumped back into the bushes, ran to the next small clearing, and transformed back into a boy. Then he climbed out of the bushes onto the sidewalk and ran back to where he'd seen Maddie.

      His sister was still in the clearing, searching the undergrowth for her missing wolf.

      "Maddie!" he yelled.

      She turned around and looked at him. Her eyes were still wide and excited. "Max, I saw a wolf! A real wolf! It was here. It went in there! It was all big and black!"

      Max did his best to look doubtful. "Really? A wolf? Are you sure it wasn't a dog?" He remembered how when he'd been bit, everyone thought it was just a big dog. Of course, no one had seen that werewolf up close and in the daylight.

      "No, it was a wolf!" Maddie insisted.

      Max rolled his eyes. "Well, whatever. You're not supposed to cross the street by yourself. Did you tell Mom I walked Keira to the corner like I asked you to?"

      "No. I wanted to come with you!"

      "Ugh! Maddie!" He grabbed fistfuls of his hair in frustration.

      She folded her arms across her chest. "What?"

      "I'm the big brother. You have to do what I tell you!"

      "No, I don't!"

      "Yes, you do!"

      "Nuh-uh!"

      This was getting him nowhere. Max grabbed Maddie's wrist and started pulling her back home.

      "Hey, I want to look for my wolf!" Maddie tried jerking her arm out of Max's grip. But he was much too strong for her.

      "No, you don't. If it really was a wolf, it would eat you. Is that what you want?"

      "It wouldn't eat me! It's a nice wolf. Let go!"

      "No! If it's such a nice wolf, why did it growl at you?"

      "It didn't growl at me."

      "Yes, it did! Don't lie."

      "How do you know it growled at me?"

      Max opened his mouth to shout more arguments at her but stopped short. He hadn't been there to see the wolf growl at her because, of course, he was the wolf. But he couldn't tell that to his six-year-old sister.

      "Ugh, I just do. Now come on." He pulled her back across the street, up to their house, and inside.

      Their dad sat at the table, reading something on his tablet. He looked up when they came in.

      "Dad! Maddie crossed the street without telling anyone and she wouldn't come home when I told her."

      "I did so tell someone! I told Max!"

      "I didn't say you could come with me!"

      "I still told you!"

      "That's not how it works!"

      Their dad held up his hands to quiet them. "Whoa, whoa! What's going on here? Max, where did you go? You're supposed to be grounded."

      Max felt his face get hot. "Keira had to go home. I just walked with her to the corner." He decided to leave out the part where he did it to secretly spy on her after Keira told him not to.

      His dad raised his eyebrows. "Is that so? Well, that was very... chivalrous of you."

      "Shiver-us?" Maddie asked.

      "Chivalrous... it means good manners."

      "That doesn't matter!" Max growled. "I told her to stay home and tell you and Mom where I was going, but she went across the street by herself!"

      "No, I didn't. I was going with you!" Maddie stomped her foot and scowled at him.

      Max's dad chuckled now, which only made Max angrier. He closed his eyes and took a slow breath, trying to calm down.

      Max's dad took off his glasses and rubbed a smudge off of one of the lenses with his shirt. "Okay. Maddie? You can't cross the street without Mom or Dad. Got it?"

      "Okay," Maddie said, a little too cheerfully.

      "And Max, if you want to tell us something important, it's best to tell us yourself. Got it?"

      "Yeah."

      "Daddy, guess what!" Maddie jumped up and grabbed their dad's arm. "I saw a wolf! A real wolf!"

      "Oh, really?"

      "Yeah! It was black and huuuge! And it had big sharp teeth!"

      "What's all this about a wolf?" Max's mom came into the room carrying Mia.

      "I saw one, Mommy! I saw a wolf! For real!"

      "No, she didn't!" Max insisted. "That's not possible. There aren't any wolves here."

      "Did so!"

      "Well, wait a minute. Maddie," their mom said, bending down to look Maddie in the eye. "If you see a strange dog, or wolf, you stay away, okay?"

      "But there isn't..." Max started.

      "Remember the big dog that bit you last winter?" his mom reminded him. "They never caught it. Let's not take any chances, okay? It doesn't matter if she saw a dog, a wolf, or a coyote. If you see one, stay back."

      "Okay, Mommy," Maddie said. Then she gave Max a look that clearly said, it was a wolf.

      Max shot a scowl back at her that said, it wasn't.
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      For the next few weeks, Max did his best to get on Keira's good side at school. If he convinced her that he was a friend, maybe she would open up more and he could learn about her.

      He greeted her in class and tried to smile when they passed in the hallway. She ignored him whenever possible.

      If Tim noticed Max trying to be friends with the new girl, he didn't say anything about it. He and Max ate lunch together and brainstormed ways they could get Max out of being grounded.

      Tim thought doing extra chores might work. But when Max brought the idea up to his parents, they said no.

      Max thought that maybe if he did something helpful on his own, they might reward him by un-grounding him early. He got up before everyone else three mornings in a row to make breakfast for his family. He even did all the dishes himself. His mom and dad thanked him, but that was it.

      Every passing day brought them closer to Halloween and to the full moon. And Max was starting to feel the strange pull of moonlight every night. He felt more feverish, grouchy, and on edge every day.

      He and Tim spoke in hushed tones whenever they were alone, trying to figure out how Max could sneak away during the festival. They both knew that in a few short days they'd have to come up with something or Max would snap, and someone might get hurt... or worse.

      "Doesn't Peter have any ideas yet?" Max asked. He fiddled with his pile of soggy French fries but didn't eat them.

      "He thinks the best idea now is to wait and figure it out as we go. We'll all be close to the school to help out if you need it. If you weren't signed up for the festival, we could have figured a way to get you out of your house. But everyone expects you to be there. The festival starts before moonrise, so I'm sure we can get you out in time."

      Max groaned, rubbing his face. His head and chest felt tight. "Tim, the festival starts at five-thirty. Moonrise is at six. That's not very much time at all!"

      "Actually, six-oh-two."

      Max shot him a scowl.

      "Hey, don't freak out, okay? You're not the only one who has to figure out how to escape. My mom and dad expect me to be trick-or-treating and coming home at a reasonable hour. What am I supposed to do?"

      Max held back a growl but couldn't help snapping a retort at his friend. "Yeah, getting in trouble with your parents. You're right, that's a much bigger problem than turning into a werewolf in the middle of a huge crowd of people!"

      "Shhhh!" Tim glanced around nervously. As if anyone would take a comment like that seriously.

      But then Max remembered Keira, sitting at the end of the table on the other side of the room. Of course, it was probably not a good idea to go around shouting the fact that he was a werewolf for anyone to hear.

      "Sorry..." Max mumbled.

      "Just...take it easy, will ya? I know the full moon is coming. We all do. We'll figure this out."

      Max sighed. "All right."

      After school, Max said goodbye to Tim at the bus stop and headed straight home to his garage, where all the pieces of the Halloween game were waiting to be assembled.

      He and Keira had each made three monster cut-outs of cardboard and wood. His, of course, were zombies, complete with green skin, yellow bulging eyes, rotten teeth, and ragged clothes. It didn't matter if he wasn't very good at drawing, because zombies weren't supposed to be pretty anyway.

      Keira had drawn three werewolves. And, Max had to admit, her werewolves were pretty impressive. She'd made them with enormous teeth and claws, drool dripping from their fangs, and narrow, evil-looking eyes.

      Max gathered his zombies and lined them up on the floor. Now that the paint was dry, he grabbed the supporting beams and started nailing them to the bottom.

      He'd barely finished with the first zombie when he heard light footsteps approaching.

      "Hi Keira," he said, without looking up.

      "How did you know it was me?"

      "I can tell by the way you walk."

      She was quiet for a minute. "Well, I came to help finish the project."

      "Fine. There's another hammer in the toolbox. Just make sure you put it back when you're done, or my dad will freak out."

      She walked quietly to the toolbox to retrieve the hammer then sat next to him to start nailing support beams to her werewolves.

      "These are pretty much done now," Max said.

      "Do we have beanbags for the kids to knock them over with, yet?" she asked.

      "Yeah. My mom made some out of socks and dry rice. They should work fine."

      "Keira! You're here!"

      Max and Keira looked up to see Maddie squealing with joy from the driveway.

      Max frowned. He didn't know what had made his sister latch on to the banshee girl. But for some reason, Maddie had convinced herself that the monster-in-disguise was her new best friend.

      Keira smiled softly. "Hello Maddie."

      "Do you want to blow bubbles with me? Come on! I have some in the back yard!"

      "I can't now. I have to finish this."

      "Oh, okay. Did you know I saw a wolf? A real wolf in the woods!"

      Keira's mouth twitched, like she was trying not to smile. "Yes, you told me. Lots of times." Her eyes flashed to Max for a second, then she focused on hammering the last nail into her board.

      Max reached over for another zombie to work on, then realized he was done. All of the zombies were ready to go.

      "Well, I guess that's it." Max surveyed the monsters that had taken weeks to make. He picked up one of his zombies and propped it up. Then he grabbed a beanbag out of the bucket where his mom had stored them.

      "Here, Maddie. Stand back here. Can you knock down the zombie with this? Throw it real hard, as hard as you can."

      "Okay!"

      His sister stood at the spot that Max showed her and hurled the beanbag at the zombie. She missed a couple of times. But on the third try the bag smacked into the zombie's chest and the whole thing toppled over.

      "Nice shot," Keira said, smiling at Maddie.

      "I want to do it again!" Maddie jumped up and down.

      "Not now," Max told her. "I don't want these to get too dirty or broken before the party starts."

      "Awww! No fair!" Maddie ran out of the garage and into the house, probably to ask their mom or dad to make Max let her play some more.

      "Well, I guess I'll see you on Halloween then," Keira said, turning to Max with a wary expression.

      Max felt a flash of heat rise in his face. Was she thinking about the full moon? Did she know he would have to go wolf? Did she tell the other banshees that he'd be at the school fair? What if they were planning something?

      He gulped. "Yeah. I'll see you there, I guess. Are your parents going to be there?"

      She started propping up her werewolf figures along the wall, not looking at him. "No, they have plans. They'll drop me off before it starts."

      Max frowned and crossed his arms. "Your parents have Halloween plans without you? On Halloween?"

      She turned to him with narrowed eyes and lifted her chin defiantly. "So what if they do?"

      He stared at her, trying to figure her out. "So that's kind of weird. What are they doing?"

      "I don't know... I mean, it's none of your business!"

      Max kept staring at her like he didn't believe her until she snatched up her bag and marched away back down the street.

      "Or maybe it is my business," he said when she was too far away to hear.
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      "Mom, don't crush my zombies!"

      Max's mom was trying to stuff a big stroller into the back of their car along with the cutouts of zombies and werewolves and bucket of beanbags.

      Maddie was sitting in her booster, bouncing with excitement and playing with the fuzzy wolf tail of her costume.

      Mia was buckled into her car seat, too, but not wearing her costume because it wouldn't fit under the straps. She was being extra fussy about it. She kept crying and wiggling, reaching for her costume and trying to get out of her seat.

      "Sorry, Max, but we need to bring the stroller. I don't think Mia napped enough, so she needs somewhere to sleep while we're there."

      "That's fine, just don't squish my project!"

      "Don't raise your voice at your mother, young man," Max's dad warned.

      Max had to bite his tongue to stop from snapping back at him.

      It was five-fifteen. The full moon would rise in less than an hour. Max felt the change coming, like insects crawling under his skin. The star mark on his palm had darkened to a deep red and felt warm to the touch. Everything made him mad. But he couldn't let himself get mad. If he let the feeling control him now, he'd turn into a monster.

      "Sorry, Mom." He took a deep calming breath.

      She sighed. "It's okay, sweetie. I think we're all a little on edge tonight. I know you worked hard on these and I'm being careful."

      Mia was still fussing in her seat. Her high-pitched whining felt like it was piercing right through Max's head.

      He closed his eyes and tried to tune it out.

      It only took a couple of minutes to drive to the school. They lived less than a mile away. When they got there, the sun was already low and orange in the sky.

      Max glanced to the spot in the south eastern horizon where he knew the moon would be rising soon. A shiver ran up his spine.

      "Hey, buddy, where are we setting up your project?" his dad asked, carrying the load of cardboard monsters in his arms.

      "Um... I'm not sure. Let's go find out."

      Max picked up the bucket with the beanbags and headed toward the walkway that wrapped around the school. A crowd of people was gathered there already: kids in costumes, parents trying to wrangle younger siblings, and teachers trying to direct the lines. Max smelled salt and butter as the popcorn machine spewed out its first batch.

      "Cake walk prizes by the gym!" the principal called out in a booming voice. "Gift baskets for the raffle on the long tables by the parking lot! Food service volunteers, head into the cafeteria! Bounce house attendants, see Judy by the main doors! Big kid games on the right side of the lawn! Little kid games on the left side!"

      "That must be where we're supposed to go, then," Max said.

      "Lead the way," his dad answered, shifting the monsters under his arms.

      Max led them toward the left side of the open field. The evening air was chilly, but Max felt like he was walking through an oven. He kept wiping sweat from his forehead and rubbing the back of his neck to make the prickly feeling go away.

      "You doing okay, son?" his dad asked in a low voice.

      "Yeah... yeah... I'm fine. Just nervous, I guess."

      They came to the area where other students were setting up the games for little kids. Max found an empty patch of grass between a ring toss and something that involved a kiddie pool filled with sand.

      "Here's a spot we can use," he said and dropped his bucket of beanbags, rubbing more sweat off his face.

      "All right, you want me to set these up for you?" his dad asked.

      "Sure, right here is fine." Max tried to smile while rubbing his hand through his hair. Then he helped his dad set up the cardboard zombies and werewolves.

      "Max, it's good to see you here already!"

      Max turned to see his science teacher walking toward them. Behind her, she towed a wagon filled with boxes of packaged candy. "It looks like you and Keira came up with a great idea for a game."

      "Yeah, thanks." He was having trouble focusing on what Ms. Jones was saying.

      "Here's your box of prizes. One candy per player, okay?" She pulled one of the cardboard boxes off the wagon and handed it to him.

      "Okay," he said.

      "And you must be Max's dad," she said, turning to his father.

      "James," he offered. "It's nice to meet you." They shook hands and started talking about the construction work slowing down traffic on Main Street.

      Max wondered why adults felt like they had to talk about boring, unimportant things when they didn't have anything to say.

      Without anything else to do, Max sat down on the ground and buried his hands in the cool grass, then pressed them to his face trying to relieve the burning feeling in his skin.

      "Hello Max.”

      He looked up to see Keira standing next to him wearing a long flowing white gown that seemed to make her look more pale than usual. She looked kind of creepy.

      "What are you supposed to be?" he asked.

      She shrugged. "A ghost. Or a fairy. Something like that. And what are you supposed to be?"

      Max stared down at his loose red pants, white long-sleeved shirt, black vest, and brown boots. He pulled the plastic sword out of his belt and held it up. "Obviously I'm a pirate! And you don't look anything like a fairy. Just stick with ghost if people ask you."

      She rolled her eyes.

      "How could you not tell I'm a pirate?" he demanded. "What did you think I was?"

      "I was expecting..." she raised her eyebrows. "...maybe you'd be a werewolf tonight."

      Another wave of heat rolled over Max. He gritted his teeth and held it back as much as he could.

      "Keira, you're here!" Maddie ran up to them from across the field and flung her arms around Keira's waist.

      Keira staggered back but laughed too. "Hello Maddie. Ah, I see. So you're the wolf tonight, are you?"

      "Roar!" Maddie jumped and made claws with her fingers, showing off her costume. "Only, I didn't want to be grey. I wanted to be black, like the wolf I saw."

      "Oh, you saw a black wolf? That's very cool."

      Maddie turned and waved her arm back toward the school. "Mommy! I found Max and Daddy! And Keira is here too!" she called.

      Their mom was struggling to push the stroller over the bumpy grass with one hand while carrying Mia at the same time. When she finally reached them, she seemed a little worried.

      "What's the matter?" his dad asked.

      "I think Mia might not be feeling well. I'm just going to go walk her back and forth and see if I can get her to sleep."

      "Aw! Are you not feeling good, sweetheart?" His dad tried to pat Mia on the back but she whined and clung tighter to their mom.

      "Okay, I'll take Maddie around to the games and catch up with you in a bit," he offered. "Want me to take the stroller for you?"

      "Thanks, yeah. You two have fun. I'll text you if she falls asleep."

      His mom shifted Mia in her arms and started hiking back to the parking lot.

      "Well, it looks like everyone is showing up now," his dad said, pointing out at the parking lot. Dozens of families were unloading their kids, dressed as monsters, movie heroes, and TV characters.

      "You two going to be okay?"

      Max got to his feet, brushing the dead grass off of his pants. "Yeah, Dad. No problem."

      "Okay, have fun! Now where's Maddie? Maddie!"

      "Here I am!" Maddie called from the end of their row of games. She ran back to them with a huge grin. "I want to do the cake walk!"

      "Stay close. Don't run off like that. Now, how about we go get a bag for your prizes?"

      "Yay!" Maddie cheered and grabbed their dad's arm, dragging him toward the front tables, her fuzzy wolf tail bouncing off her heels.

      "I'll come check up on you two in a little while!" his dad called back over his shoulder.

      Keira and Max stood side by side watching the crowd of kids slowly approach like flood waters rising.

      "Are you ready for this?" Keira asked.

      "Yeah, it's just a game. No problem." Max wiped more sweat from his forehead.

      Keira raised one eyebrow. "If you say so."
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      It didn't take long for the field to fill with people. Every game had a line of kids waiting to try it out and earn prizes.

      Most of the other students who'd prepared games for the event were working with their parents, or even sitting back and letting their parents run the game for them, but Max and Keira were on their own.

      Max watched Keira carefully as she handed the beanbags to the kids and told them to try to knock over the monsters. He'd gotten used to her being around Maddie. But seeing a banshee around all these little kids--with the sun going down and the light turning deep purple in the sky--his werewolf instincts kicked in and he expected her to shift into a monster and start a killing spree at any moment.

      Soon he wasn't even paying attention to the game anymore. As kid after kid knocked over a cardboard cutout, or missed entirely, he passed out handfuls of candy without thinking, keeping himself near them so he could protect them if Keira tried anything.

      But he had a problem. He had to leave. The moon would be up soon. He felt it, like something growing and burning inside him. Like he'd eaten a whole pot of spicy chili and it was trying to come back up.

      "Max?" Keira eyed him nervously. He'd never heard her say his name before. He didn't like it. It made her sound almost like a person.

      "I'm not an expert on... these things, but you don't look so good."

      He scowled and rubbed the back of his neck. But she was right. It was probably time to go.

      "Max! Keira!"

      They both turned and saw Max's parents walking toward them, looking worried.

      "Have either of you seen Maddie?" his mom asked. Mia was still in her arms, sleeping with her head resting on her shoulder.

      "Huh?" Max looked around, expecting to see his sister at one of the games nearby, or maybe climbing a tree.

      "She was in the bounce house about ten minutes ago, but she disappeared," his dad said. "We thought she might have come here."

      "We haven't seen her," Keira said. "Have you tried the cake walk? She seemed excited about that."

      "Yes, I checked there," his dad sighed.

      "And she's not in the bathroom," his mom said.

      "If you guys see her, don't let her go anywhere," his dad said. "We'll come back here after we've searched some more."

      His parents hurried further down the field toward a crowd playing a water balloon game.

      Max felt fear mix with the other strange feelings in his gut. His mom and dad were trying to sound calm, but he knew they were scared. He looked around again, trying to see a flash of Maddie's red curly hair in the crowds of people wandering about.

      Then a wave of heat rolled up his back.

      He gritted his teeth and turned to Keira. "Do you know what time it is?"

      She checked her watch. "It's almost six-o-clock." Then she looked up to continue scanning the crowd with her eyes.

      "I have to go!" he said. "I have to... look for Maddie."

      Max dropped the box of prizes and started running.

      "Hey!" Keira called after him.

      But he didn't stop. The moon would be up in minutes and he had to get out of there.

      Max felt anger burning in his brain. Mindless, dangerous anger. He pushed it back and bolted across the field to the thin belt of trees that ran between the schoolyard and the houses beyond.

      He didn't have time to think of anything to be angry at. He was terrified that he might turn into a monster, a real one that would hunt and kill innocent people.

      He thought of his sister, maybe lost in the crowd of people, maybe not knowing where her family was. Was she scared? Was she hurt?

      The moon crept into the sky. Silver light peeked through the trunks of the trees surrounding him.

      Max felt something burning inside him. When the light touched his skin, it burst out. He exploded into a huge black hairy beast.

      Max panted heavily for a moment, his heart racing, then he sighed deeply. "Well, at least I don't feel like eating anyone."

      He took a moment to calm down, then considered what he should do next.

      Max knew that the other wolves would be nearby. Tim had told him they'd be close. But he couldn't howl for them, not when he was standing right next to the festival.

      And besides, his parents would be looking for him soon.

      Max examined the crowd of people and spotted his mom and dad near the school's main entrance. His mom stood talking to the principal now. The principal nodded gravely. His dad held a sleeping Mia in one arm and was holding his phone up to his ear with his other hand. Max strained his ears to hear what his dad was saying, but the noise from the festival drowned him out.

      It was clear that they still hadn't found Maddie.

      Since Max was stuck as a wolf until he could get out of the moonlight, maybe he could help find his sister.

      He sniffed the air and started following the tree line, trying to catch a whiff of Maddie's scent on the wind. At first, he thought he found her right away. But when he backtracked to the source of the scent, crawling along the bottom of a drainage ditch and sneaking between rows of cars to avoid being seen, the trail only led him to their family car. She wasn't there. Of course, her smell would be in the car, she rode in it all the time.

      Max turned back and started circling the festival again, sniffing the wind whenever it blew his way.

      When he reached the end of the trees on the north side of the field, he finally caught his sister's scent. Max nearly barked with excitement. But then he noticed something odd. Maddie's scent wasn't coming from the festival but from the ground in front of him. Her scent trail led away from the party and into the woods. Not only that, his sister's scent mixed together with the clean, dead smell of banshees.
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      "What's going on here?" Max asked the ground in front of him as though it could answer.

      He circled the scent, following it back and forth until he was certain, absolutely certain, that it led away from the festival.

      The fur bristled on Max's back and he growled furiously. Banshees had his sister! Was that what Keira had been planning all along? They'd captured her. They'd taken her away from the party for some horrible reason.

      And Max had to get her back!

      He put his nose to the ground and tracked the scent trail away from the school. It went along the back of the tree line for a while, then veered away into a gap between two houses.

      Max paused to check for any witnesses before he left the shelter of the trees. When he was sure no one was watching, he bolted as quickly as he could between the houses and into the small swamp across the street.

      Max grew more nervous every moment. He couldn't imagine his playful, bratty, overly-friendly, annoying little sister dragged through the swamp by horrible monsters. What were they doing to her? Would they hurt her? Why did they take her in the first place?

      Max sloshed out of the swamp on the other side and continued following the smell. It grew stronger. He was getting close.

      A noise from somewhere ahead made him perk up his ears.

      "Let me go! Leave me alone!" He heard Maddie's voice.

      "Stay still if you know what's good for you," came a cold voice Max had never heard before. It sounded high-pitched and dried out and it cracked like the groaning of rusty gears.

      Max didn't have to stop and think. He let out a loud howl that shook the cool night air and raced toward the voices as fast as his paws could carry him.

      Bristling and snarling, he broke through a barrier of the thorn bushes and saw his sister held firmly in the grip of two adult banshees.

      Keira wasn't there. Max felt a little relieved about that.

      The banshees saw him. One of them grinned, showing the sharp pointed teeth behind her red lips. "So, you've come for your littermate!" She cackled a wicked laugh.
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      "Let her go!" Max roared. He took a threatening step forward, but the banshees gripped Maddie's arms tighter, making her whimper in pain.

      Max stopped. He clenched his teeth and swishing his tail in frustration. "What do you want her for anyway?" he growled.

      "We want to show you dogs what we're capable of," the one on the left said.

      "You're fools to hunt us," the other added.

      Max panicked. What were they going to do? He wanted to jump over there and tear the banshees to pieces. But they had his sister. He couldn't kill them in time to save her.

      But maybe he could reason with them?

      "If you hurt her, I promise I won't stop until I've hunted you down and killed both of you myself," he snarled. "But if you want us to stop hunting you, we might be able to come to an agreement. If you stop creating zombies, we can leave you in peace. We won't have a reason to hunt you down anymore."

      The banshees hissed out eerie laughter that sent a shiver up Max's spine.

      The banshee on the right let go of Maddie's arm and floated up menacingly. Her hair floated around her head. Her eyes looked like black bottomless holes. "You have nothing to offer us," she creaked. "We make the demands here. Your sister will die tonight. And if you don't stop hunting us, we will kill everyone you wolves hold dear. Or... perhaps you would prefer to see your little sister turned into one of us?"

      Max snarled and barked, filled with fury beyond words. He dug his claws into the dirt. He felt his muscles bunching, ready to spring at his enemies. But he didn't dare attack them when they had his sister so close.

      Maddie's face was almost as pale as the banshee next to her. Her eyes opened wide with fear as she stared between Max and the cold monster gripping her arm. Her wolf costume was dirty and dripping wet, like they'd dragged her through the muddy swamp to bring her to this place. She trembled all over. Maybe because she was scared, maybe because she was cold, maybe both.

      "Don't worry, Maddie. I'll get you out of here. They won't hurt you, okay?" He made the promise even though he had no idea how to keep it. He just knew that he couldn't let them hurt her. He would have to find some way to stop them.

      Maddie looked up at him with wide and terrified eyes. "Max?" Her voice came out soft and trembly. "Is that you?"

      Max stopped snarling for a moment, snapping out of his fury in shock.

      Before he could think about what just happened, another sound came softly through the trees.

      A small pale figure walked out through the bushes and Max's eyes narrowed when he saw who it was. He growled a low threat.

      At the same time, Maddie strained forward and shouted, "Keira!"

      The banshee holding onto Maddie gripped her arm tighter and yanked her back. Maddie winced in pain and started crying.

      Keira stopped and scanned the scene, her forehead wrinkled in confusion. She didn't seem to be surprised to see a giant black werewolf facing off with two glowing monsters.

      If Max had any doubts about Keira being a banshee, they instantly vanished.

      "What's going on here?" Keira asked.
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      "We're moving forward with the plan," the floating banshee said, keeping her empty eyes on Max. "You knew this was coming."

      Keira's eyes flashed to Maddie then back up to the adult banshee. "With her? But she's innocent!"

      "Keira, help me!" Maddie cried. "I want to go home! I want my mommy!"

      Keira looked at her with wide eyes. She opened her mouth but didn't say anything.

      "Maddie, just stay still!" Max said. "Listen to me. Keira isn't your friend. She's one of them! Just... just a minute. I'm trying to figure this out, okay?"

      The banshee holding Maddie cackled an evil laugh. "Not likely, wolf!" she sneered.

      Maddie whimpered. Fresh tears streaked down her dirty face.

      Keira bit her lip as she looked between all of them.

      "Child, did you think this would happen without anyone getting hurt?" the other banshee asked Keira. "It's a small price to pay to gain our rightful place in the world."

      "But... she has nothing to do with this!" Keira protested.

      Max tried to remember how long it had been since he howled to call the others. They were supposed to be close to the school. How far had he gone following the trail? How long would it take for them to get here? He hadn't heard any answering howls yet.

      Then another thought came to him. If the others showed up now, would they be able to save Maddie? Or would the banshees kill her before he had a chance to get to her?

      "She is a sibling to one of our enemies,” one of the banshees hissed back at Keira. "It is fitting revenge. A sister for a sister."

      Then Keira did something that surprised Max. She marched up to the other banshees, her pale skin seemed to glow like theirs. "You can't hurt her!" she yelled. Her voice had a piercing edge to it. "She's my friend!"

      She shoved the banshee holding onto Maddie, not in a violent way, more like she was arguing and upset but didn't want to hurt her. Still, it was enough.

      The banshee let go of Maddie's arm in surprise.

      Max shot forward like a streak of black lightning. He gripped his sister in one of his hand-like paws, tucked her close to his body, and rolled away. He kept himself between the monsters and his sister, expecting to feel the agony of a banshee's scream at any moment.

      But it didn't come.

      Instead, the woods exploded behind him. Seven shaggy werewolves burst from the trees, snarling, barking and growling.

      The banshees shrieked in fear and rage.

      "Go, Max! Get your sister out of here!" Peter ordered.

      Max nodded, gripped Maddie tight to his body, and started hobbling away as fast as he could on three legs.

      As soon as they were away from the fighting, Max stopped and pushed his sister up onto his shoulders.

      "Hold on, okay? Just grab onto my fur. Don't worry, it won't hurt me."

      Maddie was still crying. He couldn't tell if she understood what was going on or not. But when he nudged her into place on his back, she grabbed handfuls of fur tight enough to make him wince in pain and wish he'd told her to be gentle instead.

      "All right, let's get back to the school. Mom and Dad are worried about you."

      Maddie whimpered, "Okay." Then she wiped her snotty nose and wet face in his fur.

      "Ugh, that's so gross," he grumbled. But he had to admit it wasn't the grossest slime he'd had in his fur before. Compared to zombie brains, his sister's boogers were nothing to worry about.

      He ran back toward the school at an easy pace, being careful not to bounce Maddie off his back. He could still hear the sounds of the werewolves fighting behind him. It sounded like they had the banshees on the run, and he wanted to hurry back and fight with them.

      When he got to the edge of the field by the school, Max crouched down to let his sister climb off.

      She slid to the ground and glanced at him, as though she were waiting for him to go with her.

      "I can't go out there. Go find Mom and Dad. Tell them you got lost or something. And then... forget this ever happened. You never saw me like this. It's all just a bad dream."

      "You're the black wolf I saw," she said, staring at him with wide shining eyes.

      Max growled in frustration. "Just go to Mom and Dad, okay? I have to go now."

      "No, I want you to stay with me!"

      In the distance, the other wolves howled for him. His swished his tail anxiously. "I have to go! Listen to me for once! Go on, they're looking for you. Just turn around and walk straight, you'll find them."

      He didn't wait for her to answer. Max whirled around and raced back along the thin belt of trees. Back through the shadows between the houses. He darted across the empty road and into the swamp.

      Ahead, he still heard the sounds of his pack. So the banshees hadn't escaped yet! Maybe this would be it! Maybe they were about to end the banshee war forever!

      He pushed himself as fast as he could go to catch up to them. When he burst out of the trees next to the cliffs, he saw all seven of his pack mates cornering a pale figure. She had her back to the rocks. Her dark hair fell into her face. She gasped with fear as she watched the pack of werewolves advance on her with sharp fangs and glowing red eyes.

      Max skidded to a stop, taking in the scene. His heart pounded in his chest.

      He felt a jolt of fear the moment he saw who the wolves had cornered.

      It was Keira.
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      Max knew what he had to do. He knew it was crazy. He knew Peter and the others would be angry at him. He was angry with himself for even thinking of it.

      Before he could talk himself out of it, Max jumped in between Keira and the pack. He turned his back to her and faced Peter.

      "Stop, don't hurt her!"

      They all stopped, too shocked to move.

      Then Peter glared at Max and growled, baring his teeth. "What. Are. You. Doing?"

      "I... I can't... Peter, this isn't right."

      Peter was twice as big as Max was. And Max felt sure Peter could destroy him in seconds, but he held his ground.

      
        
          [image: Keira is frightened and crouching in front of a rock. Max, as a wolf, defends her from Peter and the rest of the pack.]
        

      

      At the same time, he felt ashamed of himself. He didn't want to fight with the pack. And he didn't even like Keira. It just felt wrong to kill her.

      Next to Peter, Kate snarled at him. "Have you lost your mind?!"

      "Seriously, dude!" Lucas barked. "She's a banshee! Can't you smell it?"

      Max stared back at all of them sheepishly, with his tail tucked under himself. Most of them wore angry scowls. Tim looked confused and hurt.

      Frank, the oldest werewolf, stepped around Peter to face Max. His white fur shone in the moonlight. His face was kind and understanding. "Listen, son. If you don't like it, you can get out of here. Just go home and leave it to us. We won't think less of you." He turned to Peter. "Will we?"

      Peter heaved a sigh. "No, of course not. It's okay. Go on home, Max."

      Max saw how easy it would be. All he had to do was walk away. He could go home and be with his family and never think about this banshee girl again.

      But he remembered how his sister smiled when she saw Keira in the woods. He remembered the hope on her face. He remembered how Keira had stood up for her. She'd called Maddie her friend.

      He turned his head to look at Keira again. She stared at him with a mixture of panic and surprise on her face.

      He squeezed his eyes shut and gritted his teeth. "No! You don't understand. She's not like the others!"

      Kate rolled her eyes and shook her head. Peter wrinkled his nose in disgust.

      The others started whispering to each other.

      "The kid's lost his mind."

      "Is he betraying us?"

      "I can pin him down..."

      Tim was looking between Max and Keira with a confused and hurt expression on his furry face.

      Max could tell that the pack wasn't going to let Keira go. If he was going to save her, he'd have to take matters into his own hands... or paws.

      Peter studied Keira curiously. Behind him, Becca was opening her mouth to say something. Tim was still staring at Max like he thought his friend had gone crazy. But before anyone could do or say anything, Max yelled and threw himself at them.

      He wasn't nearly strong enough to knock down Peter or the others, but he did take them by surprise. Tim and Rachel jumped back. Kate and Lucas braced themselves to fight. Becca, Frank, and Peter stood confused as Max's big hairy body bowled into them.

      They all took their eyes off of Keira for a moment, which was exactly what she needed.

      Max didn't bite or scratch his friends, but he did his best to wrestle them back. He pushed and thrashed. He grabbed tails, legs, and clumps of fur in his front paws, doing his best to irritate them.

      The fight didn't last long. After a few seconds, Frank, Peter, and Kate pinned him down and sat on him.

      "Well that's just great!" Kate snarled. "Max has gone completely bonkers and now we've lost the banshee!"

      "Dude, what were you thinking!" Lucas growled. "That was our chance to get another one of them!"

      Max didn't answer. He didn't know what to say. He wasn't even sure himself why he'd done it.

      "Why did you let her go?" Rachel asked.

      They all stared at him, waiting for an explanation.

      Peter got up and motioned to the others to let Max up. "Explain yourself," he said.

      Max stood and shook the dirt out of his fur. He kept his eyes down. He didn't want to look at them. "I thought it was the right thing to do."

      A few of them snarled, but he wasn't sure who.

      "But... why?" Rachel asked.

      "Seriously?" Becca snorted. "Don't you remember how completely evil they are? They're the ones who turn innocent dead people into zombies!"

      "I know..."

      "And those zombies have killed dozens of people. They've tried to kill you. They almost killed your best friend!"

      Max looked up at Tim guiltily. But his friend just watched him with his head tilted and nose wrinkled in bewilderment.

      "Keira is in one of my classes at school--" he started.

      "What! A banshee goes to your school? Why is this the first we've heard about it?" Peter barked. He turned to Tim for an explanation.

      "I didn't know!" Tim blurted. "I swear! I didn't know she was a banshee!"

      "Listen! She's different! Tim, you've seen her. She's... like a normal person. She hasn't hurt anyone."

      "Well, they did kind of kidnap your sister," Rachel offered. "Remember?"

      Max shook his head. "She wasn't with them when they did that. I don't know... maybe it was a trick... but she seemed mad when she saw Maddie with the others." He looked at Tim and Rachel who seemed less angry and more confused than the others. "She helped me rescue her. She started arguing with them and that's how I got Maddie out of there. The others were going to kill her, but Keira helped her escape."

      The werewolves stared at Max. Some of them looked ready to bite him. Others seemed like they couldn't believe what he was saying.

      Finally, Peter shook his head and sighed. "Come on. Let's get you back home."
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      Peter took Max back home. It was difficult to sneak in because a lot of trick-or-treaters were still walking the streets.

      Max slid inside through the garage door. Once it was closed, blocking the moonlight, he was able to change back into a boy.

      He went through the house, carefully closing all the blinds and curtains before getting cleaned up.

      Then he picked up the phone and called his mom.

      "Max? What are you doing at home? I though you ran off with Tim to go trick-or-treating!"

      "What? No, Mom! I was looking for Maddie, and I thought she might have come here. Did you find her yet?"

      "Yes, we found her an hour ago! You were supposed to stay at your game!"

      "Sorry, Mom. I was just...I was really worried about her." The stress of everything was starting to get to him. Max felt his throat tightening up as tears welled in his eyes.

      "Okay... okay, Max, just stay at the house. We'll be home in a few minutes."

      "Okay, Mom."

      When his family got home, Mia was still asleep. His dad carried her inside and right up to bed. Maddie was awake but quiet. She stared at Max with wide eyes like she expected him to change into a wolf again any second.

      "Maddie, sweetie," their mom said, brushing Maddie's dirty hair out of her face. "Go take a quick shower, brush your teeth, and get in bed. I'll be up in a few minutes to tuck you in."

      "Okay, Mommy," she whispered, then turned and started climbing the stairs.

      Max's dad passed her on the way down and joined Max and his mom in the living room.

      "Max, are you okay?" his mom asked. "When you and Keira disappeared from the festival, we didn't know what to think."

      "Yeah... Mom, I'm fine. I just wanted to find Maddie. When she was missing for so long, I thought she might have just walked home."

      Max's dad sighed. "Son, your intentions were good, but you had us very worried. If you're going to run off like that, you should at least tell us where you're going."

      Max hung his head. "Yeah. Sorry, Dad."

      "Make sure you don't forget that, either," his mom added. "You're officially off being grounded now. So use your freedom wisely."

      "Really?!" He looked up, grinning. They were actually un-grounding him? After he ran off again?

      "Really," his dad chuckled. "Now go get in bed before we change our mind and lock you away forever." The twinkling in his dad's eyes showed that he was joking.

      Max jumped up and hugged his mom and dad before running up the stairs to get ready for bed.

      The next morning, Max ran over to Tim's house as soon as he could. They decided to play outside so they could talk without Tim's parents listening in.

      "How's Maddie?" Tim asked, staring at the ground and kicking a clump of grass.

      "Quiet. She keeps staring at me, but she hasn't said anything. How's the rest of the pack? Are they all still mad at me?"

      Tim nodded stiffly, not looking up. "Yeah. Super mad."

      "Are... you mad at me?"

      Tim frowned. "A little."

      "Why?"

      Tim finally looked at Max, scowling. "Seriously, Max? You could have told me she was a banshee!"

      Max cringed but didn't know what to say.

      "Why didn't you tell me?" Tim demanded.

      "I was afraid if you told Peter, he'd kill her. And I wanted to learn about her. I thought I could figure out something useful."

      "Well, did you?"

      Max thought about it. "I learned that Keira looks pretty normal even though she's a banshee. And she gave me a phone number, so maybe they have a phone. I haven't tried calling or texting it though. And I tried following her home one day, but she just disappeared like they always do."

      "The phone number is probably a fake," Tim scoffed.

      "Yeah, that's what I would have done if I was her. No way I'd give a banshee my real phone number."

      They stood in silence for a moment. Tim finally kicked the clod of grass free and sent it skidding down the hill.

      "Did she really save Maddie?" he asked.

      Max shrugged. "Well, I wouldn't say she did the saving part. But Keira seemed pretty mad when she saw the other banshees had her. She started arguing with them. And that gave me a chance to get Maddie out of there."

      "For real?"

      "Yeah. Keira could have stopped me, too. But she didn't even try."

      Tim frowned, wringing his hands together and turning away from Max.

      "What's wrong?" Max asked.

      "It's just..." He took a deep breath. "I shouldn't be telling you this. But we're planning an ambush."

      "What?"

      "Keira always leaves the school going through the north fence. There's a small wooded area on the other side of the street that she walks through. We're going to be waiting for her there."

      Max felt his stomach drop. "Why didn't I know about this?"

      "The others... well most of the others think we can't trust you. They think you're too close to Keira."

      "I am not close to Keira!"

      "You won't fight her. You wouldn't let us kill her."

      Max growled. "So, not killing someone means I'm close to them? I guess that makes sense for a werewolf."

      Tim rolled his eyes. "Anyway. They aren't telling you because they're afraid you'll warn her..."

      Max stopped pouting long enough to realize that Tim was trying to help him. "And that's why you are telling me?"

      "If you're sure... If she really is different... then I think you're right. We shouldn't kill her."
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      When Max got to school that Monday, he still wasn't sure how he felt about anything. On one hand, he felt ashamed for betraying the pack. He wanted Peter to be proud of him. He wanted the other werewolves to like him and trust him. And he knew that the banshees were the enemy.

      On the other hand, Keira had never hurt anyone as far as Max knew. She wasn't like the other banshees. She didn't seem to like Max very much, but that didn't make her evil.

      He almost felt it when Keira came into the classroom and smoothly lowered herself into her chair. He didn't look up to see her. He kept his eyes on the homework he was finishing, even though he reread the same sentence five times without understanding a single word.

      He avoided looking at her for the rest of class. Partly because he was still angry at her for no good reason. She was a banshee and he was used to hating banshees. He also knew it had to be awkward talking to her now, with both of them openly admitting what they were, a werewolf and a banshee attending school together.

      But when the bell rang and it was time for their next class, Max decided he had to say something before he missed his chance. He caught up to her in the hall and tapped her shoulder. She turned and looked at him curiously, but she didn't seem angry.

      "Keira... Hi..."

      "Yes?"

      "I..." He swallowed, not sure how to say what he needed to say. Finally, he decided to just blurt it out. "Look, the wolves are going to ambush you on your way home... wherever that is. They're going to be waiting for you in the woods north of the school. I... just wanted to tell you that."

      Her eyes narrowed a little. "Why?"

      "Because they think you're evil!" he hissed, hoping nobody in the crowd jostling past them was listening. "You banshees have been our enemies for... for hundreds of years!"

      "No, I mean why are you telling me?"

      He blinked a few times, then frowned. "I'm not sure. You don't seem like the others. So... maybe you aren't evil."

      Keira tossed her hair out of her face and pursed her lips thoughtfully. "You don't need to worry about me. I'll be fine."

      "Really?"

      "Yeah. But I'll tell you something else. I thought I knew them, the others, but I didn't. I only knew what they wanted me to believe."

      "The other banshees...?"

      "They don't think of themselves as evil, but they're planning something pretty bad."

      "What is it?"

      "Do you know the big haunted cemetery north of the city?"

      "H-haunted?"

      "Yes, haunted." She raised her eyebrows like this was an obvious thing he should have already known. "They're going to raise an army of zombies from that graveyard tonight."

      "So what? They do that all the time. We've always stopped them before, we'll do it again. But thanks for telling me. Knowing where they'll be will get us there faster."

      Keira closed her eyes and shook her head. "It's going to be different this time. It's a haunted graveyard. Don't you know what that means?"

      Max scratched his head. "Um, ghosts?"

      Keira squinted at him. "You don't know anything about us at all, do you?"

      Max rolled his eyes. "Fine, what does it mean, then?"

      "A zombie is a body without a soul. A ghost is a soul without a body."

      "So they're going to bring people back to life?"

      "No, that can't be done, not all the way. Not with our magic, anyway."

      Max felt more confused by the second.

      Keira sighed, exasperated. "They're going to try to make more banshees."
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      The warning bell rang again. Keira gave Max a meaningful look and ran down the hall, leaving him to stand by himself, confused.

      Max finally pulled himself together enough to make his way to his next class. He was late. Mr. Benson frowned at him but didn't comment.

      Max sat in his seat, but he had trouble listening to what Mr. Benson was saying about verbs and adjectives. His mind kept wandering back to what Keira had told him.

      They were going to make more banshees.

      Max remembered the piercing scream from the last time he'd fought them, the explosion of pain through his body, the taste of blood in his mouth.

      And they wanted to make more? How many more? And if banshees made more banshees, did that mean the new banshees could make more zombies? And even more banshees? When would it all stop?

      When lunchtime came, Max took his tray of food to the end of the table where Keira was eating and sat down with her. She looked up, startled.

      "Why did you tell me all that stuff?" he asked.

      Her eyes darted around the cafeteria, checking to see if anyone was listening to them. Then she leaned in and spoke in a low voice.

      "The others... they aren't who I thought they were. We aren't supposed to be this way. Banshees aren't supposed to be... monsters. I never wanted to hurt people. But that's what they're going to do. I don't want them to kill people."

      "You said something about them making more banshees. Can they really do that? Why didn't they do it before?"

      She gave him an odd smile, like he didn't understand something obvious. "They did. Last summer. But they didn't want to go to the graveyards in town because they don't want to be seen. We want to be secret just like you werewolves do."

      "Hold on, they made more banshees?!"

      "Shhhh!"

      They looked around, but no one seemed to have heard him.

      "Of course, they did. They made me!"

      Max felt his ears get warm with embarrassment. "Oh... yeah. I guess that makes sense."

      Keira was only created last summer? And the werewolves missed it! How had that happened?

      "Listen, Max. The important part is that they're going to try the haunted graveyard." She pulled a piece of folded paper out of her pocket and flattened it on the table in front of them.

      "Do you have a pencil?"

      Max pulled the pencil out of his back pocket and handed it to her. She took it and started sketching a picture. "This is the shoreline. Here's downtown..." She made a few box shapes for the biggest buildings. "And here's the graveyard. All around here..." She made a bunch of large circles around where the graveyard was marked. "...are houses. Lots of houses where people live. My sis... uh, the other banshees don't care about the people. At least not yet. But the zombies will. If the zombies leave the graveyard, which they will if they aren’t stopped, it will be bad for anyone living here."

      Max clenched his fist and scowled at the map Keira had drawn. "And what happens if they make more banshees?"

      "Well, if the new banshees join up with my sisters right away, it could get very bad. More banshees means more zombies. And more zombies could mean more banshees, if there are as many ghosts there as rumor says."

      "Then we have to stop them before they get there."

      "I have an idea how to do that." Keira sighed.

      Max watched as she drew a few narrow lines. "These are the cliffs just north of the cemetery. No houses at all. I think they will come in from this direction. The narrow gorge here will hide them from view. And here..." She pointed at a spot between two lines. "...would be the best place to wait for them. But... Max?"

      "Yeah?" He looked up from the map.

      "Do you think you can stop them without hurting them?"

      He wrinkled his nose in disgust. "Why?"

      She pressed her lips together. "I know they're doing something bad. They could hurt a lot of people. But... I don't want to see them get hurt either."

      Max shook his head. "I couldn't even convince the pack not to kill you. You're only alive right now because I distracted them. And, actually, I'm kind of... I don't know... an outcast, I guess? They don't trust me anymore. They might not even listen to me when I tell them about this."

      Keira sighed and looked down. Max watched as she traced her finger around the circles that represented the neighborhoods around the cemetery.

      "A lot of people will die tonight if they aren't stopped," she whispered.

      "I know. So I'll do my best to convince the other wolves that you're telling the truth."

      She studied the map for a few more seconds in silence. Then she looked up at him. Her face crinkled like she was trying not to cry. Then she suddenly stood and hurried out of the cafeteria, leaving the paper with Max.
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      Max was extra careful about sneaking out of his house that night. He waited until he knew for sure that his parents and sisters were sound asleep. He stuffed pillows under his blankets to make it look like he was still in bed. And this time he crept downstairs and sneaked out the back door, leaving his bedroom window closed. He figured that an open window looked too suspicious if his mom or dad peeked in before he got back home.

      Once he made it outside, Max ran as fast as he could up the hill, past the playground, and into the trees. As soon as the thick foliage hid him from the street, Max changed into a wolf and ran even faster.

      He had to find whoever was running patrols tonight and tell them what Keira had said. Max didn't care anymore whether the others thought he was just a kid. He didn't care if they saw him as a hero. If Keira had told him the truth, the only thing that mattered now was saving hundreds of innocent people from an army of flesh-eating zombies.

      He raced around the outer circle of the city, sniffing the wind for any traces of the green mist and checking every graveyard on the way. Finally, he caught a glimpse of white fur flickering in the trees at the edge of a cemetery. He swished his tail and lunged up the hill and over the fence.

      "Frank!" Max called.

      He galloped through the tombstones as the old wolf turned to look at him. Frank was joined by Becca, who looked at him through narrow eyes with her ears laid flat.

      "What are you doing here, Max?" Becca snapped. She was definitely still angry at him.

      "I have to tell you guys something. I think it might be really important."

      "What is it?" Frank asked.

      "I talked with Keira... the banshee girl... at school today."

      Becca bared her teeth and gave a low growl. Frank just waited patiently for the rest.

      "She wanted to warn us that the other banshees are planning to attack the big graveyard north of town tonight. And worse, they're planning to make more banshees!"

      Both of the other werewolves picked their ears up in surprise.

      "But that graveyard is surrounded by houses!" Frank gasped.

      "I thought something like this might happen eventually," Becca murmured, "But can we trust this banshee's information?"

      "I'm calling the others," Frank said. He pointed his nose to the sky and howled long and loud to call the rest of the pack.

      It only took a few minutes for the rest of the werewolves to gather in the woods with them.

      Frank and Becca quickly explained what Max had told them, and the rest of the pack reacted just about how Max expected them to.

      "More banshees?!"

      "But there are so many houses there!"

      "How will we even stay hidden?"

      "Wait, how can we even trust that banshee girl?"

      "What if she's lying?"

      "But what if she's not?"

      Tim stayed quiet, watching the others to see what they would decide. He caught Max's eye and gave an encouraging nod.

      Becca finally settled them all down. "Let's think about this logically," she said. "I don't trust this banshee any more than the rest of you. But if there's any chance she was telling the truth, it would be foolish to ignore it. We can't risk so many lives."

      They all looked to Peter and he nodded. "Becca's right, of course. If that's what they're planning, we'll have to find some way to stop the banshees from ever getting into that cemetery."

      "How can we do that?" Tim asked.

      "I think I have an idea," Max said.

      They all turned to him.

      Max brushed dead leaves and sticks aside to clear some space on the ground. Then he held out one claw and started to draw a map in the dirt, showing the cemetery on the shore, the houses, and two narrow lines for the gorge. The same map Keira had drawn for him at school.

      As soon as the other wolves understood the plan, Peter led them out to the coast. They climbed up the rocky hills and dropped down into the narrow ravine north of the cemetery. Right where Keira had said they could ambush the banshees.

      "This is the best place to wait," Peter said. "The large rocks and gaps in the walls will give us plenty of places to hide. But spread out a bit. When they show up, we'll need to be able to surround them. I'll wait in the front. When they pass me, I'll start the attack. Everyone has to wait for me, or the banshees might escape. I'll cut off their retreat, got it?"

      The rest of the pack nodded grimly in agreement.

      "Peter," Becca said, "what if they don't come here? What if they're targeting another graveyard tonight and this is a diversion?"

      "I know. I'm worried about that, too," Peter answered. "We won't stay here long. If it looks like they aren't coming, I'll send you and Frank back out to run patrol."

      Becca nodded and gave a little sigh of relief.

      Max hadn't even thought of that before. He gulped, worried that this might just be a diversion.

      "Everyone, find something to hide behind," Peter said. "The banshees should be moving in from the north. Spread out, but not too much, we want to be able to attack together."

      They moved apart and each wolf found a rock or a hollow in the cliff wall to hide behind. Max wedged himself in between a boulder and a small tree.

      With everyone settled in their hiding places, the wolves went silent, focused on the path ahead where they expected their enemies to appear at any moment.

      The moon hadn't risen high enough yet to shine down where the werewolves were hiding. But with his super sensitive eyes, Max saw everything clearly, all the way out to the curve in the rocky walls. Everything seemed to be in shades of red and pink, but he noticed the smallest details on the leaves, bats fluttering in the sky above, and the twitching whiskers of a rat crawling over the grass.

      Everyone noticed when something changed. The air grew brighter. The colors at the end of the gorge shifted from red to white as a faintly glowing figure drifted into view.

      Max flexed his muscles and dug his claws into the dirt. But they couldn't attack yet. Peter was right, they had to wait until the banshees were close.

      The banshee drifted over the rocks, casting a faint silver light over the ground as she moved. Her long hair floated around her face. Her eyes looked completely blank, like she wasn't happy or sad, angry or amused.

      But where was the other one?

      Max watched the curve in the wall, expecting the other banshee to come around the corner at any second. But she didn't.

      Something felt wrong. The banshees never went anywhere alone--except for Keira, but that was different. She was different. The older banshees were always together. So where was the other one?

      The banshee floated closer and closer to Peter's hiding place ahead of Max. Peter braced himself to spring.

      A piercing shriek exploded from the air behind them. Pain shot through Max's body and he fell to the ground. The world rocked. The air whooshed out of his lungs. His muscles seized up and he couldn't suck in another breath.

      Another scream tore through him. This time from in front. It felt like the sound was ripping his body in half. Max smelled blood. It took him a few seconds to realize that the blood was his own, dripping out of his nose. Only it didn't matter. Nothing mattered because the pain was tearing him apart.

      Max tried to breathe again, but another scream shook the air. It felt like a steam roller flattening his body into the ground. The world started to darken around the edges of his vision.

      One thought occurred to him in that moment.

      The graveyard, the gorge, the ambush... The banshees had planned it all. It was a trap. And he was going to die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Twenty-One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Betrayal

          

        

      

    

    
      Through the blurry red stars in his eyes, Max saw Peter in front of him. His huge black body lay flat on the ground. His sides were heaving. Blood and foam covered his lips. But his legs twitched in an effort to stand up.

      The banshee floating behind Peter drifted closer. Her whole body glowed faintly, and seemed to get brighter as her smile widened, showing all of her pointed teeth.

      She hovered right over Peter, grinning in evil victory. Max saw her take a deep breath. He tried to call out a warning but choked on his own air.

      Just then, Peter snapped his head up and clamped his teeth into the banshee. Her scream cut off in an awful screech of pain as Peter pulled her down.

      Max heard the other banshee wail in rage behind him.

      This was it. If they couldn't get up to fight now, they might never get up again. Max forced himself onto his paws, whimpering at the sharp stabs of pain all over his body. He stumbled forward a step, then hurled himself at the banshee Peter had ahold of, clamping his teeth into her arm.

      The blood in his nose made it hard to breathe, but Max held on like his life depended on it. Because it did.

      The other banshee flew into the fight, clawing at Max and Peter's faces with her long sharp nails.

      The other wolves started to recover, too. Tim, Rachel, and Lucas joined in. But they were all still weak and hurting.

      The second banshee flew out of reach, then hurled herself at them, ramming into Max and Peter's heads.

      Max yelped in pain and the banshee in his teeth slipped away.

      He shook his head, panting, while the world spun and stars flashed in his eyes. Then he looked around, blinking.

      The werewolves were alone in the gorge. The banshees had escaped again.

      "Ugh, seriously?" Kate growled from behind him. She groaned in pain and staggered to her feet.

      Peter shook his head and pushed himself up onto his paws. He turned to Max. "You did good. I'm surprised you were able to join in the attack."

      Max didn't know what to say. "Uh, thanks?"

      "What happened?" Rachel asked. "It's like they knew we were here."

      "That's because they did know we were here!" Becca snapped, limping up beside her. "Isn't it obvious? They set us up. It was a trap." She turned her glare onto Max. "Your banshee friend was trying to get us killed!"

      Max sneezed out a spray of drying blood and hung his head. "I know."

      "That was a close one. We could have died!" Kate spat.

      "We never should have listened to her," Lucas agreed.

      Before Max could say anything in reply, pale light started floating down from the ridge above them.

      They all turned and growled when they saw Keira floating toward them. Her pale skin shone like moonlight. Her eyes looked dark and empty. When she opened her mouth, Max saw sharp teeth behind her lips.

      She was a banshee. She was their enemy.

      "What happened?" Keira asked, stopping before she got close enough for them to attack.

      "What happened?" Max snarled. "What happened is you led us into a trap!"

      Keira's eyes darted around and widened when they came to the splatters of fresh blood on the ground.

      "Your sisters were ready for us!" he continued.

      "No, that can't be right..." she whispered. Keira saw the fierce rage on all the wolves faces and backed further away, shaking her head. "I didn't mean... I didn't do this! It wasn't supposed to be a trap."

      Max growled, showing his glistening white fangs. He took a step toward her and heard the shuffle of claws around him as the other wolves braced to attack. They were all waiting for him to lead the charge.

      "Max, believe me! Leading all of you here was the hardest thing I ever did. But that's because I thought I was betraying them! They're totally evil. I see that now. But they're still the only kind of family I ever knew."
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      Max felt his anger cool at her words. He couldn't believe her... He didn't believe her. But he still didn't want to attack her. Maybe because he'd spent too much time trying to be her friend.

      Max realized that he couldn't bring himself to hurt Keira. He huffed in frustration and turned to Peter and Kate next to him.

      Peter saw his expression and sighed. Kate rolled her eyes and shook her head, as if disappointed but not surprised.

      "If we ever see you again," Peter growled at Keira, "we'll treat you no differently than the others."

      Keira choked out a sob and started backing around the corner at the far end of the gorge.

      "I never should have listened to you," Max growled.

      Then she was gone.
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      Max didn't know what to expect at school the next day. He was angry at himself for trusting Keira at all. But he was nervous to see her again.

      Peter said he didn't have to fight her or spy on her if he didn't want to. The older werewolves would handle things now. Max was still just a kid after all.

      Being seen as a kid who couldn't do anything right didn't bother Max as much as it used to. Not when people's lives were at stake. He wanted to be the kind of werewolf the others felt like they could count on. Still, when he thought of Keira looking at him in fear and confusion, he couldn't make himself hunt her down.

      "Max, when is Keira going to come back?" Maddie asked as they sat down for breakfast.

      "Oh... Um, I don't know. Maybe she won't."

      "Why not? I want to play with her."

      "Maddie..." Max peered over at his mom as she read something on her tablet. It didn't look like she was listening. "Don't you remember what happened?" he whispered. "She was one of the ones who took you away."

      Maddie frowned. She'd been waking up from nightmares ever since Halloween. "No, she wasn't."

      "Yes, she was. She's one of them."

      "The other ones took me. Keira's my friend. Can she come over and play again?"

      Max sighed. "I don't think that would be a good idea, Maddie. Just.... remember what I told you, okay? Mom and Dad can't know about me."

      Maddie pouted and crunched into a slice of bacon.

      Max bit his lip. His sister wanted to be friends with a murderous monster. And part of him wanted to let that happen. What was wrong with him?
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        * * *

      

      "What are we going to do?" Tim asked as they sat in the back of the bus together.

      "What do you mean?" Max asked, blinking out of his own preoccupied thoughts. Did Tim somehow learn how to read minds?

      "We have to do something about that banshee girl, don't we? She could be spying on us, figuring us out. Maybe she'll lead the others right to us."

      "Oh, right. Well, she seemed pretty scared. She knows she can't trick us again, so she'll probably leave us alone. I think we should just ignore her."

      Tim pressed his mouth tight and looked away like he always did when trying not to argue.

      When they got to school, Max was pretty sure he wouldn't see Keira anywhere. Even a banshee wouldn't be stupid enough to show up where two werewolves were waiting to catch her and rip her to pieces.

      But when Max slouched his way into his science class, Keira was already waiting in her seat. Her eyes flashed to his face as soon as he entered the room.

      He froze, watching her nervously. But Keira didn't attack him or run away. She didn't even stand up. She just sat there staring at him with wide plaintive eyes like she was sorry or something.

      Max scowled and stomped over to his desk. He dropped his backpack and folded his arms, not looking at her.

      "Max?" Keira whispered.

      He didn't answer.

      "I know you're mad at me. But listen, okay? I have to tell you something important."

      He still didn't answer.

      "They're planning a trap for you. The others. They think they know how to--"

      "Just stop it." Max interrupted. "The last time I listened to you, you almost got us killed."

      "Max, I'm not kidding. This is for real. They're counting on you not believing me. After what happened, they think you won't trust me anymore."

      "Well they're right. I don't!"

      Keira frowned and started to say something else, but Ms. Jones called for everyone to pay attention so they could start the day's lesson.

      As soon as the class ended, Max grabbed his backpack and walked out of the room before Keira could try to talk to him again.

      At lunch, Max sat at the table with his usual friends. When Keira came over and tried to get his attention, he ignored her.

      That evening, Tim came over to Max's house to play. They were working together to build a giant fortress in Minecraft. It was a huge castle surrounded by a lava moat.

      "We're going on patrol tonight," Tim said, as soon as Max's mom and sisters went upstairs. "All of us, if you want to come."

      Max blinked. "What? All of us?"

      "Kate thinks she knows where the banshees are hiding. But if you don't want to go, the others will understand."

      Max felt a rush of conflicting emotions. He was angry that the others thought he might stay behind and angry at Keira for betraying him. But if he didn't go, they might find Keira and hurt her. And if he did go, he was worried that he might ruin everything again and let the pack down.

      "Really, Max, you don't have to come," Tim said. "I wouldn't want to either if I'd been with her so much... well, you know."

      Max took a deep breath and clenched his jaw. "I'm coming."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Twenty-Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Trail of Mist

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie was running away from him, too fast for Max to keep up. He shouted at her to stop. Didn't she see the cliff ahead? He had to catch her before she fell over the edge, but he couldn't keep up. She was much too fast.

      The ground shook and broke apart at his feet and suddenly he was the one falling, falling, falling. He splashed into a river far below.

      Max gasped and tried to swim, but the rushing water pushed him under and turned him over. He flailed, trying to get back to the surface.

      Far in the distance, he heard his sister's voice calling to him. "Come play, Max! Come play!"

      A light tapping noise woke Max from his disturbing dream. He sat up slowly, rubbing his eyes and blinking away the sleep.

      "Max! You up yet?" a lady's voice called, sounding slightly muffled. More tapping, like someone was tossing pebbles at his window.

      Then Max remembered. The patrol! He must've fallen asleep by accident.

      "Yeah, I'm on my way!" He slid out of bed and rushed to stuff his pillows under his blankets to make it look like he was still tucked in.

      "Well hurry, they're all waiting in the field."

      Max recognized Kate's irritated voice as she called up to him from the sidewalk. Her voice was slightly muffled by the closed window, but his sensitive ears could still hear her easily.

      He slipped into his shoes and double-checked his bed, giving the blanket one final tug over the pillow.

      Then he slid his window open and carefully climbed out onto the roof. Turning around, he lowered it until it was almost closed again before dropping to the ground in front of Kate. She was wearing sweatpants and a tank top with her arms folded across her chest. Her short hair was in a messy hairstyle that looked like she'd just rolled out of bed, but also looked kind of cool at the same time.

      "Is it true you figured out where they're hiding?" he asked as they started running up the street together toward the woods.

      "I don't know. Maybe." Kate said, jogging beside him. Her hair ruffled in the breeze as they ran. "When I went on patrol the other night with Lucas we checked out some areas where we don't usually see any banshee action. I think we found something."

      They passed the last darkened house with strands of fake spiderwebs streaming from the fence. A lonely plastic witch swung from a barren tree. Then they climbed the short hill past the dark deserted playground.

      Finally, they reached the edge of the woods. Kate closed her eyes, concentrated, and shifted gracefully into a huge wolf with sleek grey fur. She turned her glowing red eyes onto Max. "You're not going to back out on us again, are you?" she growled.

      Max clenched his fists and felt a trickle of heat run down his spine. He stopped himself from going wolf. He couldn't do it with that kind of anger poisoning his mind or he'd turn into a monster.

      Instead, Max thought about his family and his friends. He thought about his pack, fighting to get rid of monsters. He remembered how scared his sister was when the banshees kidnapped her and threatened to kill her.

      Heat flared behind his eyes and Max let it take over, swelling and bursting out of him. A moment later, he became a shaggy black wolf with sharp fangs and glowing red eyes. His claws dug into the ground as he growled at Kate. "I'll do whatever it takes to protect the people I love."

      Kate smirked at him. "I certainly hope so. C'mon, let's go."

      They ran north until they burst into the clearing where the other werewolves were waiting.

      "He was asleep," Kate explained as she sat down with an amused snort.

      Lucas chuckled, too, but it sounded friendly. The other wolves ignored the comment.

      "All right," Peter said. "Let's not waste any time. Kate and Lucas, you said you found something?"

      "Yeah," Kate answered. "While Lucas and I were out on patrol last night we decided to look at some areas where there aren't any graveyards and we've never seen any zombies. Places the banshees wouldn't expect us to be."

      "What did you see?"

      Kate looked around dramatically to make sure everyone was listening. "A faint trail of the green mist."

      Several of the werewolves snarled and Max felt his fur bristle. Everyone started shouting out questions at the same time.

      "Where was it?"

      "Did you follow it?"

      "Why didn't you call us!"

      "What happened?"

      "Quiet!" Peter barked and everyone settled down.

      "We did follow it," Lucas answered. "We didn't call anyone because the mist was so faint, and we didn't know where it would lead."

      "And then it was gone," Kate said. "So, we think that maybe we were too late. If we'd gotten there sooner, maybe we could have followed it.

      "And maybe..." Lucas grinned. "Maybe it will lead us to the banshees!"

      All of the werewolves burst into barks and howls of excitement.

      All except Max.

      He wagged his tail weakly and looked around at the others. But his heart wasn't in it. His fears were returning. And he remembered what Keira had been trying to tell him.

      The banshees were planning an ambush. Maybe this was a trap.

      He shook his head and snorted, irritated at himself. Keira was just trying to trick them again. Maybe she was hoping to keep them away from whatever her banshee sisters were trying to do. He couldn't trust her.

      "You okay there, son?" Frank stepped near and eyed Max with concern.

      "Yeah. I'm fine. I'm just a little worried. You know, because of last time."

      Frank smiled fondly at him, like an old man teaching a valuable lesson to his grandson. "Well, live and learn I always say. We know better than to trust any banshees now, don't we?"

      "Right. I guess we do."

      Peter was already leading the pack out of the clearing. Frank turned away and leaped into the trees after him. Kate, Lucas, Becca and Rachel followed. Tim and Max glanced at each other then ran after the rest of the pack.

      Max tried not to worry. The strength of eight werewolves had to be enough to overpower the banshees even if they were planning a trap. The wolves were powerful. They had endless energy. They healed from injury almost instantly. And they wouldn't be fooled again.

      Kate and Lucas led them off their normal path, toward the waterfront and up along the coast.

      Down on their left, Max heard the sound of a few cars on the highway mixed with the sound of waves crashing on the beach. He smelled the salty, fishy smell of the ocean on the breeze.

      "Here it is!" Kate called from the front of the pack.

      Everyone gathered around to look. Sure enough, just ahead of them the glowing green mist drifted over the ground, creeping between bushes and swirling around trees. It seemed to follow the path in front of them.

      "It's clearer this time," Lucas said. "Last night we could barely see it." He looked up at Peter. "Should we see where it goes?"

      "Yes," Peter rumbled. "But everyone, stay alert. We don't know what this means or what to expect. Be ready to fight."

      The rest of the werewolves growled in agreement and then continued carefully along the path.

      The stink of the green mist filled Max's nose, drowning out the smell of the sea. But he still heard the waves crashing over sand and rocks on the shore far below them.

      The mist led them uphill and out of the thickest trees. The ground grew rocky under his paws and the wind picked up, causing the mist to swirl and drift.

      Just when they reached the top of a cliff overlooking the rocky beach below, a powerful gust of wind blew over the ground and the green mist vanished completely.

      "Well, that's unusual," Becca said while Kate put her nose to the ground and started sniffing in circles.

      "What happened?" Tim asked. "Is this how it disappeared last night?"

      "No." Lucas shook his head, but his eyes were darting around, trying to catch a glimpse of the mist somewhere. "Last night it faded really slowly. Like after a zombie attack. This is... weird."

      Max stepped up to the edge of the cliff and looked down. They were very high up. He saw the tops of giant hemlock trees swaying in the breeze below them. It made him feel a little dizzy.

      "Well, no matter," Peter sighed in disappointment. "We should--"

      A sharp scream cut him off. It pierced through the air and felt like a thousand knives slicing through Max's body.

      He fell to the ground, much too close to the edge of the cliff, whimpering in pain. He heard the clatter of stones tumbling over the edge and bouncing against the rocks and bushes far below.

      Max forced his eyes open and saw two ghostly figures hovering over his fallen pack. Their red lips were parted in wicked smiles.

      The banshees had them cornered against the cliff. There was no way to escape.
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      The banshees screamed again, and Max let out a howl of pain. He didn't have time to heal before another scream ripped through his body. The other werewolves writhed and moaned around him.

      Another scream. Max couldn't breathe anymore. His eyes wouldn't open. He felt his back legs slide over the edge of the cliff, but he couldn't move them.

      Before he could heal or stand up, another scream tore through his body. Everything felt wrong. He squeezed his eyes shut in agony. His back legs began to slide over the edge of the cliff, but he couldn't move them. It was all he could do to stay awake. He gritted his teeth as a sick feeling surged in the pit of his stomach.

      Another scream echoed through the night sky, but he could hardly hear it through the rushing pounding in his ears. A strange empty feeling filled him. His head began to float. Everything felt so far away.

      Max felt his body slide farther over the edge of the cliff. Through the pain he thought of his family. His mom and dad, his little sisters. He remembered Maddie's tear-streaked face as the banshee's held her small arms. The way she'd gripped his fur in terror as he'd rescued her. He couldn't let the banshees win. He couldn't give up.

      At the last moment, he gripped the ledge with his front claws, holding on for dear life. He dug his claws in deep, but couldn't pull himself back up.

      Max tried to push the pain aside. The world looked blurry and confused as he blinked to clear his eyes.

      The banshees had been preparing a trap after all, he realized. Keira had been right. She had been trying to warn him. And Max hadn't listened to her.

      Another screech ripped through the air. Max felt a wave of pain crash over his head and upper shoulders. He clenched his teeth and dug his claws deeper into the dirt. Most of his body was still dangling over the edge of the cliff. He blinked his eyes again and tried to dig his back legs into the rocky wall.

      What was he going to do? If he crawled up over the top of the cliff, the banshees would kill him. He was no match for two of them by himself. But if he stayed where he was, he would fall to his death any minute.

      Then Max heard another scream. This one was higher-pitched. And louder than the others. He waited for the pain to rake over his body, but it didn't come.

      A second time, the high-pitched voice pierced the air, but Max didn't feel a thing.

      His head felt less foggy now. He knew he had to stop himself from falling down to the rocky beach. He had to at least try to fight the banshees. Max braced his back claws on the cliff and scrabbled his back end up over the edge, coughing out a mouthful of blood and foam.

      He blinked his eyes and couldn't believe what he saw.

      Keira floated in between the werewolves and the adult banshees. Her gown shone white. Her hair floated like a dark halo around her head.

      The other banshees glared at her. Their red lips pulled back to show their sharp pointed teeth.

      Keira screamed at them and they recoiled in pain and rage.

      "You will regret this, child!" one of the banshees hissed at her. "They are the enemy."

      "I'm not going to believe your lies anymore.” Keira said. Her voice was quiet when she spoke, but it cut through the air like a knife.
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      She took a breath, but before she could scream again, the other banshees rushed at her fiercely. Their fingers curved toward her like claws, their sharp teeth bared. They screamed with their attack. Their screams seemed to be weaker than usual. Maybe they'd used up most of their energy attacking the wolves, but Keira still crumpled in pain under them.

      Max tried to take a step forward, but his legs wobbled and he collapsed in the dirt with a groan.

      Keira shrieked in pain and Max tried to look and see what was happening. Instead, his eyes met Kate's. She was laying next to him, panting short shallow breaths. Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth. He couldn't tell if she saw him or not.

      If he tried to save Keira, would he be betraying the rest of the pack again?

      Keira cried out again and Max instinctively pushed himself to his feet, ignoring the stabs of pain in his still-healing body.

      The adult banshees pinned Keira down, pulling her hair aside to expose her smooth white neck. One of them clawed at her throat as though looking for something.

      It didn't matter what the other wolves thought. Keira was a friend. Max had to defend her.

      Max let his mind fill with rage at the evil banshees. His pain seemed to vanish. His muscles tensed and his claws dug into the ground.

      Max sprang at the banshees, teeth and claws first, snarling in fury. His teeth clamped down on the arm of the nearest banshee, and he violently shook her off of Keira.

      The second banshee shrieked in surprise, and floated up and away from the fighting.

      The banshee in Max's clutches managed to twist out of his clenched teeth, but Max didn't hesitate. As soon as his paws were under him, he launched himself at her again, shredding her robes and sinking his teeth into the tough, dry flesh of her shoulder. His claws seemed to scrape against something metallic strapped to her body.

      A scream tore through them, knocking him to the ground with the banshee he was attacking.

      The banshee recovered more quickly than he did. But instead of renewing the attack, the two sisters fled back down the hill.

      With the rush of the fight over, Max's energy seemed to drain out of him. He lay panting on the ground, not sure if he was hurting more from all the banshee screams or from attacking the banshees themselves.

      Keira floated toward him. The silvery glow from her gown brightened the area around her.

      "Oh, no. Max. Are you okay?" she asked. "You're are Max, right?" She didn't wait for an answer. "Is it true you werewolves can heal from our screams?"

      Max tried to stand. Pain raked through his body, so he gave up and thumped his tail on the ground.

      She sat looking at him with a tortured expression. "Max?"

      He coughed. "Yeah. It's me."

      "Are you going to be okay?"

      Max took a deep painful breath, feeling some of his ribs snap back into place, and pushed himself up into a half sitting position. "They got us pretty good this time. But we'll heal."

      He blinked around at the rest of the pack. They'd all been closer to the banshees in the beginning, getting the worst of the screams. But he could hear their hearts beating and see their bellies rise and fall as they breathed.

      "Thank you... for coming to save us," he mumbled.

      To his surprise, Keira started crying. She dropped to the ground. The shining light that seemed to come from inside her dimmed away. And she looked as she always had in school, almost like a normal girl.

      "I never realized what they were planning," she said through her tears. "They only created me last summer. They said you were evil monsters trying to kill us all. That you were dangerous to people, too. And we had to stop you."

      "Well, they weren't completely wrong about all that," came a voice from next to them.

      They looked up and saw a big black wolf pushing himself to his feet and grimacing in pain.

      Max jumped between Peter and Keira, ignoring the aching in his body, and braced himself.

      "Which one is this?" Keira whispered to Max.

      "This is Peter. He's our leader. The oldest and biggest," Max answered. "And I won't let him hurt you." He stared hard at Peter, who gazed back at Max curiously.

      "She is not our enemy," Max told him. "We were wrong about her. And if you insist that our pack has to hunt her down... then... then I can't be a part of this pack anymore." His voice tightened at the end, but he held Peter's gaze steadily.

      "Max..." another voice came from behind Peter. It was Tim, starting to push his shoulders up off the ground and looking at him with a pained expression.

      "Hmm." Peter eyed Keira for a second before turning back to Max. "I know now that she is no enemy. No enemy would save us from her own kind, would she?"

      Max thought he might melt with relief. He let out a deep breath that he hadn't realized he'd been holding and felt his tail start wagging. "Well, that makes me feel better!"

      Keira peeked out from behind Max and looked up at Peter with a confused frown. "Excuse me. What do you mean the other banshees weren't wrong about you?"

      "Well, for one thing we are trying to kill the banshees. They've been creating zombies in all the graveyards around here for a long time. People have gotten hurt. They even killed people before there were enough of us to stop all the attacks. I've tried negotiating with them, but it does no good. Destroying them is the only option we have left."

      The other wolves were getting up now and limping over to sit behind Peter. Tim and Rachel seemed okay with the turn of events. But a few of the others still glanced at Keira with dark, suspicious eyes.

      Oh well. Max figured that once they got to know her, the whole pack would learn to trust her eventually.

      "We can be dangerous to people, as well," Peter continued. "We are much stronger than normal people. We're as strong as you are. If we get angry, we could do a lot of damage without meaning to."

      "And don't forget that we used to turn into bloodthirsty monsters," Lucas added. "Before Max figured out how we can stay in control, that is."

      "Well, even if everything they said about you is true, it still wouldn't justify the horrible things they're planning." Keira set her jaw, frowning at the place where the other banshees had fled.

      Max stared at her for a moment, then looked up at the rest of the pack. The other wolves were looking between the banshee girl and Peter, waiting for someone to ask the obvious question.

      "What are they planning to do?" Max asked.

      "They aren't ready to do it yet. At least I think they have a lot of planning left to do. But... what they want is to get rid of all humans. And fill the world with banshees."

      Everyone was silent for a long time.

      "Wow," Kate said.

      "That's so messed up," Tim added.

      "But, wait... what do zombies have to do with that plan?" Lucas asked.

      Before Keira could answer, Peter spoke. "Will you help us stop them? If you truly believe they're wrong. If you are different from them. Will you help us to put an end to this?"

      Keira opened her mouth to say something but looked too scared to answer.

      "I know they're your kind. Your own kin." Peter continued. "If it's anything like being a part of a pack, I know it must feel like they're your sisters. But if we're going to stop them, we'll need your help. Will you help us?"

      Keira wiped the tears from her cheeks, sniffed once, took a deep breath, and finally answered. "Yes. I'll help you."
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      "Keira!" Maddie squealed. Max's sister jumped off of her bike and ran to Keira with her arms open for a hug.

      "Did you see me? I can ride my bike now! I don't need training wheels anymore!"

      Keira laughed, knocking on Maddie's pink helmet affectionately. "That's cool, Maddie. Can you do any tricks?"

      "Nah. I can just balance. I still fall sometimes."

      "Keep practicing. You'll be going over jumps and doing wheelies in no time."

      "Look! Look!" Maddie jumped back on her bicycle and started riding in circles around the driveway, grinning at Keira.

      "C'mon, let's go in. Tim's already waiting in my room." Max called from the front door.

      "I'm going inside now, Maddie. See you later." Keira waved to Maddie.

      "Okay!" Maddie tried to wave back and wobbled a little. But she regained her balance and kept riding.

      "You know," Keira whispered as they started climbing the stairs. "I already explained everything I know about their plans to Peter."

      "Yeah, but we--me and Tim, I mean--we still have questions."

      Keira shrugged. "Okay."

      Max opened his bedroom door. Inside, Tim stood and took a step back, like he was still scared of her.

      "Sorry it's messy," Max said, grabbing a pile of laundry off of his beanbag chair and throwing it in the corner. He was pretty sure that's where his laundry basket was... under all the other laundry.

      Keira sat down on the beanbag chair and folded her hands, waiting for their questions.

      "Okay, here's what I want to know," Tim said. "Why'd you go to the school? If you wanted to spy on us, wouldn't Peter or Kate or Lucas be a better target?"

      Keira shrugged. "They didn't know where any of you live. They thought it would be easier to find one of you two, because you're kids. Most kids go to school. So, it made sense to look for you there."

      "Aren't you a kid, too?" Max asked.

      "Yeah, I guess so."

      Max and Tim looked at each other with raised eyebrows at her uncertain answer.

      "What do you mean you guess so?" Max asked.

      "Well, I was around for a long time before they made me a banshee. But I don't think that time counts."

      "Before you were a banshee?" Tim asked. "What were you before you were a banshee?"

      "Didn't you know? I was a ghost."

      Max and Tim both took a step away from Keira at this.

      "Oh, don't be silly!" She rolled her eyes at them. "You have to know how banshees are made. Think of all the zombies! Don't you know why they're making zombies?"

      "We just sort of thought... just to be super evil?" Max guessed.

      Keira rolled her eyes again and stood up, waving her hands in exasperation. "You killed a banshee once, right? You have to know about the anchor stones!"

      Max looked at Tim. Tim looked back at him and shrugged.

      "Why don't you explain it to us," Tim suggested. "We have no idea what you're talking about."

      Keira stared at them for a moment like she couldn't figure out if they were joking or not. Finally, she sat back down and folded her hands in her lap again.

      Max and Tim sat on the floor in front of her, like toddlers during story time.

      "Fine," she began. "I'll tell you. Everyone knows that zombies are bodies without souls. They work like... like machines. They can move and do things, but they aren't alive."

      "Uh huh. Yeah. With you so far." Max nodded.

      "But ghosts are souls without bodies. Their bodies died. They're just wandering around, sometimes sad, sometimes angry. But they can't do much."

      Max and Tim nodded together.

      "A banshee is created by using magic to bring a zombie and a ghost together."

      Max and Tim gasped.

      "You're a zombie?!" Tim yelled, jumping back.

      "How did they do that?" Max asked at the same time.

      "No, I am not a zombie!" Keira said, glaring at Tim. "Do I look like a zombie to you?"

      "Well... no," he mumbled.

      "And I'm not sure about all the specifics of creating a new banshee. But I do know that we each have something like this." She pulled a long silver chain out from under her shirt and showed them a heart-shaped locket dangling from the end. It was almost black with tarnish, but she smiled when she looked at it like it was the most valuable treasure in the world.

      "We each have an anchor stone. They aren't really stones. They can be anything. Anything that was valuable to us when we were... before we died. Mine is this locket. Dierdre's was a small ivory mirror."
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      Keira's smile faded and she tucked her locket back under her shirt.

      "Dierdre?" Max asked.

      "The one we killed?" Tim guessed.

      Keira nodded.

      Max tried to remember that night, so long ago. There had been so much fighting. So much had happened. He remembered hearing something snap when they'd tackled the banshee to the ground. And right after that she'd dissolved into a cloud of dust.

      "I never knew her." Keira said. "But if she was anything like Duana and Maura, I can't be sorry that you sent her back to the other side."

      "You mean..." Max started, pointing at the shiny silver chain peeking out of Keira's collar. "If that breaks, you die?"

      "I can't believe you wolves don't know this," Keira said, staring back at them. "But I understand why they would try to keep it a secret." She reached for the chain at her neck. "Yes. If you can break their anchor stones... it will all be over."
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      Warm sunshine streamed through a crack between the living room curtains. Max lounged on the sofa, still in his pajamas, playing a video game while surrounded by the pile of laundry that his mom had asked him to fold at least an hour ago.

      Taking a sharp turn, Max’s racing kart slid off the track. He tried to guide it to a lower portion of the raceway, pushing the buttons on his controller frantically, but his character fell into the abyss.

      “Awwww!” He slumped back into the heap of laundry. “Hey, Mom! Do we have any potato chips?”

      “You don’t need potato chips!” his mom called from the kitchen. “Did you fold that laundry like I asked?”

      “Ugh! I hate folding laundry!” He picked up a little pink dress that belonged to his three-year-old sister Mia. He had no idea how to get it neat and flat the way his mom did. And to make matters worse, it was inside out. Folding this huge pile would take forever!

      “Would you rather do the dishes? Or help clean your sisters’ room?” his mom called.

      “No!”

      She came around the corner of the kitchen with her hands on her hips and frowned at him. “Max, you’ve been lying around like a slug all week. You haven’t even gotten dressed yet.”

      “It’s summer vacation. I’m relaxing,” he retorted. “And my pajamas are comfy.” Max had just finished fourth grade and was looking forward to spending the entire summer playing video games and goofing off with his friends.

      “Well, I’m just glad we signed you up for summer camp. We have to do something to keep you from turning into a couch potato. Once you get that laundry folded, go pack some of your clean stuff.”

      Max scowled as he picked up another piece of laundry, a little t-shirt with a sparkly unicorn on it.

      A few days ago, his mom had set a duffel bag on the dresser in his room for him to load with clothes and supplies, but so far he’d managed to ignore it.

      “I told you I don’t want to go to summer camp. I want to stay here!” Max growled. They’d been having this argument since before school got out. His mom thought he needed something to keep him occupied during the break, so she’d signed him up for Camp Starlake for a week.

      There were two major problems with this plan, however. First, Max was a werewolf. This normally wouldn’t be a problem except that one night he would be at camp there would be a full moon. If he was outside singing cheesy songs around a bonfire when the light of the full moon touched him… well, it wouldn’t be pretty.

      He could just imagine grinning with his huge fangs and saying, “Surprise everyone, I’m really a big, scary werewolf! Who wants to howl at the moon with me?”
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      The second problem was that, while he would be far away scaring the other campers, an army of zombies could be digging out of their graves around his hometown and attacking innocent people. Max was one of only a few werewolves ready to fight off the rotten flesh-eating monsters.

      Not that there had been many zombie attacks recently. Or even any. But still, they might come back…

      Max scowled at the pair of jeans he was trying to fold. Was he supposed to fold one leg at a time? Or go from top to bottom?

      “Did you hear? Timmy will be going to camp, too,” his mom said. “So you’ll have a friend there already.”

      “Tim’s coming?!” Max felt a rush of relief mixed with dread. His best friend was super smart and good at figuring out how to get out of trouble. But if Tim came to camp, there would be two werewolves rampaging through the cabins instead of one. And that would mean one less werewolf to fight the zombies here at home.

      “His mom just texted. She says he’s on his way here right now, so you might want to get some clothes on,” Max’s mom said.

      “Gah!” Max grabbed the pair of jeans he’d wadded into a ball and his favorite blue t-shirt and started throwing them on just as a knock came from the front door. He was pulling his clean shirt over his head when his mom answered it.

      Her voice carried through the hall. “Hi, Timmy. Max is in the living room pretending to fold laundry.”

      Max heard Tim chuckle.

      “I am folding! Look, I’ve already got… four things folded!”

      “You’ve been sitting there for an hour,” his mom called, making Tim laugh again as he entered the room and walked over to the sofa.

      “Hey, Max. Busy morning, huh?” Tim grabbed a t-shirt and somehow worked it into a perfectly flat square before setting it on the coffee table.

      Max eyed him narrowly. “How are you so good at this?”

      “My mom makes me fold all the time.” Tim shrugged. “Hey, can you come to my house later? I programmed a new mod for Minecraft. Want to try it out with me?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      Tim had been trying for a long time to persuade his parents to download mods for him. Eventually, he changed tactics and had them download programming software so he could make his own. Tim had learned a lot about computers and programming since then and was always coming up with new stuff to show Max.

      “So, did you hear?” Tim asked glumly as soon as Max’s mom was out of earshot.

      “You’re going to camp, too?”

      “Yeah,” Tim frowned and picked up a pair of trousers to fold. “Once my mom and dad found out you were going, I couldn’t get them to let me stay home.”

      Max sighed. “Well, it’s not like they really need us here. We haven’t seen any zombies since last winter.”

      “Do you think that means the banshees have moved on?”

      Banshees were the floating, ghost-like monsters who created the zombies in the first place. The werewolves had stopped them for now, but Max was sure they’d be back. The question was when. Last fall, they learned that banshees were making zombies in order to turn them into new banshees. Zombies were bodies without a soul and ghosts were souls without a body, and when the banshees brought the two together, they could somehow fuse them to make another banshee.

      Max shrugged and picked up two matching socks to fold together. “It’s been months since we’ve seen anything. Even Keira doesn’t understand what’s going on.”

      Even though Keira was a banshee, Max didn’t think of her as a monster. At first, she’d started out working with the evil banshees who were plotting to take over the world with their zombie army. But once Keira learned of their plans, she turned against them and befriended the werewolves instead.

      Still, only Max really trusted her. The other werewolves were suspicious. She was still a banshee, after all, created specifically to spy on the werewolves.

      Tim wrinkled his nose. “Do you think Keira told us everything we need to know about them?”

      Max narrowed he is eyes at Tim as he tossed a rolled-up pair of underwear on his pile. “Yeah, I do. Tim, she attacked the other banshees when they were about to beat us. She saved our lives. What more do you want?”

      Tim heaved a sigh. “I dunno, Max. Maybe there are things she thinks we already know, but we don’t, so she doesn’t mention them. Like… remember when she told us about how she’d die if we broke her necklace?”

      “Her anchor stone, yeah.”

      “She thought we already knew about that. The anchor stones are the banshee’s one weakness. But she didn’t even bring it up because everyone knows that banshees need an anchor stone to live!”

      Max frowned. It was true, Keira didn’t always explain everything right away. But he believed that was just because she didn’t know what information the werewolves needed. In the end, she had explained that each banshee had a special item—but not always a necklace like hers—which bound them to the living world. It’s not like she tried to hide it.

      There was another knock at the door and Max’s mom answered it.

      “Oh, hi Keira! It’s nice to see you.”

      “Hello, Mrs. Connell. Can Max come out?”

      “Let’s see… um…”

      Max was already running to the door, slipping his feet into his sandals on the way. “Yeah, I can come out. Come on, Tim! Keira’s here.”

      Keira smiled when she saw Max. She looked just like a regular girl about Max’s age. Her skin was extra pale, her lips a little extra pink, and her long black hair was extra shiny. But at night she could transform into a powerful, glowing, floating banshee.

      “Did you finish folding the laundry?” Max’s mother asked with her as he rushed past her.

      “I’ll do that later! I should spend more time outside, you know. You wouldn’t want me to turn into a couch potato.” He grinned.

      His mother rolled her eyes. Tim was standing in the entryway, watching them with his hand on the doorknob.

      She waved him past. “Oh, go ahead. Play outside.”

      “Yeah!” Max cheered. He’d escaped laundry duty.

      They barely took three steps before his mom called after them. “But take Maddie with you!”

      “What?!”
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