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Unseen, Pan trotted along the secondary road grasping a jumbo bag of low-fat popcorn, sans butter, sans flavour. Damned nymphs and their diet. One would think that a pagan event honouring him would entitle him to choosing the snacks. Not so much.
A blue sedan whizzed down the road, kicking up dust. Pan recognized the driver, a Wiccan named Robert. He was one of the good guys, always remembering Pan. This Robert fellow was leading the honouring ceremony later that evening. That’s why he invited the nymphs. They were easily impressed.
Not enough people prayed to him these days, with everyone too busy with their new gods and internet. Even the wiccans and pagans didn’t dial him up very often. It was nice having someone like this Robert honouring him.
Pan decided to keep an eye out for him. He needed a new project anyway.
****
Tiny, sharp teeth sank into Robert’s flesh and he yanked his arm away in surprise. He winced at the lingering sting.
“Ouch!” He frowned at the wriggling baby in his arms. “Hey Linda, ya got a biter here.”
“What?” His sister rushed into the living room, soapy dishwater dripping off her hands and onto the hardwood floor. “I told you not to pick Alex up. Is he hurt? Are you?”
“Don’t be such a mother hen.” He rolled his eyes. “Alex smacked his face with the rattle and I thought cuddling with his uncle would fix it up. I don’t see the harm in picking up my nephew. Do you, Alex?”
He took the baby’s hand in his and shook it. In a high voice, he said, “No, Uncle Robert, I don’t.”
Linda didn’t smile and instead stepped over the small pile of toys on the floor to pluck the baby from Robert’s arms. Alex made an unhappy face when Linda’s soapy hands touched his bare flesh. Recognizing his mother, he started cooing.
Rocking Alex in her arms, Linda glared at Robert. “He could have hurt you. This is why I didn’t want you to come over today.”
He thrust out the arm in question. Small drops of blood pooled on top of three, slightly-raised teeth marks. “Nothing a little Polysporin can’t fix.”
Linda paled.
Oh Goddess, here we go. She’ll be saying I gave the kid Ebola any minute now. “You okay? You look like you’re going to pass out.”
She paced the living room floor, still cradling the baby. She shook her head, mumbling, “Oh no. This is terrible. Awful. No, no. I knew this would happen.”
Robert clasped her arm when she paced back into reach. “Linda, calm down. Geez, it’s just a nibble. Your cat’s done worse to me.” He shook his head and sighed. “I think you need a break from the baby. Why don’t we drop Alex off at Mom’s and you come to the full moon ritual tonight? I’m helping lead it. We’re celebrating Pan.”
Linda paced the living room, mumbling to herself.
He wondered if a little guilt tripping would help and decided to go for it. “I go to all your church functions. You can come to my Wiccan event. I won’t tell anyone, not even Mom.”
“I’m not leaving Alex with anyone tonight,” she snapped. “How many more people will he infect? The only safe place is with me.” She stepped over to the playpen nestled against the wall and gently placed the baby on his belly. Alex grabbed a rattle shaped like a wolf’s head and shook it vigorously, the scratching sound of sand filling the silence.
She gave him a dismissive wave before taking a deep breath. “Well, what’s done is done, I suppose. I’ve survived the bite. You will, too. If you’re lucky, nothing will happen, right?”
Infect? Survive? Robert cocked his head at her, wondering what she was talking about. “Linda, what’s going on?” He scratched at his arm, where Alex had bit him.
She grabbed his arm, clenching it until it hurt. She swallowed so hard Robert could hear it. Yet, her words were a whisper. “I’m so sorry.”
He decided that the visit from their mother couldn’t wait; he’d call as soon as he was back in his car. Linda was scaring him. “Seriously, sis. Settle down.”
She collapsed next to him on the sofa, burying her face in her hands. Thankfully, she didn’t cry. He hated it when women cried. “I knew this would happen.”
“Um, what? That I’d be bitten by a baby? I know that it’s hard on you with Brian being away from home for weeks on end. But you need to get a hold of yourself. You have a baby to take care of.”
“Alex is a werewolf,” she choked out. “He infected you.”
He stared at her for a good, long while. A mixture of worry and panic pulled at him. His always stable sister was suddenly talking gibberish. It must’ve been from the pregnancy. That happened to women. She could get some help and she’d be fine. Thoughts splashed around his mind. Could someone recover from something like this? He wished he had watched yesterday’s Oprah special on post-partum depression instead of flipping over to the sports highlights.
“I’m serious, Robert. All of us are werewolves. Me, the baby, and Brian.”
He cocked an eyebrow. No doubt it was the depression talking. “Let’s call Mom. She’ll know what to do. I’ll even stay over tonight after the ritual. I can be back by ten.”
Linda pushed herself up from the sofa and headed over to the playpen. Robert joined her after she motioned for him to do so. “Look at his feet.”
To appease his sister, he stared absently at Alex’s tiny, pink feet. Hairy feet. He’d never noticed it before. “So? Brian looks like a sasquatch. Poor kid didn’t have a chance.”
“But you never noticed it before, did you? That’s because today is a full moon. He’s changing. Just like you, too.”
Robert resisted the desire to roll his eyes and instead concentrated on being supportive. He needed to calm her down long enough to get help. He didn’t want to leave her alone with the baby, but he couldn’t just call for help with her listening, either. “I’m not changing and neither are you.”
She shook her head and turned. “Come,” she said and walked off into the hallway towards the door leading to the basement.
Uncertain, Robert followed her down the narrow staircase, crouching to avoid hitting his head on the overhang. He patted his trouser pocket. Yup, his cell phone was still there. He might need to call an ambulance if this wasn’t a joke. And it had to be a joke, even if she had never been able to keep up a prank for more than thirty seconds in her life. Werewolves didn’t exist. They weren’t real.
Linda was already in the basement. He decided to stay mid-way down, in case he needed to make a break for it. She was too unstable to stand next to. He scanned the partially-finished basement, most of the walls still missing drywall. An orange tarp covered something in the back corner, probably boxes by the look of it. He waited for either a surprise party but nothing happened. So, he said, “You and Brian have made good headway down here.”
She didn’t acknowledge him. Instead, she tugged on one end of the tarp, revealing three steel cages. “That’s where we lock ourselves up during full moons.”
He stared at the cold, metal cages attached to the visible concrete in the back of the basement. Upon catching a glimpse of the steel, dog-sized cage, his heart skipped a beat. Had she been locking up the baby in a kennel? Oh, good Goddess. She’s been hurting the baby.
Robert scratched at the tight, uncomfortable skin on the back of his neck. He needed to get help before she hurt herself or the baby. Or him. He glanced at his watch. “Look, I have to take off. I’ll come back after, I promise.” Using the ritual would get him out of the house, offering him the chance to call his mother for her advice.
He meant to head back up the stairs but stopped when Linda began frantically scratching as though thousands of ants covered her skin. Robert glanced down at the raw, angry flesh of his arm. He had been unconsciously scratching at well. “I’m heading up, you coming?”
Robert walked up the stairs, noticing that his fingernails needed a trim soon. Did werewolves have long nails? Robert shook his head; his sister’s insanity was contagious.
After reaching the top, he shouted, “You coming back up or what?” He didn’t like the idea of her alone in a basement full of cages.
Robert heard her rustling around and then a loud snap of metal. He cocked his head back down the stairs and stumbled backwards at the sight of a rifle barrel. His heart pounded in his chest as panic rushed through him. He managed to grab the railing just in time. “Whoa! Put the gun away. Linda, I’m serious. Put it away.”
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