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Creede White always believed that when he
turned eighteen, some kind of magical transformation would turn him
from ‘kid’ into ‘grown up’. He figured that when that happened he’d
leave his little hometown of Colville, Washington, go to Spokane—or
Seattle—or Portland—or just somewhere—and finally have a real life.
He’d go to college and get a girlfriend. Life would be infinitely
more interesting when he was an adult.

Unfortunately, there didn’t seem to be a
miracle. At graduation he’d thrown his hat into the air with
everyone else, gone out and gotten stupidly drunk with a bunch of
his friends—even his buddy Benny Altos from Inchelium had driven
over to help him celebrate—and woken the next morning with a
pounding headache and the realization that adulthood had not
brought about any real change at all.

He worked odd jobs that first summer and
fall, bucking hay and splitting wood. He used the money to buy a
motorcycle, because he liked the freedom he felt when he rode it.
He enrolled at Colville Community College, taking core classes in
hopes of transferring to Gonzaga or WSU. Life settled back into the
old familiar ritual of classes and studying, with a part-time job
to pay for his tuition, car insurance, and gas. Life after High
School was definitely not everything he’d hoped for. In fact, it
looked like more of the same, forever and ever.

“I’m going nowhere,” he grumbled over his
breakfast one day as his mother, who worked nights, was getting
ready to go to bed.

“Don’t worry, lovey,” she told him. “You’re
only just nineteen.”

“Yeah, but I’ll be almost twenty by
the time school starts in September.”

“So?” She smiled at him indulgently. “You
make it sound like you’re halfway to dead. Trust me: you have
plenty of time. When you have all the pieces in place, you’ll be
ready to go—wherever you like.”

His twin sister Mandy, who likewise still
lived at home although she was not going to college, rolled her
eyes at him and said, “You really want to go pay all your own bills
and do your own laundry? What in the world for?”

His mother echoed, ironically, “Yes, why
would you want to do your own laundry?”

He scowled and left for class, irritated
because they were both right: he didn’t have a good enough reason
to move out. And he really hated doing his own wash. 

And there he still was a year later: now
twenty years old, still living at home while he took summer
classes, still driving the eight miles to town and back at least
once a day, and still calling his mom when he wasn’t going to be
home on time.

* * * * *

Early one glorious, bright August morning of
his second year at the community college, he zipped his school
books inside his leather jacket for the ride to town. His mom
grabbed him at the door, handed him a lunchbox—the kind workmen
carried, with a proper Thermos in the lid, not the silly kind he’d
carried when he’d gone to Astor Elementary—and asked, “When will
you be home?”

“I don’t know, Mom. It’s Friday. I might
stay out with some of the guys.”

“No keggers, right? I want you driving
safe.”

“No keggers. I promise. I gotta run now, or
I’ll be late.”

“All right.” She kissed his cheek and drew
back, yawning. “Bedtime for me.”

“Bye, Mom,” he said. He pulled on his helmet
as he headed for his motorcycle. Visor down, he rode down the
gravel road he lived on, toward the paved county road. The engine
purred between his knees; the wind rushed past and over him. He
crossed the North Basin flats, barely glancing over his shoulder at
the Y where the North and South Basin roads merged. The early
morning air was chilly in the shadow of the trees, and he was
thinking how grateful he was for his leather jacket as he sailed
around the last blind corner at the top of Orin Hill.

Suddenly, as though they had materialized
from thin air, two whitetail deer stood like cardboard cutouts in
the center of his lane. He didn’t have time to hit the brakes.
Lights exploded inside his head with the impact; then there was
nothing but silence and darkness.

* * * * *

Mandy White nearly levitated from her bed as
her mother shrieked her name. Yanked from deep sleep into awful,
heart-pounding waking in an instant, she rushed into the hallway
where she found her mother pulling on a housecoat over her pajamas
in a state of wild alarm.

“What’s the matter? What’s wrong?”

“We have to go! Come on, get dressed!
Creede’s been in a crash on his bike!”

“Oh, my God,” Mandy said. Scarce minutes
later, she and her mother backed the car out of the garage, heading
for the crash site.

Her mother’s hands shook, and her voice
quavered. “He hit two deer.” The car swerved dangerously.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to drive,
Mom?” Mandy felt unnaturally calm. It wasn’t real. Her brother
wouldn’t die, would he? No. If he were dead, her mother would have
told her. But—two deer. People could die hitting just one. With a
car.

As they arrived at the top of Orin Hill they
saw flares in the road, another car on the shoulder, the wrecked
bike surrounded by bits of broken glass and gouts of blood, the
bodies of the two deer. Mandy’s mother pulled the car off onto the
shoulder behind the first car and left the hazards flashing. She
was shaking, half-crying, and she flung herself out of the car and
across the road to where Creede lay in the ditch. Someone was
sitting at his head, stabilizing his helmet in both hands. Someone
had laid a blanket over him. He lay very still.

Mandy felt almost as if she was the detached
balance to her mother’s acute distress. She could hear her mother
telling Creede he was going to be all right. Creede didn’t reply.
Mandy wasn’t sure he was conscious—or even alive. She felt numb.
Far away across the valley below, she could hear the thin wail of
the ambulance siren, rushing to their aid. Another car, unable to
pass because of the debris in the road, pulled in behind her
mother’s car with its flashers on. Someone got out and made words
at her. She didn’t register what he’d said, and it didn’t matter.
She nodded at him and watched as he dragged the deer out of the
road, and then levered the broken motorcycle to its wheels and
rolled it similarly out of the way. She watched her mother crouch
next to Creede; saw the terror on her face. After another moment,
when the other driver crept his car through the cleared space,
crunching glass as he went, she moved toward the ditch where Creede
lay still.

“Mandy, come talk to him. We have to keep
him awake.” Her mother’s voice quivered, so full of raw emotion
that Mandy withdrew even further into the safe numbness inside
herself. But she crouched down and said, “Hey. Stay with us, Kwee,
you hear me?” His chest was rising and falling—she could see that
now. He had to work very hard to breathe. She remembered something
vague from high school health class about that and knew it wasn’t a
good sign at all, but she couldn’t remember what to do about it.
She leaned down, awkward in the ditch, afraid to rest her hand on
him lest she hurt him somehow. “The ambulance is coming, Creede.
They’re going to help you.”

And then the ambulance arrived, roaring up
the hill. It cut its sirens but left the light bar wheeling and
flashing as the paramedics jumped out and began to assess the
damage. Mandy and her mother drew back. Her mother clung to her
desperately. Within a few minutes the emergency personnel had him
strapped to a backboard and were lifting him into the back of the
ambulance. Her mother gave Mandy the car keys and climbed in with
Creede. The emergency vehicle turned around in the next driveway
and rushed away toward town again. Mandy climbed into the car and
followed them down.

* * * * *

The next thing Creede remembered clearly, he
was in a hospital room with wires and tubes anchoring him to his
bed. His head was turned, and hanging in his line of sight at the
side of the bed were two bags of fluids—one clear, and one that
looked like blood—slowly dripping their contents into the IVs in
his forearms. It hurt to breathe, and he had oxygen tubes blowing
gently under his nose.

“Lovey, are you awake?” He straightened his
head up to see his mother, leaning urgently over him. “Oh, you are.
Thank God.” She caressed his cheek with the backs of her fingers.
“They said you had a terrible time coming out of the
anesthetic.”

“What happened?” His words came out in a
hoarse whisper.

“You wrecked your bike. You needed some
surgery, but the doctor says you’re going to be okay. Don’t try to
talk, now. You had a tube down your throat. I bet it’s sore.”

He nodded a little. That hurt, too.

“They said your books saved you.” Her eyes
brimmed with tears, but she forced a smile. “The handlebar hit the
books instead of you. Good thing you didn’t want to take a
backpack, huh?”

He made a small ‘mm hmm’ sound and closed
his eyes. Off to his left he heard the tiny whirring motor of the
IV pump.

“Go back to sleep, lovey,” his mother said.
“I’ve called in to work. I’ll have a couple of days off. Mandy,
too.”

He drifted back into the darkness. He
couldn’t remember the crash. He decided it was better that way. It
didn’t sound like something he wanted to remember anyway.

* * * * *

Sharon White, covered in a cotton hospital
blanket, was trying to get some sleep later that night in the
semi-reclining chair in Creede’s hospital room. Her daughter had
gone home to sleep, but Sharon could not bring herself to leave.
Creede’s breathing lulled her, steady and relaxed. Hearing the
tread of steps in the hallway, she assumed a nurse was making her
rounds, but when the curtain moved aside it was her ex-husband
Brian instead. He glanced from the bed to the monitors, to the IV
pole with its single bag of clear fluid, back to Creede’s slack,
sleeping face, and finally to her. She sat up and pushed the
blanket aside.

He jerked his chin at the door to the hall.
She nodded and followed.

Outside, in a low whisper, he said, “Thank
you for calling. How is he?”

“He’ll live,” she whispered back. “Broken
ribs, collapsed lung, road rash, concussion.”

“Wasn’t he wearing his helmet?”

“Yes, because otherwise he’d be dead.”

“This is going to put paid to the rest of
his term at the college. Maybe he can withdraw.”

“This is hardly time to worry about that,
Brian.”

“I’m just being realistic. The idiot. He
knows morning is deer time. He shouldn’t have been going so fast.”
He rubbed his chin. “I’ll get up there today and get his bike off
the shoulder. Can I leave it in your driveway?”

She nodded dully. She knew the motorcycle
was totaled. She didn’t know what she’d do with it in the driveway,
but she would worry about that later.

He studied her in the silence. “When’s the
last time you slept?”

“Before my last shift. I was getting into
bed when the phone rang.”

“You’re still working nights?” He did some
mental calculation and scowled. “You’ve been up over twenty-four
hours. Go home, Sharon.”

“I’m all right.” She wasn’t, really. She
kept catching herself swaying where she stood. “I was going to
sleep on the chair.”

“I’ll sit with him while you go sleep.”

She felt a brief surge of gratitude. He
could be a good father when he put his mind to it. She said, “Are
you sure? When should I come back?”

“Put the phone in Mandy’s room when you get
up there. I’ll call the house in about six hours, and she can come
take over. You sleep eight hours if you can. If Creede is out of
danger, the important thing is that one of us is with him all the
time. It doesn’t matter which one.”

She wanted to say, “It matters to me,” but
she didn’t have the energy to argue with him. He reached out to put
a hand on her shoulder, but she twisted away. He exhaled. “Go home
and sleep.”

She nodded. “Let me get my things.” Before
she left, she saw Brian settled into the chair with the blanket
across his legs. Pausing at Creede’s bedside, she checked to make
sure his IV tubes weren’t tangled and to lightly brush her hand
over his tousled blond hair. Her breath caught in her throat. She
slipped out and went home, leaving Brian to keep watch.

* * * * *

The next day, Creede woke to the presence of
his sister in the chair. He knew she was there even before he
opened his eyes, almost as if he had smelled her perfume. He
reached for the controller and began tilting up the head of the
bed.

“Oh hey,” Mandy said. “You look like you’re
feeling a whole lot better.”

“I am. What time is it?”

She checked her watch. “It’s eight o’clock.
I’ve been here since seven. Did you see Dad? He was here last
night. He actually came and sent Mom home to sleep.”

“Huh. That was—decent of him. I’m sorry I
missed him.” Now that she mentioned it, he thought he could smell
that his dad had been there, too, although he’d never known him to
wear aftershave, and he wasn’t sure why he should be able to notice
that now, if he’d been gone for an hour?

Mandy shrugged, distracting him from the
thought. “When you get better, call him and see if you can get
together.”

“You don’t think he’s coming back?”

“He told me he has to work. So no, probably
not any time soon.”

“Oh.” He laid his head back against the
pillow. “Did they say when I’m getting out of here, yet?”

“Of course not. You almost died
yesterday, Creede. You had surgery. You still have a tube in your
chest. Why wouldn’t you be here for a couple of days?”

“I don’t know. I don’t hurt like yesterday.”
He peered under his blanket at the tube. “Eugh. I’ll be glad to
have that out.”

* * * * *

The next three days dragged for
Creede.  He became restless and frustrated at the enforced
inactivity. His energy seemed to almost return to normal, and his
appetite skyrocketed. The hospital meals were beyond
inadequate.

“Sis, would you go down to McDonald’s and
get me a couple of Double Quarter Pounders with cheese?” he asked
on her next visit.

She peered at him. “They just took your tray
away, and it looked like you’d licked it clean.” As if to prove her
intent to stay where she was, she flopped into the chair near the
window.

“Yeah? So? I’m hungry, and they expect me to
survive on carbohydrates.”

“Fine. When I leave. Are you sure you’re
allowed to eat that?”

“What do they care?
I’m doing fine. I think they’re going to send me home
tomorrow.”

“Seriously? But you had—“

“Broken ribs, I know. Surgery, I know. They
took the chest tube out, and they had me walking in the hall this
morning. They said there’s no reason I can’t go home. I’ll have
therapies and stuff, but the doctor said it’s like a miracle.”

“Wow.”  Mandy smiled suddenly. “That’s
so awesome. You can’t imagine what it was like getting that phone
call.”

“Yeah. I’m sorry. I can’t remember crashing.
Nothing. I know I hit two deer—“

“And totaled your bike. Dad put it in the
driveway, by the way. Maybe we can put a brass plate on it,
engraved with something like ‘Deep Impact,’ and call it art.”

He grimaced. “Damn. Anyway, I don’t remember
anything. Just woke up here.” He thought for a moment of asking her
if she had a new perfume, because he could smell her all the way
across the room. It wasn’t like any perfume he’d ever smelled,
though—not like flowers or wood or baby powder. But—but there was
something else. Something told him she was more nervous than she
was saying. He didn’t want to ask, because he couldn’t have said
why he thought that.

She shuddered and closed her eyes. “You were
so lucky.”

He decided on distraction. “So when are you
going to go get me those hamburgers?”

“Are you really going to throw me out the
door?”

“Only for about twenty minutes. You’ll come
back.”

“Says you. Maybe I’ll eat them myself.”

“Please, Mandy? I’d do it myself, only—you
know.”

“I know.” She got up, intoning, “Your
mission, should you choose to accept it, is called ‘Operation
Hollow Leg’.” She patted the mattress beside his feet. “I’ll be
back soon.”

“Thanks, sis.”

She shouldered her purse and left.  He
closed his eyes.  In the stillness he thought he heard a faint
something, like an AM radio station not tuned in quite right,
underlying the sound of the air conditioner. He couldn’t tell where
it was coming from when he tilted his head this way and that.
Great, he thought. Now he had tinnitis on top of everything
else.

* * * * *

They sent him home the next day. His mother
and he listened to all the instructions together and, because
Creede was a legal adult, he signed all the discharge paperwork
himself.  His mother muttered on the drive home about how it
was “just too soon,” but Creede thought she was privately glad to
be able to take care of him herself.

He liked being home in his own bed, even
though it meant traversing the stairs up and down. He felt better
by the day. If it hadn’t been for a serious lingering ache in his
ribs and head, and soreness in one hip, he’d have said he was all
better within about a week.

Something seemed wrong with all this
‘progress’, though, and nobody took him seriously when he tried to
say so. Everybody kept calling his recovery ‘a miracle’. He
wondered how fast a guy would have to heal before people dropped
the whole ‘miracle’ thing and started making the sign of the cross
at him.

He wondered, too, why he was hearing and
smelling things he never had before. There was no question now that
he smelled real things—his mom and sister could confirm them,
although they kept giving him bewildered looks and saying things
like, “You’ve been downstairs all this time. How did you know I got
the cinnamon out of the cupboard?”—even if the incessant, growing,
evolving noise in his ears was something only he could hear. Was he
going crazy? He didn’t know. He was honestly looking forward to a
follow-up appointment, that last day before everything changed.
Maybe Doctor Green could give him some answers. “Mom,” he called
from the door on his way out, “I have to go, my appointment is in
half an hour.”

“I know,” she called from the laundry room.
“Are you sure you don’t want me to drive you?”

“No, I’m fine.”

His mother came into the kitchen, looking
half proud and half worried. “You really are, aren’t you? Just go
easy, okay? I’d like to keep you in one piece for a while. Take my
car. It will be easier to drive an automatic than a stick shift.
See you when you get back.” She gave him a peck on the cheek.

He drove carefully, staying under the speed
limit. Even though it was full daylight, and he was in a car with a
seat belt, he kept imagining deer jumping out onto the road in
front of him. He felt vastly relieved when he arrived at the
clinic. Smells assailed him when he walked in the door. The clinic
smelled bad—antiseptic, vomit, blood, and perfume. He didn’t mind
smelling cinnamon, but this new, improved sense of smell didn’t
discriminate. He didn’t appreciate it.

Doctor Green kept him waiting in the exam
room for over half an hour, and when he finally did come in, he
looked harried and rushed. “Hello, Mr. White, you’re looking very
well today. How do your ribs feel?”

“Sore, but—” Creede began.

The doctor interrupted. “That’s to be
expected. Hike up your shirt, would you?”

Creede obeyed. The doctor leaned close to
examine the place where the drainage tube had been, muttering to
himself about purse string sutures and a remarkable absence of
bruising. Straightening, he said, “Well, that’s looking good. Why
aren’t you wearing the wrapping for your ribs? They were broken,
after all.”

“Well, I can breathe okay, and wasn’t that
the—“

Doctor Green cut across him. “Excellent.
I’ll want to take your stitches out the next time you come in. Now
let’s see your hip.”

“Yeah, about that—“Creede said as he worked
his pants down to bare the spot which had, not long before, been
abraded right down to the muscle, yet was now healed and fading
pink.

Doctor Green said, “I’ve never seen anybody
recover from a crash like this? You’re
making amazing progress.” He jotted down some quick notes on
Creede’s chart, and then tucked it under his arm, stepping toward
the door as if to hurry off again.

Creede’s brow furrowed. “Yes, I know, but
please, Doctor—before you go, aren’t I healing too fast?
Also, ever since I got home I’ve been hearing and smelling things.
I smell everything. I can smell you. You use the same
laundry soap we do.”

Doctor Green paused, frowning, with his hand
on the door handle. “Well, everyone heals at a different pace, but
that certainly is—unusual. After a concussion, the sense of smell
and taste typically decrease, if they’re affected. But it’s
not impossible to go the other direction. Now, what other symptoms
did you say you’re having?”

“Just that I hear something constantly in my
ears,” Creede said. “Like a siren in the distance. Or music.” He
shook his head. “It’s gotten a little bit louder every day until I
can’t think straight. It’s driving me absolutely nuts today.”

“It could be post-concussion syndrome. We
can schedule an MRI if you want and see if there’s an organic
cause, but even if we find anything, the usual treatment is ‘wait
and see’.” He put his hand on the doorknob.

Creede sighed. “I was afraid you’d say
that.”

The doctor said bracingly, “You totaled your
motorcycle, collapsed a lung, bounced your head off the pavement,
and lived to tell the tale. Try to be patient. I know you feel
frustrated waiting to heal, but honestly, you’re a miracle. You
shouldn’t be alive at all, let alone healthy and walking around. If
you start having any new pain with these symptoms, call me and I
can get you in at the imaging center right away. Now I really do
apologize, but as you noticed before, I’m running behind. I need to
see my next patient.” He opened the door and let himself out. The
appointment was over.

Creede sat there feeling deflated. That was
it? A rushed appointment, a few questions brushed off, and a
cursory glance at his healed spots? But yes, it was. He still felt
frustrated, irritable, and unsatisfied—not to mention dismissed—but
maybe the doctor was right. Maybe he just had to keep being
patient. He mumbled an ironic, belated, “Thanks,” that nobody else
heard. Then he drove back home.

 As the evening
came on, an unfamiliar restlessness overtook him until he couldn’t
sit still. He tried reading, watching television, and listening to
music, but none of them held his attention for more than a few
moments. Limping impatiently from room to room and window to
window, he looked out at the darkening woods around his house. The
moon wasn’t up yet, but it would be soon. He could feel it just
beyond the crest of the hill. It was almost nine o’clock.

Maybe this was cabin fever, he thought. Maybe
he’d just been shut up in the house too long, only going out for
doctor and therapy appointments, never to do anything
normal. He decided to go for a walk to work off some of his
energy. There was no one to tell he was leaving, as his mother had
gone to her night shift, and his sister wasn’t home from town yet.
Pulling on a jacket, he grabbed a flashlight and let himself out
the front door.

The air outside was crisp, stinging the tips
of his ears and nose. The scent of fir trees seemed unusually
sharp. He made his way down the long driveway before detouring onto
his habitual path into the woods. His flashlight batteries were
low, limiting his visibility. He began to have more difficulty
walking, moving from one tree trunk to the next and using them for
support. “Out of shape,” he muttered to himself. “Must be it.” He
continued on stubbornly, stopping only when he could no longer
catch his breath and the sweat beaded on his upper lip and temples.
He took his jacket off. It occurred to him that it had been a
serious mistake to leave his cell phone in the house.



A sliver of the full moon became visible
between the branches of the trees, and then sudden pain hit him,
wrenching his gut and doubling him over. He grabbed the trunk of a
fir to keep from falling. The rough bark bit into his fingertips
and palms. It hurt, but at least it was a pain he understood. Not
like this other.

“Help!” he croaked, “Help!” but the trees
swallowed his voice. Idiot, he thought. Got to try to get back to
the house and call the doctor. Nobody can hear me out here. Nobody
even knows I left. What was I thinking?

The pain increased and generalized. His bones
felt like they were smoldering, ready to catch fire and burn him
up. He thought frantically, is this how human combustion works? You
just catch on fire, and all they find is your shoes or something?
At least the woods wouldn’t burn, thanks to a recent rainstorm. He
turned back toward his house, forgetting his jacket on the ground.
Pain forced him to his knees with a croak that didn’t sound like
‘help’ anymore.

Things went even more wrong then, so wrong
that some part of him took a step to the left and simply observed
the rest of him suffering. He watched himself slump to the ground,
crying out in agony. He watched himself change. His arms and legs
distorted, some bones lengthening and others shortening to inhuman
dimensions. His face elongated and teeth grew to fangs. Human cries
became animal wails. When there were no more changes to be made,
Creede the young man had become Creede, a wolf—Creede, a werewolf.
He was long-legged, narrow-chested, covered in white fur, and
tangled in human clothes. The pain faded as though it had never
existed.

He lay panting where he had fallen, his
tongue hanging out the side of his mouth. Mist rose with every
breath. When he regained some strength he wormed his way out of his
clothing and shook himself all over. Now he no longer felt like an
observer watching himself on the ground, wondering if anyone or
anything had heard him—now he was fully inside himself, and he felt
fine. He felt stronger than he had in several weeks. He noticed a
lingering pain in his ribs, but that was from his crash, not from
his change. He noticed it, as he noticed that the moon overhead was
singing a song just for him, and that was all. It didn’t slow him
down, and he didn’t worry about it.

He became aware how much better he could
smell things, even than earlier in the day. Scents blazed into his
mind in full color— the wet ground, the threat of snow in the air,
the tang of the pines, a musky scent he didn’t recognize, and his
own distinct human odor on his discarded clothes. He put his nose
to the ground and began to experiment with a new universe of
information underfoot. He glanced back once in the direction his
house, but it did not draw him as the forest did. He didn’t care
about those things, or worry about who might find him, or who he
might encounter.

He spent a few minutes familiarizing himself
with the odors around him, snuffing and snorting at them, puffing
out his cheeks. Eventually, curiosity moved him away along the
trail into the forest, first walking slowly, then trotting,
loosening up and becoming more comfortable on all fours as he went
up one ridge and down another. He left the path, ducking under
bushes and jumping fallen logs that smelled richly of decay. He
squeezed between strands of rusty old forgotten barbed wire, going
on and on through the filtered moonlight. Shadows blocked him as
effectively as stone walls until he learned to use his nose to
dismiss them. The sudden swift skitter of a mouse made his ears
swivel. He checked himself, ears and nose triangulating. He pounced
and crunched. The rodent disappeared down his throat. Somewhere in
the back of his head a whisper of humanity said ‘ew,’ but it was
much too late—the mouse was gone. He hoped he might find more. He
licked his chops and continued.

He trotted on for a while, snuffing and
exploring, a carefree white ghost drifting through the moon-dappled
dark. Time didn’t matter, and he didn’t know how long he had been
exploring when he heard, somewhere in the distance, a wolf’s howl.
It caught his attention even more than the mouse had. He gave an
uncertain croon of reply, and the howl came again. He moved toward
it. They called to each other, closing the distance until at last
Creede found what he was looking for, a big male wolf with
charcoal-gray fur. They stared at each other between the trees. The
other wolf’s ears pressed forward. It stood tall. Creede did not
understand. The other wolf approached him, stiff-legged, showing
its teeth. Still, he did not understand. He could see the
aggressive body language and smell the intent of the other wolf,
both of which said ‘fight,’ but he didn’t want to fight. He stepped
toward it, eager to make friends, but it lunged snarling at him
instead with a lightning flash of fangs.

Creede, though wolf enough to eat a mouse,
was not yet wolf enough to use his teeth in a fight. He tried to
jump out of the way. The other wolf caught him anyway, snapping and
snarling until Creede, confused and overwhelmed, bared his throat
and belly in surrender. Even then the darker wolf stood above him,
straddling him with his forelegs, showing his teeth and growling
every time he moved. The ordeal ended only when Creede lay
perfectly still.

Eventually the gray one seemed satisfied with
his submission. It nosed him, stepped away, and invited him to
follow with glances and pauses. It felt like the most natural thing
in the world for Creede to go with him then, following the leader.
Together they explored, hunting mice and grouse, and once
chasing—but not catching—a coyote. Finally, when the moon began to
go down, the dark wolf tracked their scents back to where a pile of
clothes and a flashlight with a very dim beam lay on a path.

Creede smelled his own scent on the clothes,
but did not quite grasp its meaning until moonset suddenly forced
him to begin the change again, this time back to human. Somewhere
in the middle of all the pain, the dark wolf slipped away
unnoticed.

The trek back to the house after the shift
was even harder and slower than before, since the flashlight
batteries were almost dead, and Creede was exhausted beyond
comprehension. He noted his sister’s car in the driveway on his way
into the kitchen, where he ate several slices of bread and butter
without turning on the light. Then he crept down the hallway to his
bedroom and shut himself in.

He was too tired to process the events of
the last few hours. He fell asleep almost instantly. In his dreams
the moon sang to him, muffled now from beyond the edge of the
world. In his dreams he ran, lithe and tireless in a black and
white world that was alive with the colors of scents. He ran at the
flank of a stranger, but it felt right and good to be there. When
he woke he could not quite identify the line between dream and
reality. He concluded it must all have been a very vivid, very
bizarre dream.

* * * * *

About the same time Creede was recovering
from his crash at the hospital in Colville, a young woman named
Rosemary who lived in nearby Kettle Falls (“Home of 1640 Friendly
People and One Grouch”) took a sick day off work at WalMart and
went camping. She was a devout vegan, had a tattoo, and shared
living space with an assortment of female housemates. She also had
a growing noise inside her head that had been driving her mad for
days. She couldn’t focus, and figured there was no point being a
space case at work.

Camping, as she explained to her housemates,
was pretty much free entertainment as long as you had the
gear—which she did. She had her own tent, sleeping bag, and
everything. She owned them because she never knew when she might
wind up homeless and need such things. She had needed them
before.

Because it was midweek, and school was back
in session for the fall, she had the campground to herself. She set
up her tent and went hiking through the afternoon, returning before
dark to start a fire, heat some food, and eat. The noise inside her
head was unrelenting, but as the scenery along the trail was
gorgeous, she figured it balanced out.

Moonrise and the change caught her by
surprise. When the pain eased, she had taken on the shape of a wolf
with black fur. The only good part of the whole ordeal, she thought
later, was that no one had heard her scream. The worst part was
that she had wound up running for miles in her terrified state. The
very thought of it still mortified her. In her headlong flight she
had crossed several roads, nearly been hit by a car, and been
chased by a couple of farm dogs. When exhaustion had finally forced
her to slow down, and she had regained something resembling
rational thought, she was more lost than she’d ever been in her
life. Hungry beyond belief, wrung out by the change and her
exertion, she had been forced to track her way back along her own
path, learning to use her nose under the worst possible conditions.
When her path crossed a road on the way back, the smell of a deer
carcass drew her in. She caught herself before she could eat it,
but it was the closest she’d come to eating meat in years and the
very thought revolted her. She had sandwiches in her cooler. She
would eat them when she got back.

She eventually found her way back to the
campground where her car, tent, and gear all sat as she had left
them. Even her clothes were still crumpled in front of the dead
campfire. But she could not open her car to get to the cooler, and
she could not re-light her fire. Finally she had curled up,
miserable, alone and uncomprehending in her tent until moonset,
when the change struck again. The change back to human hurt as
badly as the change to wolf. The only improvement the second time
was that she wasn’t completely sure she was going to
die.

Human again, she ate everything in her
cooler. Then she packed up her gear as fast as she could manage in
the dark and drove home in the wee hours. On the way home she
stopped at an all-night grocery store on the edge of Kettle Falls
and bought several packages of tofu, so hungry for the protein that
she did not care how they tasted and ate them straight out of the
carton. She went home. She did not explain to her housemates why
she was home so soon, or tell them what had happened while she was
gone. What was she going to say? “I think I hear singing in my head
at night, and I turned into some kind of big dog”? At best, they’d
demand she move out. At worst, they’d probably drag her to the
local hospital and demand somebody do a mental evaluation on her.
So she kept it to herself and went back to work.


 


* * * * *

“Why in the world are you so hungry all of a
sudden?” Creede’s sister Mandy asked him over a late breakfast the
day after his first change, as he tucked away his third bowl of
oatmeal with cream and sugar, with a tall glass of milk, an apple,
and slice after slice of toast. “You look like you didn’t sleep
very well, either.”

“Yeah, I—had—uh. Bad dreams. Felt like I was
running all night. You ever have that one?”

“Oh yes, and the one where you go walking
around with no pants.” She smirked. “But I never woke up from them
looking like you do. Hey.” She frowned. “When did you get that
bruise on your arm?”

Creede glanced down. “Oh that.” He frowned.
“I lost my balance yesterday. I didn’t think I hit it that
hard.”

“Well, cover it up. Mom will go nuts if she
sees it. You know what she’s like—hey, where did you go last
night?”

Creede looked shifty. “Out.”

“No you didn’t. I know, because your car was
in the driveway. Say, when are you going to have some of
your friends out here, anyways? I bet they’d come if you called. I
bet even Benny would come, and that’s a long drive for him.”

“I was just—outside, okay? I needed fresh
air. I hate being all cooped up all the time. And those guys have
kind of rough senses of humor. You know, ‘Hey, look, that guy’s got
a cast and crutches. Let’s stomp on his foot!’ They think that’s
funny.”

“Geez. Nice friends you got there. Wait—were
you here when I got home? The light was off in your room, and I
thought you must be sleeping.”

“No, I wasn’t. I saw your car in the driveway
when I got back. Please don’t tell mom, okay?”

“What, that you went for a walk? What’s the
big deal? I mean, besides that it was dark outside?”

“I don’t want her to worry. I think I could
stay in bed all day, and she’d still worry. But I can’t, it’s
driving me crazy being cooped up in here.” He glanced at the pantry
door. “Is there any more oatmeal?”

Mandy stared at him. “You’re kidding, right?
Do all people eat like this when they’re healing? Or do you have a
hollow leg I don’t know about?”

Creede snorted. “I’m a growing boy.”

Mandy rolled her eyes. “You’re twenty.”

“Fine, I get it. There isn’t any more
oatmeal.” He hefted himself to his feet. “Then I’ll see what there
is. Bacon? Leftover chicken?” He limped to the fridge and pulled
the door open. “Pork chops? Steak?”

“For breakfast? After eating all of that?”
She eyed him, expression one of mixed concern and skepticism. “Are
you sure you’re well? You usually say something about coffee being
the breakfast of champions before you bolt out the door.”

“I’m hungry.”

Mandy relented with a sigh. “Fine. But
you’re going grocery shopping today. You’ve got loads of
free time, God knows mom doesn’t, and I have to work again today.
The checkout guys will help you get the stuff out to the car, and
all that walking will be good for you. Or you can use a little
electric cart. They keep them parked right inside the
door.”

“Fun. At least driving a cart around in a
store is manly.” He returned to the table with leftover chili-mac,
which he began to eat cold. Then, realizing his sister was staring,
he said, “You’re gonna be late for work if you don’t get a move
on.”

She glanced at the clock and jerked to her
feet. “Oops! Time to go. Leave us something to eat, or we’ll all
die of starvation!” She gave her brother a mock punch to the
shoulder as she rushed past him, grabbing keys and jacket. Then she
was gone.


 


* * * * *

The phone rang at about eleven thirty that
same morning. Creede snatched it up quickly, not wanting his mother
to wake. He kept his voice low too. “White residence.”

“Hello,” said a male voice. “I’m looking for
the young man who was in the motorcycle wreck recently. Is he at
home? May I speak with him?”

“That would be me,” Creede said slowly,
guarded. “Who is this, and what do you want?”

“Let’s just say you and I have something in
common. I’d like to talk to you. Probably not on the phone though.
Would you be willing to meet a stranger to talk? You can pick the
place and time. But it’s got to be just you and me.”

Creede was uncertain. Then he remembered his
sister saying, ‘You’re twenty.’ He decided a public place wouldn’t
be risky. “Sure. You know where the little burger shack is along
three ninety-five, outside of Deer Park? I’m going to go there for
lunch. You want to join me there, come on. I’ll be there at
twelve-thirty. You show up, we can talk. Bring about ten bucks if
you want to eat—fifteen if you want fries and a coke. It won’t be
hard to find me. They don’t do a big business, even at
lunchtime.”

“Oh, don’t worry about it. I can find you.”
The man hung up. Creede lingered a moment before putting the phone
in its cradle. Aloud to the room he muttered, “Well that was weird.
I didn’t even get his name.” He shrugged, looked at the clock, did
a quick mental calculation, and then raided his mother’s wallet for
a couple of bills and her debit card. He left a note:

Mom, gone to Deer Park for a burger at the
greasy fry place. I’ll bring home groceries. If you make lists for
me, I’ll do the shopping for a while. I might as well do something
to earn my keep. And plus I can ride around in an electric shopping
cart. Love, C.

P.S. I took some money for lunch.

It was a thirty minute drive from the White’s
house to the little greasy hamburger hut. They rarely had a line
because the hamburgers were nothing great, but in Creede’s opinion
that was everybody else’s loss, because they served the best
fries he’d ever tasted. Dubbed ‘coffin nails’ for their saturated
fat content, they were cooked from fresh-cut potatoes, soaked in
water for hours, then deep-fried in beef tallow. He could smell the
food from the parking lot, and indoors it was almost unbearably
rich, making his stomach growl before he even got to the counter.
He bought a ‘Bonzo,’ a block of fries the size and shape of a
deep-frying basket, two half-pound ‘gutbuster’ burgers, and a
chocolate shake so big that half of it had to wait outside the
glass in a metal mixing cup. The kid behind the counter looked at
him askance when he retreated to eat alone, but Creede didn’t care.
He chowed through one burger and was starting on the second when a
second car pulled up in the gravel parking lot. An older man, hair
dark but graying heavily at the temples, got out and came in. He
smelled weirdly familiar.

The man ignored Creede. He went up to the
counter, placed an order, and lingered by the register until his
food was ready. He too had a big order. Creede thought, if this is
the guy, then this is what we have in common? That we could
singlehandedly keep this place in business?

The man left the counter, walked directly to
Creede’s table, and put his tray down. He offered out a big hand.
“Hi, I’m Frank. I believe you and I spoke a little while ago on the
phone? You’re the one who had the motorcycle wreck.”

Confused, Creede shook the offered hand.
“Yes, that’s me. My name’s Creede. Uh. Could you please tell me why
you wanted to meet? What do you want to talk about?”

Frank glanced over at the counter, apparently
to make sure they wouldn’t be overheard, but the cashier had
stepped away. He said, “Did you have a strange night last night,
Creede?” He unwrapped a burger and began to eat as if he too were
half starved, though his body language seemed relaxed.

“Uh.” Creede said. “Just bad dreams. Why do
you ask?”

“You weren’t dreaming. I was there.” Now he
turned and pinned Creede with his eyes.

Creede suddenly knew those eyes, as he knew
where he’d smelled the man before.

Frank said, “We met last night. We fought,
and I beat you. And I need to teach you things that will keep you
alive—human things, and wolf things.” He did not look away yet, but
held the eye contact. Casually, he added, “If you won’t or can’t
learn those things, I will kill you to protect myself.” He began to
eat his own French fries, just as though he’d been casually
discussing the weather.

Creede’s mouth moved. No sound came out.

Frank watched him and chuckled. “You’re a
wolf now, an endangered species. Federally protected. Protected at
the state level too, now that I think about it.” He licked his
greasy fingers. “So am I. You’ve got to keep yourself fed. I mean
really well fed. If you don’t, sooner or later you’ll lose control
and bite somebody, maybe even eat somebody. Go on, eat.” That was a
command. Creede hunched his shoulders and began to eat. He did not
know why.

Frank began to tick points off on his
fingers. “First, when I call you, you damn well come, even if
you’re out on a date with your girlfriend. You get in your car, and
you come to me.”

“Why?”

“Because I know more about this than you do.
I probably know you better than you know yourself. Also because I
say so.” He ticked off another point on his fingers. “Two. You
can’t tell anybody about this. There’s no fix for you, no cure.
Moonlight’s going to a make you reckless for a while. It’s possible
to change when the moon’s almost full—it’s hard, but you can do
it—but the full moon will force you to shift whether you want to or
not, so you better find ways to plan absences. You’d better move
out of where you’re living now, the sooner the better. When the
change comes on you—and I mean when, not if—you might bite
whoever’s nearby. If you care about the people you live with…” He
paused, waiting.

“My family,” Creede offered in a tiny
voice.

“Your family. You don’t want them finding you
when you’re shifting. That’s the really dangerous time. They’ll be
distressed by the pain and screaming, and that same pain can make
you lash out without thinking. Not to mention, people tend to freak
out when they walk in on things that belong in Hollywood.”

Creede chewed, swallowed, and said a little
sullenly, “I suppose they can kill me with a silver bullet,
huh?”

“Mmmyes, and for that matter they can kill
you with a plain old lead one if they get a solid head or spine
shot. Barring that though, they can mostly only hurt you so badly
you’ll wish you’d died. You’ll heal, but you don’t want to go
through that if you can help it. And until you get control of your
shifts, it’s not out of the question that somebody might capture
you, maybe shoot you with a tranq dart. How’d you like to wake up
the next morning in a holding facility, buck naked and human, where
they’d put a wolf the night before? And have the whole event
captured on closed-circuit TV and taped for posterity?”

Creede winced. “I’m beginning to see.” Then
anger rose up inside him. “Hey.” He kept his voice low, because he
didn’t want to sound as angry as he felt, “How come you knew to
find me? Lots of people get in crashes all the time, and they
don’t—they don’t become monsters. Why me? How the hell did this
happen anyway?”

Frank sniffed. “Let’s just say that blood
calls to blood, and I’ve got a remarkably good sense of smell. I
can smell you, boy. I bet you can smell things you never
used to, too, can’t you?” He grinned. It wasn’t a pleasant
expression, more predatory than anything. “I’m not your friend, by
the way. I’m the boss. You do what you’re told, and we’ll be fine.”
Frank began eating again, reminding Creede about his own food with
a jerk of his chin. They ate in silence, polishing off every crumb
of the enormous burgers and every last fry. Frank got up and bought
more burgers, to the amazement of the kid behind the counter, who
had come back from break and kept looking over at their table and
making comments to the kid behind the grill. Frank put a burger
down in front of Creede. “Eat this too. Now there’s more you need
to know. If you’re going to live alone, you’re going to have to
have a job.” He paused. “Do you have a job?”

“Not right now. Mom didn’t want me to work
while I was going to school. Said I needed the time for
studying.”

“I see. Well, I suggest trying to find
something where you’re not surrounded by people all the time—a
security guard, maybe. The moon might make you restless, but you
won’t shift except at full moon, and you can schedule for that.
Your nose will tell you if anybody’s getting near, and heaven help
them if they do.” Again the teeth. It was definitely teeth this
time, not a smile. “Are you in school?”

“Was, until the accident,” said Creede.
“Supposed to go back next quarter when I’m healed. Mostly GURs and
some computer classes. I’d been hoping to transfer to Gonzaga
eventually.”

“Oh, don’t worry, you’ll be healed enough to
go back. I’d lay odds you’re healed already. You heal faster than
anybody can believe, right? But that’s all right. Go back next
quarter if you like. Maybe you can attend morning classes. I
wouldn’t go for night classes if I were you. Oh, and we’d have to
talk about it before you moved to Spokane. The pack there doesn’t
take kindly to strangers in their territory.”

Creede muttered, “Thanks. You’re a real ray
of sunshine.”

Frank laughed. “Sure, that’s what you say
now. Just wait until you know me better.” And he got up. “I’ve got
stuff to do. Thanks for meeting with me.” He paused and wrote his
phone number on a scrap of paper. “Call me whenever something
happens you can’t control. Something related to this, I
mean. Call me if you just want to talk, because heaven knows you
won’t have anybody else you can talk to about this. Just call me.”
With that, he left.

Creede sat there for a little while longer.
Eventually he got up, bought a second chocolate shake, and headed
for home by way of the grocery store. He decided on the way that,
just in case, he really ought to get a job and move out. He was old
enough. He didn’t really think he would hurt his family, but he
didn’t know much about this whole wolf thing. He wasn’t taking
orders, he was following advice. He bought a newspaper for the
classified ads, and there it was: night shift security guard.
Perfect. He called the number in the ad.


* * * * *

The moon waned, and the song in Rosemary’s
head eased to a whisper. She did not link the two things, since she
was rarely outside after dark, but she felt terribly grateful for
the respite whatever the cause.

Her appetite remained uncharacteristically
enormous. Her shelf in the community refrigerator was soon filled
to overflowing with tubs of sliced tofu in various types of
marinade, because she craved protein and didn’t like protein
shakes. Her housemates noticed and began to ask questions, which
she deflected at first with ‘oh, the store had a really great
sale,’ she bought a little dorm fridge at a second-hand store and
put it in her bedroom. Thereafter, she ate meals with her
housemates and tried to act normal, but fried tofu by the pound on
a hot plate in her room where they couldn’t see. It felt like
another bad secret, as if she needed more of those, and she hated
it. Eating tofu made her feel better, though. She began hoping she
would get a raise at work to pay for it.

She did not go to the doctor. She couldn’t
afford it, and anyway, what was she going to say? ‘I crave protein
all the time?’ She didn’t feel sick. Actually, she felt
better than she could ever remember in her whole life. Little
scratches and bruises healed almost like magic. The only thing she
regretted was that she seemed to have developed an allergy to her
favorite sterling silver necklace. She put it away in her sock
drawer and forgot about it.


 


* * * * *

Creede told his mom he was getting a job and
that he might as well be working as long as he wasn’t going to
school. When he brought up the next phase in his plan to keep his
wolfiness a secret, however, his mother put her hands on her hips
and glared at him.

"What do you mean, you want to move out? You
can't afford to do that! What about the community college? You're
going back next quarter."

"I can afford it. I’ve been saving my
paychecks from work.”

Sharon looked dubious. "Where’s this place,
then?"

"It’s near my job.
It’s a basement, so it doesn’t cost much. And," he continued
triumphantly, "the electricity is part of the rent, which is good
because it only has electric baseboard heaters. Really, mom. It's
okay. I won't let my studies slide."

"All right," she conceded with ill grace.
"It's just hard on me, you know. All this growing up and moving
out. Especially after your wreck and all." She reached to ruffle
his hair.

Creede grinned. "All part of life. Isn't that
your favorite line to use on me?"

"Yes. I always know I've managed to get
something through your head if you start saying it to other people.
Using it on me is just unfair."


 


* * * * *

The moon sang to him. It wasn’t quite full,
although a casual glance might have mistaken it for being so if the
sky hadn’t been heavy with snow, and it called him. This was bad,
because Creede was at work. He was alone, which was good, but he
needed to stay human, which was bad. All in all, it was taking most
of his focus to keep from answering its call. He was very glad he
was alone.

No one was supposed to come to the storage
unit between 10:00 PM and 6:00 the next morning. In the several
weeks since he had taken on the job, no one ever had. The place was
silent and dark. He sometimes wondered why they kept him on, even
at minimum wage, when a security camera and some razor-wire on top
of cyclone fencing would have done the job just fine. But it was a
perfect job for him, and so far it paid his bills.

He had told his mother he would study during
these quiet hours at work, in preparation for going back to
college. He meant to be studying, but it wasn't working because of
the lunar interference, so he compromised by carrying his books
with him while he made his rounds. He knew he would not absorb the
information by osmosis, but he could not absorb it by sitting down
and reading, either. Not tonight. Snow was falling hard, and had
been all evening. Somewhere in the distance a siren keened, and he
stiffened. Then there was nothing. He went back to the little
office, fidgety and edgy. He looked at the clock. It was two in the
morning. Why shouldn't he shift? Why did he need to stay human? He
told himself there was no reason he couldn’t patrol as a wolf, and
that no one would see him. The rationalization seemed to make
sense. He made another round as a human, and all was silent, so he
removed his clothes and gave himself in to the agony. It did not
terrify him now that he knew what to expect, and the moon's
beckoning made it easier to endure. Then rising, he shook himself
vigorously, stretched all of his four legs, and trotted off to do
rounds—again.

Several miles away, Frank looked out of the
windows of his house. The moon was too close to full tonight to be
anything but trouble, even though he couldn’t see it because of the
cloud cover and the snow. He felt the moon pulling him, but rather
than answering its call to shift, he got into his car and drove
instead. He had a very bad feeling about Creede and he wanted to
prove himself wrong.

At two thirty in the morning, a car drove up
to the U-Store-It. It drove with its headlights off through the
falling snow as it approached the storage buildings, navigating by
the light cast by a street lamp at the edge of the parking lot. As
it turned in to the entrance, the driver cut the engine and rolled
in, silent except for the crunch of the tires. If the headlights
had been on, the driver might have seen the gleam of eyes. But he
was busy trying to be stealthy, and he didn’t see them.

Creede the wolf enjoyed stalking the man. He
kept to the shadows, making no sound. He trailed along as the
intruder went from one roll-up door to another, testing each one
and looking for one left carelessly unlocked. Once, the man turned
to look around himself suspiciously, but he didn’t see the white
wolf camouflaged by snow and shadow, and he went back to testing
the doors. Finding none unlocked, he went back to his car and
returned with a crowbar which he jimmied under one door and began
to pry upward. Creede began to stalk in earnest. Something in the
door gave way with a loud CRACK just as Creede crept within
pouncing range. He launched himself toward the thief with a snarl
of righteous indignation, and found himself knocked sideways out of
the air. Frank had come to intervene at the last moment. Snarling
and snapping, the two wolves grappled and fought, startling the
thief so badly that for a moment the pungent smell of hot urine
filled the air before the man ran, leaving his crowbar behind. His
tires threw dirty snow and gravel as he spun his way out of the
parking lot. The two wolves fought on.

Creede surrendered quickly after his prey
vanished. Frank bit him a few more times for good measure, then got
him up and hustled him back to the office. With a gesture of his
nose he made it plain that Creede must shift back to human and get
dressed. Frank shifted also, availing himself of a spare guard's
shirt which he tied around his waist. He waited until Creede was
human and dressed, then stiff-armed him up against the wall of the
office and shook him by the shoulders, banging him repeatedly
against the wall.

"You idiot. You blazing MORON," he snarled
wolfishly. "Don't EVER do that again! NEVER, do you understand me?
We have to get out there and wipe the evidence, right now. What do
you think the police will do when they show up and find paw prints
all over the snow? And blood?" His nose had a cut across it. Blood
trickled down to the corner of his mouth. "And before you ask, yes,
you do damn well have to call the cops. Soon. As soon as you would
have done if you hadn't been so STUPID."

Creede, bleeding from his torn lip, muttered,
"I wasn't gonna eat him."

"It doesn't MATTER! You can't! Don't you
UNDERSTAND?” Frank slammed him against the wall again. “You can’t
lose control like that. You can’t let the wolf start hunting
people. Dammit! We've got to get you cleaned up. After that, you've
got to call the cops. Now get to it."

Creede felt surly and his head was ringing,
but he obeyed. Once, and only once while they were erasing
evidence, he muttered, "Lousy lowlife. Didn't deserve to get
away."

Frank said tersely, "Just be grateful you
didn't bite that guy, or you’d have found out what I’m like when I
really get mad." He stayed to help clean up and monitored while
Creede made the phone call. He left before the police showed up,
though. That part of the mess wasn’t his, he said, and he didn’t
want his name mixed up in it.


Statesman-Examiner, “Police Beat,”
following week’s paper:

A would-be thief inadvertently turned
himself in over the weekend, after a couple of big dogs or wolf-dog
hybrids nearly attacked him at the local U-Store-It outside town.
The thief drove straight to the police station to report the dogs’
aggressive behavior. Unfortunately for him, the police had just
received a call from the night watchman at the storage facility,
informing them of an attempted break-in. The suspect has been
booked into the Colville Jail for attempted burglary. However, by
the time a deputy drove out to have a look, there was no sign of
the dogs or even footprints due to heavy snowfall. The night guard
said he heard a disturbance while he was out walking rounds, but
the would-be burglar ran away, as did the two dogs. Residents are
asked to keep an eye out for a pair of very large dogs, one white,
one gray. If you see them, please call the Stevens County Sheriff’s
office or Animal Control.


 


* * * * *

The next day was Thanksgiving, and the moon
was full. Creede watched it approach on the calendar with a feeling
of doom—especially after the events of the night before—knowing
perfectly well his mother expected him to eat at her house. He
couldn’t wriggle out of it either, because she knew he wasn’t on
the work schedule for Thursday or Friday. When he made one
last-ditch attempt to tell his mother he wanted to stay home and
have a turkey-and-cranberry sandwich instead of joining her, she
applied crippling amounts of mom-guilt until he caved. As soon as
he hung up the phone with her, he called Frank to ask what he
should do.

“You want my advice? Come to my house
instead. If you don’t want to do that, get the hell out of town
somewhere. She’ll get over it eventually.”

“I have to go. I mean, it’s my
mom.”

“Oh, grow a pair,” Frank growled at him. “If
you can’t do that, at least ask her to schedule your Thanksgiving
meal for early afternoon and get out of the house as soon as you
can. Go home, or just get out into the woods again. I’ve already
had to rescue one person from your idiocy. I don’t want to do it
again.” Frank hung up with an abrupt click, and that was the end of
that.

Creede called his mom to ask for the earlier
lunch time. She said that was fine. He was able to put it out of
his mind a little. No problem, he thought. He’d eat, visit, and
leave. He’d go to Frank’s house for moonrise.

Thanksgiving day dawned with the moon singing
insistently inside Creede’s head, making him irritable, but he went
to his mom’s house around noon anyway. Once there, however, he
discovered a severe miscalculation in thawing times meant the
turkey would not be done until much later than expected. He tried
not to fret too obviously. He obliged his sister by playing a card
game with her while their mother laid the table with her best old
china and silverplate, and at last the feast was spread and the
prayer said.

Creede reached for his knife and fork, but
paused upon touching them. Something didn’t feel right. He set them
down. He looked at his hands, then glanced quickly at the other two
to see if they noticed. His mother, however, was too busy carving
the turkey, and his sister was helping herself to sweet potato
pudding. They hadn’t noticed his twitch. He got up and went to the
kitchen drawer for a set of the ordinary stainless steel
flatware.

His mother glanced over. “Is something wrong,
lovey?”

“Oh, sorry, mom. I know you like the fancy
forks, but I like the ones with four prongs.”

“Sorry, I just don’t get to use the nice ones
very often.”

He sat down again. His fingers itched where
he had touched the silverware. He couldn’t tell whether it was real
or all in his head, but he made a mental note anyway—maybe the myth
about werewolves and silver had a grain of truth after all.

They ate turkey and trimmings, sweet potatoes
and marshmallows, green bean casserole, and pumpkin pie straight
from the oven. They all stuffed themselves. Creede ate twice as
much as the other two combined.

“My goodness, look at this. I thought there’d
be tons of leftovers, but there’s almost no turkey left, look at
that! And that was a fifteen pound bird, too,” his mother said in
astonishment as they were finishing up the pie. “Well, go on, you
two. I cooked, you clean.” Grinning at them, she retired to the
living room to read. Creede volunteered to put the food away so his
sister would be the one to handle the silverplate.

Afterward, Mandy yawned. “I’m pooped. Going
to lie down now.” She wandered downstairs to her room and closed
the door.

Creede was too restless to read or nap and
could not bring himself to just eat and leave no matter what Frank
had said, so he watched the snow fall outside the window as the
early twilight settled. The moon was coming up somewhere above the
dark clouds, singing like a Siren. He couldn’t resist.

Feeling more agitated by the minute, he
finally said, “Hey mom, I’m going to go for a nice long walk and
work off the pie, okay?” She mm-hmm’d and turned a page without
even looking up.

He slipped out the door, followed his usual
path up into the trees, and gave in to the song in his head. He
really didn’t mean to be out long. He wasn’t sure what time the
moon would go down, but thought that since he’d been able to shift
back before moonset the night before—albeit with Frank standing
over him with teeth bared—he could do it again. He could make the
shift, get it out of his system, and come back home with nobody the
wiser. No problem.

Mandy came out of her room a little while
later. Hoping to resume the card game, she went looking for her
brother and could not find him. The house was not large, with just
three bedrooms, kitchen, living room, and two bathrooms—one of
which did double duty as a laundry. She looked in every room.
Bewildered, she said, “Mom, have you seen Creede?”

Her mother glanced up from her magazine,
shrugged, and said, “I think he said he was going for a walk? He’s
been gone a while. I imagine he’ll be back soon.”

Mandy glanced out the window. The snow had
been falling thickly for two days, giving the world outside a
romantic White Christmas look. She checked the coat rack and found
Creede’s plaid Mackinaw there. “That’s odd.” She pulled on her own
coat, grabbed a flashlight, and stepped out into the cold and the
dark.

She found his boot prints in the driveway
immediately and followed them to where they turned up a path into
the woods. She thought she heard a dog or coyote howling somewhere
up the hill in the woods. Calling her brother’s name, she continued
a dozen yards into the forest, although the night was very dark and
the trees made it darker. Then, just as she was about to start back
toward the house, she heard a sharp snarl of warning.

She turned. A white dog stood on the trail
she had made. She thought it might be a husky, but its face seemed
oddly narrow. It snarled again when she made eye contact, lifting
its lips to show sharp fangs.

"Shhh," she tried to soothe it, "Nice doggy.
I won't hurt you. Go home."

It did not go home. Its eyes gleamed as it
crouched, the rumble in its throat an unmistakable warning. Then it
leaped at her, its snarl rising to a roar.

Instinct made her throw her arms up in front
of her face, and like some kind of mad schutzhund the thing tore into her offered arm,
dragging her off balance and sending the flashlight flying. Her
coat protected her from the teeth at first, though when the animal
shook its head violently the fabric tore and teeth found flesh. She
screamed, fought, and kicked. The creature outweighed her. It
lunged for her face.
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