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Chapter One

 

The day everything started, Freddie and I had
been gathering firewood most of the afternoon.

We were a week into the big backpacking
trip—"we" being the Sunset Hills Junior High Ecology Club; our
faculty sponsor, Mrs. Castillo; and her husband—and we were going
to have a bonfire that evening, to celebrate reaching the halfway
mark right on schedule. But that afternoon we'd ended up on a
stretch of ground that fire had gone over about twenty years back,
and so far the second growth hadn't gotten past the
underbrush-and-sapling stage. Gathering sticks and kindling for a
really big fire turned out to be quite a job—especially since Mr.
Castillo didn't seem to think any stack of wood shorter than the
person who gathered it was enough.

"Talk about overkill," I said, as Freddie and
I carried the last rucksack loads of kindling back to camp. "If Mr.
Castillo had been in charge of building the Ark, Noah would have
wound up with a boat the size of the New Jersey."

"It still wouldn't have been big enough for
all those animals," said Freddie. He's always coming up with lines
like that; in science class, Mrs. Castillo used to say that Freddie
was one of nature's skeptics.

"Honestly, Freddie," I said. "Don't you know
a joke when you hear one?"

"Sure," he said. "Just the same, Val, with
the few people the Ark had aboard, there wouldn't even be enough of
them to shovel all the—"

I threw a pine cone at him and chased him
back to camp. When we got there, we dumped the firewood and went
over to where Mr. Castillo sat leaning against a backpack next to
his tent—if you can call a pair of ponchos strung between two trees
a tent, which I personally wouldn't if I could help it. Mrs.
Castillo didn't seem to mind much, which probably proves that love
is blind, or at least doesn't freeze too easily.

Mr. Castillo taught physics over at the high
school, and if you ask me, he was the only reason our parents
agreed to let us make the trip in the first place. Mrs. Castillo
was so tiny she got mistaken for a student sometimes, but Mr.
Castillo was something else. He wasn't a big man, or a loud one—but
nobody ever messed with him, not even the tough kids that had all
the other teachers scared.

"Hey there, Mr. Castillo," said Freddie.
"Where's everybody else?"

Mr. Castillo was shaving wood into tinder
fuzz sticks with a survival knife. He laid a finished fuzz stick on
the pile beside him and started making another before he answered.
"Diana's down at the stream with Rosa"—that's Mrs. Castillo's real
name—"filling canteens and water bags. The others are gathering
firewood."

"More firewood?" I looked at the baby
lumberyard Freddie and I had carried back with us. "What are we
going to do with it all—burn down Chicago?"

Mr. Castillo smiled and shook his head.
"There are some things you can't have too much of, and firewood is
one of them."

About that time Diana and Mrs. Castillo came
back, lugging the last of the big folding water jugs between them,
and the boys showed up a few minutes later. Jay brought in the most
wood, just like he always did. Sometime during the last year, he'd
grown muscles the other guys hadn't yet, and he never lost a chance
to rub it in.

Night falls earlier than you'd expect, up in
the mountains. By the time we'd finished dinner, the sun had gone
down and a few stars had started to come out. We built up our
cookfire into a yellow blaze and settled down around the firepit to
tell scary stories.

Mr. Castillo started things off with the
story about the golden arm. That one's so old I think I first heard
it back in third grade, but he did a good job all the same. When he
shouted "You Have It!" everybody jumped about a foot into the air
and then pretended they hadn't.

After that, Mrs. Castillo yawned and said it
was time the old folks went to bed. She and Mr. Castillo headed off
to the Poncho Palace, but the rest of us kept right on telling
stories—the hitchhiker, the guy with the hook for a hand, all the
other creepy ones.

When it came Diana's turn, she did the one
about the baby-sitter and the prowler on the upstairs phone; she
said it happened to a friend of a cousin of hers, but Bill said
they'd made a movie just like that a few years back. They probably
had, too, if Bill said so. From the time he got tall enough to
reach the ticket window, he'd seen every movie that came out—and as
soon as his family got a VCR, he started playing catch-up on the
oldies.

"Your turn, Jay," Greg said, when Bill
stopped talking.

Jay shook his head. "I don't know any
stories," he said, and gave us a sort of nasty grin. "At least not
the same kind you do."

"Come on," said Diana. "Everybody knows a
story."

"Okay," he said. "But you probably won't like
mine."

"Why not?" I asked. I've got a big mouth
sometimes—and as you may have figured out by now, Jay wasn't one of
my favorite people. I caught him throwing rocks at a stray kitten
once, back in fourth grade, and I've got a long memory.

"You'll see," he said.

 

* * *

 

The important thing about this [Jay said] is
that it's true. It didn't happen to my grandfather, or the friend
of a cousin, or anything like that. It's happening to me.

Remember when I had my appendix out, back in
sixth grade? During the operation, I needed some blood—nothing
strange about that. But after I got out of the hospital, I healed
fast. Even the scar went away.

Then I noticed I wasn't getting hurt anymore.
Not even a scratch. And I started having dreams whenever the moon
was full—dreams of changing into something fierce and powerful,
getting free of everything, and running through the night.

Afterward, in the mornings, I'd find dirt
under my fingernails, and sometimes blood. But that's all I thought
it was for a long time—just dreams.

Last full moon, though, I finally figured
everything out. It was great. I could do stuff I'd only dared to
think about before, and nothing could touch me. Not even the
bullets. It was like being immortal, it was like having the power
of life and death…it was the best thing in the world, and I had
it.

And I used it, too. Remember those stories on
TV about the jogger who got torn up by a wild animal, right in the
middle of town? The police never did figure out what happened.

But I knew.

The change must have come from that
transfusion I got—the donor must have been a werewolf like me.
Someday I'm going to donate blood myself, just to pass the favor
along.

But first I'm going to disappear, because
high school is no place for a full-time manhunter. Tomorrow night's
the full moon. By morning, you'll be just another bunch of
backpackers who got careless and never came back.

Too bad about you guys, but I'll be gone
before the forest rangers find the pieces.

 

* * *

 

Finally Diana said, "That isn't funny."

"Well, you asked for a story," Jay said. He
gave us that grin again. "Go ahead, admit it—I scared the pants off
of you there at the end."

"No way," I said, standing up. "Come on, Di.
Let's get some sleep."

We headed for our tent, and the guys started
arguing about whose turn it was to take the fire watch. They still
hadn't settled it by the time Diana and I had ourselves zipped up
into our sleeping bags.

"Hey, Val." Diana's voice came about three
inches from my left ear. With both of us inside the tent, any
mosquitoes that made it in through the netting had to fight for
airspace.

"Yeah?" I asked.

"What do you think?"

"About that story?" I wriggled down a bit
inside my sleeping bag. "He made it up."

"Maybe." Di still didn't sound too happy.
"But what if he believes it?"

"Then he's crazy," I told her. "Go to
sleep."

Maybe she did, too, but I didn't. Not for a
long time, anyway.

 

* * *

 

Next morning, while Freddie and I refilled
canteens down at the stream, I asked him the same question Di had
asked me.

He gave me a smile that showed the braces on
his teeth. "What do I think? Well…if making a werewolf is that
easy, why aren't we up to our armpits in werewhelps?"

"I'm not joking, Freddie." I screwed the top
back onto the canteen and looked him in the eye. "What do you
really think?"

He stopped smiling. "I don't believe all that
hokey werewolf stuff. But Di's got a point there, about Jay
sounding like he did believe it."

"So what are we going to do?"

"What can we do? Tell Mr. Castillo that Jay
scared us with a ghost story?"

He fastened his canteen onto his belt and
headed back for camp. I followed.

"We've got to do something," I said. "What
if—"

I didn't finish the sentence. You hear all
the time about people going crazy and doing awful things—and my
dad's a psychiatrist, which means we've got a whole house full of
books about people like that—but knowing that something is possible
doesn't always mean you want to talk about it much.

And Jay was Freddie's tentmate.

We hiked across the old burned—over ground
all that day and made camp on a rocky slope near a stand of
saplings. The campsite had more big stones and little boulders
lying around than it did dry wood, but with all of us looking we
finally managed to collect enough wood to satisfy Mr. Castillo.
After dinner, Freddie volunteered to stand the first watch as fire
tender, so I said I'd take the second.

I wanted to get some sleep before staying
awake for two straight hours with nobody to talk to but the owls.
But I couldn't. After a while the moon came up full and bright. I
lay there looking out through the front of the tent, over to where
Freddie sat whittling on a stick of kindling with his Swiss Army
knife.

Finally I gave up and squirmed out of my
sleeping bag. I pulled on the clothes I wasn't already wearing,
jammed my shoes onto my feet, and crawled out of the tent. Then I
zipped the door closed and did up my shoes, and went over to the
firepit.

Freddie looked around from his whittling as I
came up. "You're fifteen minutes early," he said.

"So who's counting?" I asked. I sat down on a
handy rock. "Anything happen?"

Freddie kept on whittling. "Hasn't been a
sound out of anybody since moonrise."

I watched the little pile of wood shavings
grow for a while and fiddled with the bracelet on my left wrist—it
was a plain band of silver, and the only really good jewelry I
owned. Di said I was crazy to wear it everywhere like I did, but it
had been my grandmother's bracelet when she was my age, and I
couldn't see the point of owning something I wasn't going to
wear.

After a while Freddie finished peeling all
the bark off of his stick and sharpening it to a point. He looked
at it as if he didn't know what to do next with it, and yawned.

"You about ready to turn in?" I said.

"Sure," he said, but he didn't move.

"Well, go ahead then."

Freddie closed the Swiss Army knife and got
to his feet. "I'm worried about Jay," he said.

You mean "scared," I thought, but that
didn't sound like a good thing to say right then. "You could look
first," I said instead. "In case something's wrong. You know—unzip
the flap and then lift it open with that stick."

"And maybe he's in there snoring," said
Freddie, "and maybe he's awake and starts laughing his head
off."

"Well, we can't both stay here all night," I
told him, and stood op. "Come on. If Jay tries to give you a hard
time, I'll tell everybody I made you check because I was
afraid."

We tiptoed over to the quiet tent. It
certainly didn't look any different on the outside. Freddie stood
as far away as he could to work the zippers. I'll admit I was
standing a foot or so behind him, and feeling pretty stupid by the
time he slipped the stick under the bottom edge of the flap and
lifted up the netting.

I cleared my throat. "Looks like he's
aslee—"

Something came charging and growling out
through the tent flaps. Freddie jumped backward so fast he knocked
me over and then fell on top of me. From where I'd landed I had a
close-up worm's-eye view of a big grey wolf trying to tear itself
loose from mosquito netting and ripstop nylon, while Freddie yelled
and tried to keep it away from us with that stupid little
stick.

About then, screaming seemed like a good
idea. So that's what I did.


Chapter Two

 

The wolf pulled itself clear of the wrecked
tent and went for the underbrush like a furry grey blur. I rolled
out from under Freddie just as everybody else in camp started
shouting all at once.

The only person who wasn't yelling was Mr.
Castillo. But he'd come running at the first noise, with Mrs.
Castillo close behind. She carried a flashlight; he had that big
survival knife in one hand—and it didn't look like he was planning
to use it for shaving tinder.

He looked at us and put the knife away. "What
happened?"

Everybody started talking again, real fast,
except for Freddie. He just pointed with his whittling stick at the
fresh claw marks in the dirt. Even if I hadn't been right on the
spot for the big appearance, those would have convinced me. No way
had they been left by a pair of size-ten hiking boots.

The marks convinced Mr. Castillo, that's for
sure. At least he didn't tell us we'd been imagining things. After
he'd heard about Jay's werewolf story, all he said was, "You should
have let Mrs. Castillo and me know about this last night."

"Would you have believed us?" I asked.

Mr. Castillo gave me a funny look. "It
doesn't pay to ignore warnings," he said. "Even when they don't
make sense."

"But what do we do now?" My question finished
in an embarrassing squeak.

"How about crosses and mirrors?" asked
Greg.

"That's vampires, you twit," said
Bill.

"None of you are being particularly helpful,"
said Mr. Castillo. "What we need is a perimeter that we can hold
until morning or moonset, whichever comes first. Fires,
people—four, in a square, with everybody inside."

We built fires. Right then we'd have built
the Great Wall of China if Mr. Castillo told us to—he had a look in
his eye that said he meant business and wasn't going to take any
dumb questions. Even Freddie kept his mouth shut, which is what my
grandmother would call a nine days' wonder all by itself.

Before anybody did anything, though, Mr.
Castillo went back to the Poncho Palace for his pack. The rest of
us stood huddled by the woodpile, inside the light of Mrs.
Castillo's flash. I don't know what the others were thinking, but I
was trying to figure out just how much, in billions of dollars,
you'd have had to pay me before I'd go out alone in the dark like
that.

Mr. Castillo brought the pack over to where
the rest of us waited, opened it up, and surprised us all by
pulling out a gun.

It was one of those mean-looking military
jobs, with the pistol grip at the back. He unfolded the wire stock
from against the side, then pulled out a long, curved piece—the
magazine, Freddie said later—and shoved it into the bottom.

Bill stared. "Is that an M-16?"

Mr. Castillo shook his head. "No. It's the
civilian version, a CAR-15—no full automatic, and with a shorter
barrel."

"Is this one—you know—legal and everything?"
Greg asked.

"Legal and everything," Mr. Castillo said.
"Has anyone here done any shooting?"

Finally Diana said, "Freddie has."

Which was true. He'd gone out deer hunting
with his father the autumn before, and there'd almost been a riot
at the Ecology Club meeting when Diana found out.

Mr. Castillo looked at Freddie. "Is she
right?"

Freddie nodded without saying anything.

Mr. Castillo pulled back part of the gun,
then let it fly forward with a loud metallic ka-chink—one of
the nastiest sounds I'd ever heard. "I'm going to be busy with fire
building for a while." He handed the gun to Freddie. "There's a
round in the chamber and the safety is off. Don't point it at
anything you aren't going to shoot."

"Yes, sir," said Freddie. I stared at him. I
call my father "sir" sometimes—my grandmother taught me to be
respectful of grown-ups, and sometimes I am—but I didn't think
Freddie knew the word.

Mr. Castillo bent down and gathered up an
armful of the heavier wood. Greg and Bill did the same, only with
smaller armfuls and lighter pieces, and Mrs. Castillo set down the
flashlight to pick up a load of kindling.

I started to do the same thing, but Mr.
Castillo said, "No, Val. You and Diana bring burning sticks from
the fire that's going. We'll want them to get the new fire going
fast."

He looked back at Freddie. "Remember, if you
see a wolf, shoot it."

'Yes, sir,' said Freddie again.

"All right, people," said Mr. Castillo.
"Let's go."

We built the fire about twenty paces away
from the first one, and two more at the other corners of a square
with ourselves and the woodpile in the middle. With all those fires
going, our stack of wood didn't look so big anymore. I began to see
what Mr. Castillo had meant about firewood being one of the things
you can't have too much of.

Mr. Castillo took his rifle back and wrapped
the sling around his left arm. "Fire watches, everybody, just like
before. Whose turn is it?"

"Mine," I said, and managed not to squeak
this time.

"All right, Val. Take it for two hours and
then trade off." He looked hard at all of us. "Remember—the
important thing is not to let any of the fires burn too far down.
But don't try going over alone to build up a low fire. Tap me or
Rosa to go with you."

I sat for a while looking out at the
night—not so dark as it had been, now, but the fires were making
the underbrush look full of moving shadows. I almost decided I'd
liked the dark better.

Not quite, though. "Hey, Mr. Castillo."

"Yes, Val?"

"What did you mean about not ignoring
warnings, even when they don't make sense?"

He'd been walking around inside our square,
looking away from the fires and out into the dark; now he paused.
"I was thinking about something that happened a long time ago, back
when I was with the army in 'Nam."

"You were in Vietnam, Mr. Castillo?" Freddie
asked.

I heard Mr. Castillo laugh a little. "I
wasn't born a physics teacher, Freddie. I had four years with the
Rangers and then finished college on my GI benefits."

"So what happened?" I asked.

"It was on my second tour," he said. "I was
an officer by then, and one evening out on patrol a man in the
platoon came up to me and said, 'Lieutenant, we're going to get hit
tonight, and a whole bunch of us are going to buy it.' And he named
names—but when I asked him how he knew and he said that he'd had a
dream, I didn't pay much attention. Later on, though, I wished that
I had."

"You got hit?" Freddie asked.

"That's right," said Mr. Castillo. "And he
turned out to have been right about everything, even the
names."

"I bet you listened to him after that," said
Freddie.

"I never had a chance to," Mr. Castillo said.
"One of the names he was right about was his own."

That shut Freddie up, all right; and I didn't
have much to say about it either. I sat watching the fires until my
wristwatch told me my turn was up, then gave Diana a poke.

"Wake up."

"I wasn't asleep," she said—and she didn't
sound like she had been. I didn't expect to have much better luck
myself, but anything was better than sitting there biting my
fingernails until morning. I curled up with my head against one of
the half-empty water cubes and closed my eyes.

I must have dozed a bit after all, because a
while later I woke up. The full moon was still high in the sky, but
one of the four fires was burning low. The sound that woke me had
been Diana going over and whispering to Mrs. Castillo.

The two of them picked up armloads of wood
and started out together for the fire. When they got there, Diana
squatted down to feed the sticks in one by one, while Mrs. Castillo
stood guard—and one of the shadows that moved outside the firelight
tore itself loose from the darkness and came leaping over the dying
flames.

The big grey forepaws hit Mrs. Castillo in
the chest. She staggered backward and fell.

With a screech that made my back teeth hurt,
Diana grabbed a burning stick out of the fire with both hands and
swung it at the wolf. She looked angry and scared all at the same
time—but she brought that torch around in a blazing half circle
that made me remember the time in sixth-grade phys ed when she
knocked the softball over the playground fence and into the window
of the principal's car.

I guess you don't forget how to do something
like that, because the red-hot end of the stick slammed into the
wolf's throat right under his jaw. The animal yelped and twisted
itself in midair so that it hit the ground again running. From
somewhere nearby came a loud fast cracking noise and a flash of
light. The wolf yelped again and vanished into the shadows.

Next to me, Mr. Castillo lowered his rifle
and said something in Spanish that I didn't understand. Diana let
the stick drop from her hand into the fire and started crying. But
nobody paid any attention to her—and I don't think she even knew
she was crying herself—because Mrs. Castillo was still lying there
on the ground and hadn't tried to get up.


Chapter Three

 

Mr. Castillo shoved the rifle at Freddie
without saying anything and ran over to where Mrs. Castillo lay. He
checked her over real fast for skull and spine injuries—at least
that's what Greg, who's got his first-aid card, told the rest of us
he was doing. And Greg was the one he singled out a few minutes
later, after Mrs. Castillo had started to come around.

"Take care of Rosa,' he said. "It looks like
she may have landed the wrong way on a rock. Don't move her,
though—just keep her awake and warm. She may go into shock; if she
does, don't panic. Go by the book, and hang in there until
morning."

Greg nodded. He looked scared and kind of
solemn. I don't think anybody had ever in his life handed him that
much responsibility all at once.

Mr. Castillo turned to Freddie. "Give me the
rifle."

Freddie handed it to him. Mr. Castillo took
it, and then stood for a minute looking at the bunch of us all
huddled together inside the firelight. I started getting a sinking
feeling in my stomach as he came back to me and Freddie, and then
zeroed in on me.

"Val," he said, "you're in charge of the camp
while I'm away."

All of a sudden I knew how Greg had felt. I
got my voice back after a moment, and said, "Away?"

Mr. Castillo nodded. "It's time I went
hunting."

"If those aren't silver bullets," Bill said
under his breath, "then I don't see how it's going to do much
good."

"They aren't silver," said Mr. Castillo,
without looking around. "But even if these bullets can't kill a
werewolf, they'll slow him down. And that's all I need."

He left the firelight and disappeared into
the shadows. I watched him go, and turned to my little gang of
heroes. They were all looking at me like they expected me to do
something.

"Okay," I said, feeling stupid and hoping it
didn't show. "Fire watches, just like before. Only this time let's
keep those flames up higher. Di, you're on until midnight,
right?"

Diana sniffed a couple of times, swallowed,
and nodded. She went over and sat down by the woodpile. Bill and
Freddie joined her, but I stayed where I was, looking out at the
dark—Valerie Sherwood, Fearless Leader, five-foot-three in my
stocking feet and already scared out of any growth I had left.

Before I really noticed what I was doing, I'd
started pacing—just like Mr. Castillo had done—all over our little
twenty-by-twenty patch of firelit ground.

On one of my swings past the woodpile,
Freddie stood up and came over to walk alongside me. "We've got a
problem," he said.

I'd been bracing myself for something
typically Freddie-ish; somehow, though, I didn't think this was it.
"What kind of problem?"

"I don't think our firewood is going to last
the whole night."

My father the shrink told me once that a
prophet is just someone with a talent for noticing unpleasant
truths before anybody else does. He must have been thinking about
Freddie when he said that.

I looked at the boundary fires, then back
over at the woodpile, and then I checked my watch. Freddie was
right, we had a problem. At the rate those four fires were eating
fuel, we were going to run out of wood sometime before sunrise.

Think fast, I ordered myself . Don't just
stand there and bite your fingernails.

I shoved my hands into my jeans pockets.
"Let's keep the fire that's closest to Mrs. Castillo, and let the
others die down."

Nobody argued. Everybody just looked glad it
wasn't them deciding things. I kept on pacing.

The fire, the woodpile, the spot where Mrs.
Castillo lay under everybody's jackets with Greg watching over
her…I'd been prowling back and forth for maybe fifteen minutes when
I heard the CAR-15 go off somewhere out in the woods.

The rifle went off a second time, and then
came a whole lot of shots close together. Maybe that thing wasn't a
machine gun, but Mr. Castillo was making it do a good
imitation.

Then the firing stopped. I heard a crashing
sound in the underbrush and, after that, silence.

Nobody said anything. I clenched my fists
inside my pockets and stared out into the dark.

Please, I thought. Please.

Out beyond the firelight, a wolf howled.

The wolf howl echoed again through the night.
Diana made a noise like she was getting ready to cry some more. I
clenched my fists even tighter and said, "Di, be quiet. I'm
thinking."

I'll say this for being convinced that you're
going to be Purina Wolf Chow before sunrise—it clears your head of
nonessentials in a big hurry. If waiting out the night wasn't going
to do the trick, then we'd have to do something instead. And I knew
just who to ask for advice.

"Hey, Bill," I said. "C'mere a minute,
okay?"

He came over to join me. "What's up?"

"All we've got right now between us and—and
that animal," I said, "is a campfire that may not last until
morning. But you've seen every crummy horror movie ever made. What
works against werewolves?"

He looked down at his shoes and chewed his
knuckle for a moment, then looked up at me. "We don't have silver
bullets, and we don't have garlic or wolfbane…so that leaves the
old reliable stake-through-the-heart routine. But we'd have to get
him down first—a trap, maybe."

"A trap," I repeated. "That sounds good."

If we could just keep the wolf in one place
until sunrise, we should be able to handle it—handle him—after
that. "Do you know how to build one?"

He gave me a nervous grin. "There was
something in The Green Berets that might work. Got any
rope?"

"I'll have to ask."

Right about then I heard Greg call my name,
low and quiet. "Val—Val, come here."

I hurried over, afraid that something had
gone wrong with Mrs. Castillo that the Red Cross handbook didn't
cover. But when I got there, she looked about the same as the last
time—kind of drifty, but awake.

"Here I am," I said. "What's the
trouble?"

"It's out there in the bushes," he said. "The
wolf, I mean."

"How do you know?" I asked.

"I saw the eyes," he said. "Red ones, out in
the dark."

He pointed. I looked, but I couldn't see any
eyes, red or otherwise. That didn't mean they weren't out there,
though.

"Okay," I said. "That means it's time to work
on getting him before he gets us. Did you bring any rope?"

It was Mrs. Castillo who answered. Her voice
was weak but clear. "I have a coil of parachute cord in my
pack."

I waited for her to say something
else—anything, as long as it meant she was back on top of things
and I didn't have to be. But it seemed like she'd used most of her
energy in coming up with that one contribution.

Greg looked unhappy. "I think she's in shock,
Val."

I straightened my shoulders. All right, Girl
Wonder, you're still the one.

I didn't feel too cheerful about the
prospect, and when I went back over to Bill, my face must have
showed it.

"What's wrong?" he asked.

I told him. "And that backpack is way over
there by the Poncho Palace right now."

"Oh," he said. Then he brightened up a bit.
"Maybe if two or three of us went—safety in numbers, and all
that."

"Okay," I said. "Let's get Freddie. You guys
grab a couple of big sticks from the woodpile for clubs."

I took the flashlight, and we headed over
toward the tent in a tight little group. The dark was all around us
before we were halfway there, and when we passed the watch fire on
that corner, I saw that it had gone down to red—grey coals.

The poncho tent was a good ways out beyond
the main encampment; the Castillos liked their privacy. Finally,
though, the shape of the tent loomed up ahead of us in the dark,
and I could see all the gear stacked outside.

"There's the pack," I said. Freddie was
closest; he grabbed the pack by its metal frame and we headed back
almost before he had it off the ground.

I'd been glancing left and right into the
underbrush the whole time, and just before we reached the dead fire
something flickered in the corner of my eye. I looked over in that
direction and saw a red-eyed shadow moving parallel to us among the
saplings.

I swallowed. "Uh, guys. Could we pick it up a
little?"

Nobody argued with the suggestion, and we
made it back to the fire in a kind of panicky shuffle. Once we got
there, I looked back out at the underbrush, but the shape was
gone.

Bill and Freddie were already going through
Mrs. Castillo's pack. I turned around in time to see Bill pulling
out a coil of thin green nylon cord.

"This is better than I hoped for," he said.
"We've got at least a hundred feet here."

"Great," I said. "Let's build us a trap."

I have to admit—up to that night, I'd always
thought that Bill's thing about old movies was a dead waste of good
smarts. But he built that trap like he'd been catching werewolves
all his life. The first thing he did was empty out the two
backpacks and hand them to me and Freddie.

"Here," he said. "Fill these up with rocks.
Heavy rocks."

I filled that pack right up to the top with
stones, the same ones we'd all been griping about earlier. Not too
far off, Freddie was doing the same thing, and the beam of the
flash shone here and there in the saplings where Bill and Diana
looked for a place to put the trap. I frowned. Those two were a lot
farther away from the fire than I wanted to get, with those red
eyes shining out of the dark.

Oh, yes—the eyes were still there, showing up
to look out of the underbrush at us for a minute or so and then
disappearing again. I was surprised they didn't do anything else.
All I could figure was that Jay—that the wolf—could see how low the
woodpile was getting, and wanted to let the fire go out.

How smart, I wondered, dragging my
packful of rocks over to where Bill was waving "come here" with the
flashlight, is a wolf that used to be a human being? Smart
enough to spot a trap?

I let go of the backpack and straightened up.
We were a lot farther from the camp than I'd planned to get. I
couldn't see Greg and Mrs. Castillo at all anymore, just the glow
from the fire.

By the light of the flash I could see that
Bill had pounded a forked stick into the ground near the foot of
one sapling, and had tossed the loose end of the cord across
another branch and brought the end back to the sacks of rock.

He tied the sacks onto the cord. "Now we haul
them up."

It took all four of us pulling on the cord,
but we managed to get those sacks up in the air. Then Freddie and
Diana and I hung on with all our weight, while Bill worked at
fitting together the forked stick, a bit of wood he'd tied into the
loose end of the cord, and a third stick that went into the
contraption between them.

It took him a couple of tries to get
everything just right. I felt like my arms were about to come out
of their sockets by the time he said, "Okay, let it down real
slow."

We eased the cord down until the sticks were
taking most of the strain. Bill tied a big noose into the end of
the cord, and laid it open on the ground.

"There's your trap," he said.

"It's beautiful," I said. "How does it
work?"

"Simple," he said. "The werewolf comes along,
steps into the noose, and hits the trigger. The cord comes loose,
the rocks come down, and up goes your werewolf."

"Fine," I said. "Back to camp."

We made it back to the camp double-quick.
Just as well, too. The fire was burning down. Building it back up
took most of the remaining wood.

"I don't know about you," said Diana, when
we'd finished, "but I'm going to enjoy listening to that wolf howl
when he walks into our trap."

"Right," said Freddie. "So tell me something,
will you? Of all the trees he could pick to walk under, what makes
him choose that one?"

"'A talent for noticing unpleasant truths,'''
I muttered.

"Huh?" said Freddie.

I looked at the moon—still too high in the
sky—and at the one remaining fire—already too low for comfort.

"Okay, Girl Wonder," I said to myself, "this
was all your idea. If anybody's going to pull the rabbit out of the
hat, it has to be you."

Freddie looked blank. "Val, what in the heck
are you mumbling about?"

"I said I know why the werewolf's going to
step into that loop," I told him. "He's going to be trying to get
at me."

 

* * *

 

So that's how I wound up standing by myself
out there in the underbrush, with my back up against a tree even
skinnier than I was, and my faithful jackknife—two blades, a nail
file, and a toothpick—clutched in my hot and sweaty hand.

The others hadn't argued with me much; they
could see Freddie's point as well as I could. They'd told me three
or four times that I was going to get myself killed, but in spite
of all the talking I didn't hear anybody else volunteer for the
role of appetizer. Finally I lost patience and told them to stay at
the fire.

They stayed. And I left before I had a chance
to change my mind.

Then I waited. And waited. I don't know how
long I stood there—long enough for the sky in the east to go from
black to a kind of washed-out charcoal, and for the stars to begin
to fade. The moon still hadn't made it down below the horizon, but
I felt my breathing getting easier every moment…maybe, just maybe,
I wasn't going to have to do the Teen Hero bit after all.

I should have known I wouldn't be so lucky.
Just about the time I'd relaxed enough to think about checking my
wristwatch, something started moving in the underbrush, out where
the trunks of the saplings made paler stripes against the murky
dark.

It was a wolf, all right. I could see the
outline of it, dog-shaped but bigger, with a curling brush of a
tail and a heavy ruff of fur on its neck and shoulders.

The wolf lifted its head and looked at
me.

Valerie Sherwood, I said to myself, you're
going to die.

The wolf stood still for a few seconds
longer, watching me. In the growing half-light I could see that the
eyes weren't really red at all, but a pale, almost yellow, green. A
growl rumbled in its throat, its back fur bristled, and then it
charged.

I braced for the impact, trusty jackknife in
hand. The sapling at my back took care of any ideas I might have
had about running. But just as Bill had predicted, the wolf hit the
trigger right in front of me, the rope slipped free, and the wolf
went sailing up into the air.

I sagged back against the tree trunk. What
do you know, I thought. The darned thing actually
worked.

That was when the smaller wolf came in from
the right, and hit me in the chest.

I went over sideways and landed on my back
with a wolf on top of me snapping at my throat. I kicked at the
wolf, batted at it with my fist, jabbed it with the knife, anything
I could come up with to keep those teeth away from my neck. All the
time a voice in my head was insisting that something was
wrong—there shouldn't be a wolf after me at all.

Damn it, I thought, squirming backward
like mad as I tried to get out from under the snarling weight on my
chest, I saw this wolf get caught!

Oh yeah? said the voice of reason inside my
head. Just who taught you how to count, Girl Wonder?

And then I understood. The wolf in our trap
hadn't been coming at me at all. He'd been heading past me into the
underbrush, right for the spot where the smaller wolf would have
been hiding.

It's amazing what you'll try when you're
desperate. I smashed my fist into the nose of the wolf on top of
me, and gained another second or so of breathing space. A foot away
the two backpacks full of rocks sat where they'd slammed into the
ground, the thin green cord stretched taut by their weight. I
rolled sideways, fending off the wolf left-handed as I went, and
cut the cord.

The slashed end flew upward. A second later I
saw the huge grey wolf that had run into Bill's trap come charging
across the few feet between the two saplings.

That big wolf hit the smaller one like an
express train hitting a pickup—I could hear the thud. Then the two
of them mixed it up there under the tree, all growls and yelps and
grey fur coming loose to float on the dawn breeze, while I
struggled to get up off my back.

That can't have taken me long, even
floundering around scared like I was, but by the time I had a clear
view of the fight, it was almost over. The big wolf had the smaller
one pinned belly-up like the loser in a dogfight. In the next
moment the big wolf backed away growling into the underbrush—and
the shape of the smaller wolf started to change, shifting and
melting and fading from one color to another, until it wasn't a
wolf lying there anymore at all, but a naked and unconscious
teenage boy.


Chapter Four

 

I moved fast, tying Jay's hands and feet
together with a length of the cord. By the time Mr. Castillo
stepped out from between a couple of saplings, I was back sitting
on the ground and taking inventory of my scrapes and bruises. I
can't even say I was surprised to see him; I'd been half expecting
something like that ever since I'd counted wolves and come up with
two. Besides, I had other things on my mind right then—like the
line of red puncture wounds on my left forearm that could have come
from falling on the rocks, but hadn't.

"How's Rosa?" Mr. Castillo asked. He had his
jacket draped across his shoulders, and he was still fastening the
cuffs of his plaid flannel shirt. Around one wrist I could see what
looked like a rope burn, fading fast.

"She's holding on okay," I said, rolling my
own sleeve back down. I wanted those marks out of sight when all
the others came thundering up, any minute now, to see if our trap
had worked. The blood—there wasn't very much of it, and what there
was had clotted already—wasn't going to show against the dark cloth
and the ground-in dirt. I hoped.

I had a lot of questions I wanted answered,
but I didn't get a chance. Before I could even start figuring out
how to ask them, the rest of the gang came crashing into the
clearing—except for Greg, who'd stuck to his post like a Band-Aid.
Freddie was in the lead, and I could tell just from looking at him
that he had a whole bunch of questions of his own.

He stopped a yard or so away from where Jay
was lying, stark naked and tied up hand and foot with parachute
cord, and his eyes went wide. Close behind him, Di and Bill were
already demanding to know what had happened, but I didn't pay any
attention to them. I was too busy taking in the look on Freddie's
face, and realizing that deep in his heart he'd never expected our
trap to work.

Freddie wasn't paying attention to Bill and
Diana either. He was looking straight at Mr. Castillo. "Where were
you when we needed you?" he demanded.

I noticed that he wasn't calling Mr. Castillo
"sir" anymore, and that did it. I thought about how I'd had to walk
out into the darkness alone the night before, and my temper caught
like a piece of dry tinder.

"You don't have any right to talk," I told
Freddie. I thought I was going to yell at him when I said it, but
instead the words came out low and quiet, with angry edges to them.
"You could hear everything that was going on—and you thought I was
getting myself chewed to pieces, didn't you? But you still waited
until the sun was all the way up before coming over here to
check."

Mr. Castillo didn't pay any attention to
either of us. He laid his jacket across Jay's unconscious body,
then straightened up and turned back around.

"Take it easy, Val," he said. "Freddie's got
a good question there, and it deserves an answer." He was rubbing
the rope burn under the cuff of his shirt, kind of absentmindedly.
I hoped none of the others had noticed.

"I was stalking the wolf all night," he went
on. "Keeping him away from the camp."

That was the truth—some of it, anyhow—and I
could see that Bill and Diana believed him. Freddie, though, looked
like he wasn't buying it, which made me even madder at him.

"Mr. Castillo drove Jay into the trap just as
the sun came up," I said, looking at Freddie as I said it. "Which
is a lot more than anybody else did."

Back in the old days, before last night,
Freddie would have come right back at me with one of his smart
remarks. Now he just shut up. But he didn't change his
expression.

Mr. Castillo spoke up again before I could
say something that would turn what was going on into a real
argument. "I have to go get the forest rangers," he told us. "But
first we have to talk about what happened."

Bill caught on right away. "You mean we have
to get our stories straight."

"No werewolf," said Di, with a nervous laugh
and a quick glance over at Jay. Tied up like that, and wearing
nothing but dirt and goose pimples, he didn't look dangerous at
all. "Who'd believe us, without any proof?"

"Not the forest rangers, certainly," said Mr.
Castillo. He smiled briefly. "As far as they're concerned, wolves
need protection from people, and not the other way around."

I decided I'd better add my own two cents'
worth before the rest of the gang realized that there was something
funny about a person like Mr. Castillo agreeing to hide the truth
from anyone.

"That's right," I said. "And take it from me,
the paramedics don't want to hear the story either. If we start
talking about werewolves, we'll all get referred to psychological
counseling before you can say 'boo.'''

Freddie was still looking dubious, but I
could see that the rest of the gang agreed. Finally even Freddie
nodded.

"Okay," he said. "So what really did
happen?"

"Rosa fell and hurt herself," Mr. Castillo
said. "Jay had a breakdown, and now the psychiatrists should talk
with him."

"That's all?" Bill asked.

"That's all," said Mr. Castillo. "Keep the
story simple, and then stick to it."

While the others had been asking questions
I'd been thinking. "Mr. Castillo," I said, as soon as everybody
stopped talking. "Is it okay if I walk with you to the ranger
station?"

If he was surprised by my asking, he didn't
show it. "Of course," he said. "But I have to take care of Jay
first. We can't leave him lying out here in the open."

Mr. Castillo carried Jay back to the camp and
put him into one of the empty tents. Then he went off to check on
Mrs. Castillo while Freddie and Bill covered Jay up with one of the
sleeping bags. But they didn't untie him, even though he was still
out cold.

That was just fine with me. I waited to ask
my questions until Mr. Castillo and I were out of the camp, heading
on a compass course to where the map said the nearest ranger
station ought to be. I still wasn't certain how to ask some of the
things I had to know—finally I gave up trying to find a polite way
to go about it and started out with the one thing I already knew
for sure.

"Jay really is a werewolf," I said.

Mr. Castillo nodded. "He is."

The next one was a bit harder. "You're a
werewolf, too."

"Yes."

He didn't sound particularly ashamed or
guilty about it, just matter-of-fact. I wondered how long he'd had
to get used to the idea—and how long it had taken.

"Rosa's a nice lady," I said, after we'd
hiked on a little farther. "Does she know about you?"

"She always has," he said. He smiled a
little. "Telling her scared me more than anything in 'Nam ever did.
But it's been worth it."

That made me feel a bit better about some
things. Not everything, though—and now I was getting into the hard
questions, the ones that really had me worried.

"What makes someone a werewolf?"

"There's more than one way it can happen," he
said after a while. "Jay says he got his from a blood transfusion.
I hadn't heard of that one before, but I suppose it's
possible."

"How did it happen to you?"

He gave me a disapproving look. "That's not
usually the sort of question you should ask."

"Sorry," I muttered.

We went on for several minutes without
talking. Then he said, "It started with that patrol I told you
about, back in 'Nam. One of the men who didn't make it back—the one
who told me about his dream—had a grandmother who was a
bruja."

"She was a what?"

"A witch," Mr. Castillo said. "A woman with
the power. Her grandson had it, too…but I didn't believe in that
sort of thing in those days. When he gave me a warning, I ignored
it—and when his grandmother found out about that, she made a
werewolf out of me.''

It sounded crazy, but no crazier than some
other things I'd heard lately. "What did she want to do that
for?"

He shrugged. "Who knows?" he said. "Revenge,
perhaps—or maybe just to teach me a lesson. I never asked."

I thought about that, and then said, "How
about being bitten? That's how it always works in the movies."

Mr. Castillo didn't answer for a while. We
picked our way up a slope, and he stopped to check his compass and
the map. From the crest of the hill, I could see the ranger tower
over on the horizon.

"Do you think you might have been bitten?" he
asked, after we'd started off again.

I nodded. "I'm lucky I didn't get my throat
torn out."

I pushed up my sleeve to show him the marks
on my arm. They didn't look as bad as they had before, even though
there was still plenty of dried blood on the inside of my
sleeve.

Mr. Castillo looked serious. "Val, you were
very reckless—and there's a chance you may have become one of
us."

I'd been afraid of that ever since I first
looked at my arm. "How can I know for sure?" I asked. "I mean,
before…?"

"If you really have changed," he said, "those
wounds will fade in a couple of days, and leave no scars."

I thought about the way they'd been behaving
already. It didn't make me happy. "And then what?"

"Afterward? You go on living the best way you
can."

"I'm not going to go crazy and start killing
people?"

He shook his head. "I'd say it's unlikely.
Jay was…unstable, and I suspect that he was—what he was—even before
chance made him into a lycanthrope."

"A what?"

"It's the real name for what we are," he told
me. "If you want to be scientific."

I rolled the new word around in my head a
bit. "I think I like it better than 'werewolf.'"

"I know I do," Mr. Castillo said. "Being a
lycanthrope is like being an ordinary person, for the most part.
You learn to live with the condition, and with time can gain some
control over when and where you change. Like last night—I wasn't
going to shift unless I had to. That didn't work out, but most of
the time, the worst things can get is awkward."

He actually chuckled then. "I had one
landlord who never would believe I wasn't keeping a dog in the
apartment."

I laughed a little, too, but not very hard—I
couldn't help thinking there was probably more to the story. We
didn't say much after that, just kept on hiking until we reached
the ranger tower. Once we got there, Mr. Castillo did all the
talking. I just sort of stood around, not saying anything, while he
made arrangements for a helicopter to come lift out Mrs. Castillo,
and for a bus to meet the rest of us at the nearest roadhead.

When we got back to camp, Mr. Castillo told
the others to start getting ready to move out. They all jumped to
it—except for Freddie, who jerked his head in the direction of the
tent where we'd put Jay earlier.

"What do we do about him?" he asked.

"I'll take care of it," said Mr. Castillo.
"In the meantime, finish your packing—Val, you too."

So I went and helped Di take down our tent
and stuff it into its little bag, like a blue nylon sausage into
its casing. Then I put my gear into my backpack, and after that I
helped the others clean up the campsite and make certain all four
of the fires we'd set during the night were dead out. When all that
was finished, I found my hairbrush in its pocket near the top of my
pack and sat down on a rock to work some of the knots and dried
leaves out of my hair.

All this time I'd been looking out the corner
of my eye at the tent where we'd stashed Jay. I saw Mr. Castillo go
over there with a bundle of clothes tucked under one arm, bend over
to unzip the entrance, and go inside. When he came out again, Jay
followed—untied and dressed in his own clothes again, but pale and
quiet. I wondered what Mr. Castillo had said to him. Then he lifted
his head and looked at me.

All of a sudden I felt cold. I'd never seen
an expression like that on anyone's face before—an expression that
told me, plainer than any words, that Jay knew who it was that had
planned the trap and set the ambush and cut Mr. Castillo free.
Knew, and would remember. I turned my face away quickly, and yanked
the brush through another tangle of leaves and dirt.

A helicopter and some paramedics showed up a
little while later and took Mrs. Castillo off to the nearest trauma
center. She was awake by then, but still kind of drifty, and I was
glad to see her going where she could get taken care of by real
doctors and nurses, and not just somebody with a Red Cross
first-aid card.

When she was gone, we started hiking downhill
to the roadhead. Jay walked with the rest of us, but I noticed that
Mr. Castillo stayed close behind him all the way. I kept on
sneaking looks at Jay from time to time as we went. I didn't really
want to, but every time I thought I'd told myself to stop, I'd
catch myself watching him and then looking away.

If I'd been Jay, I would have hated it,
having people stare and then pretend they hadn't. I gave a short
laugh under my breath, and massaged the sore spot on my forearm
where the open bite marks had been a little while earlier.

Don't kid yourself, Teen Wonder. It may
happen yet.

Di heard me laugh—she was walking beside me
along the downhill trail. "Are you okay?"she asked.

I jerked my head around to look at her. "What
do you mean?"

"You were rubbing your arm," she said. "I was
wondering if you'd gotten hurt after all. You know…back at the
camp."

"No. I'm not hurt," I said. I shoved my hands
into my pockets and added, "It took you long enough to ask."

Di looked like I'd slapped her. She also
looked just a little bit ashamed. I saw that, and part of me felt
pleased. It was a nasty feeling, and I wished it would go away. It
didn't, and I decided that I didn't particularly like myself this
morning.

Then we were down at the fire road, where a
bus painted forest green was waiting. We climbed on board, stacked
our backpacks in the aisle, and were quiet. Most of us took seats
near the back, but Mr. Castillo steered Jay into the front seat on
the side away from the driver, and sat down next to him. The bus
started up with a jerk and a roar, and we rattled off down the dirt
road in a cloud of dust.

Nobody talked much during the ride home. I
suppose part of it was just being tired—we'd had a long night, with
no sleep and a lot of tension—but most of it was Jay. With him
sitting right there in front, none of us felt like singing songs
and joking like we had on the way up to the jumping-off point.

The bus dropped us off where the road joined
the state highway. There was a gas station there, with two pumps
out front and a little store inside that sold night crawlers in
cartons and Coca-Cola in bottles. Mr. Castillo went in and bought
soft drinks and cookies for everyone, and then we sat around on our
packs beside the gas pumps and waited for our parents to show
up.

I drank my Coke without tasting it, and ate
the cookies. Then I leaned back against the gas pump and closed my
eyes. Maybe if I was lucky, when my father came to get me I could
open them again and find out that the past twenty-four hours had
never happened at all.


Chapter Five

 

I wasn't that lucky, of course. My father was
the first parent to show up—he must have canceled all his
appointments, to make it out of town and up to the mountains in
such a hurry. I wondered exactly what Mr. Castillo had said when he
made that phone call.

I threw my backpack into the rear seat of the
car and climbed in.

"You didn't have to be in such a rush," I
said. "I could have waited here until you were through for the
day."

"My patients can do without me for
twenty-four hours," he said as we pulled away from the gas station.
"You're the only daughter I've got."

"It's all right, Dad. I'm okay."

"You look like five miles of bad road," he
said. "If you want to talk about it…."

I didn't particularly. That's the main
drawback to having a shrink in the family—they always want you to
talk about your problems. But I already knew that talking about
this particular problem wasn't going to help. Psychiatrists like my
father spend too much time around people who only think
they're seeing supernatural creatures.

"I'm okay," I said again, and then I yawned.
I couldn't help it, after not getting any sleep the whole night
before. "I'm just tired, that's all."

So my father didn't ask any more
questions—he's actually pretty good about that, once he decides
that you really don't have anything to say, or at least nothing to
say right then—and I slept all the way back home.

I ran myself a steaming hot bath as soon as
we got to the house, and stayed soaking in the tub until the stink
of dirt and sweat and wood smoke was gone, and all that was left
was Ivory soap. Then I threw my clothes from the trip into the
washing machine and ran them through the cycle twice. While they
were drying I ate two microwaved frozen din-ners, one right after
the other. I hadn't eaten anything else so far today except for the
cookies and Coke back at the gas station, and I hadn't been hungry
then.

Now that I was home, though, everything
seemed different. I was still hungry, even after both frozen
dinners, but I didn't want to eat anything more; my father was
likely to decide that my appetite was a symptom of
something-or-other and start asking questions again.

Nobody else was in the kitchen. My father was
in his study rescheduling all those canceled appointments, and my
grandmother—who used to live with us, ever since my mother died
when I was just a little kid—had moved into a condo in Florida back
at the beginning of summer. I pushed up the sleeve of my housecoat
and looked at my forearm.

All I could see was a neat line of little
pink dots. I poked at one with my finger. The skin whitened, and
colored again when I took my finger away. I shook my head. There'd
been open flesh there this morning, and more blood than I'd thought
at the time; when I undressed, the sleeve of my shirt had been
stiff from the cuff all the way up to the elbow.

I decided I didn't want to think about that
right now. Instead I took my clothes out of the dryer and went to
bed. I slept all night, and if I had dreams, I don't remember
them.

By next morning I was feeling a bit more
human, and the marks on my arm were gone. The memories had started
fading, too, or at least I thought they had. But twice that
morning—once while I was brushing my teeth, and a second time when
I caught sight of myself unexpectedly in the big mirror down at the
end of the hall—I had to stop what I was doing and wait for sudden,
sharp-edged memories to turn blurry before I could go on.

I'd slept late; my father was already at his
office. He'd left a note on the breakfast table: I'll be home
early. Call me right away if you need anything. I wondered what
he'd think if I phoned in and said, "I keep having flashbacks to
what happened the other night…and by the way, I'm afraid I might be
turning into a werewolf."

No, I couldn't see it. I fixed myself
breakfast—all the bacon we had left in the refrigerator, and most
of a pitcher of orange juice. And while I ate I wondered what I
ought to do next.

By the time I had finished eating, and then
rinsed off the empty dishes and put them in the dishwasher, I still
hadn't gotten any good ideas. Finally I quit trying. I went to the
telephone and dialed the Castillos' number.

Nobody answered. I let it ring ten times,
then hung up. Stupid, l said to myself.
Mrs. Castillo's in the hospital some-where, and Mr. Castillo's
probably with her.

Or maybe he's with Jay.

I wished I hadn't thought of that—but once
I'd started wondering where Jay had gone, and what was going to
become of him, I couldn't stop.

How do I know that next month it won't be
me?

I could feel the panic starting to squeeze me
like a giant hand, and I almost broke down and called my father
right then and there. But I quit dialing halfway through the number
and put the phone back on the hook. I had problems, all right, but
if I told my father what they really were, he'd think that I was
either crazy or lying.

Having him think I was crazy wouldn't be so
bad—except that I wasn't crazy, and all the counseling in
the world wasn't going to make me any saner. But having him believe
I was lying was something I didn't think I could face.

After a moment the fear shrank back to
something I could breathe around, and I realized that my first
thought about Mrs. Castillo had given me an idea.

"Knowledge is power," I remembered her saying
one day in class. "The more you know, the less you need to be
afraid."

Now I needed to know more about
werewolves—about lycanthropes, corrected a voice inside my
head—and with the Castillos out of touch, I could only think of one
place to look. I wrote a note of my own—Gone to the library;
back before dark—propped it up against the coffeepot where my
father would be sure to find it, and started out.

There was a bus stop about three blocks from
the house, and about one bus every hour from there to the middle of
town. The public library was right on the bus route. When I got
there, I dithered for a minute about what to look for first, and
then headed for the newspaper stacks. Jay claimed that his first
victim had been a jogger; I wanted to see what the papers had to
say about that.

Finding the story didn't take me long at all.
There wasn't much: two inches of type, a name, no clues, "police
investigation continuing." There were the usual warnings ("parents
are advised to keep small children indoors") and requests for
public assistance ("anyone seeing a pack of dogs should call"), and
then the whole business tapered off into nothing.

It looked like Jay had been telling the
truth—he really had killed somebody. I put the newspapers away and
went over to the card catalog. Mrs. Castillo had made certain all
her students knew how to look things up, and pretty soon I had a
long list of books that might be useful. Memo pad in hand, I
plunged into the stacks.

An hour later, when I came out again, I still
had my memo pad—and that was all. The books were already out, every
single one of them. It looked like somebody else was just as
interested in lycanthropes as I was.

I thought about that for a minute and decided
I was scared. Then I went over to the main desk and showed the
librarian my list. She looked at the list, looked at the master
file, and said, "Those books are all checked out."

"I know that," I told her. "Can you tell me
who checked them out?"

"I'm very sorry," the librarian said. "We
don't give out that kind of information. But you can put those
titles on request. That way, when they come in, the library will
hold them for you."

"Okay," I said. "It's for a project I have to
get done."

The librarian gave me a funny look—summer
school had been over for a long time, and the regular session
didn't start for another two weeks. I filled out the request cards
in a hurry and left before she could start asking questions.

I'd spent more time than I thought in the
library stacks. When I got outside, it was late afternoon, and my
shadow on the pavement looked thin and stretched out in the yellow
light.

I walked back down to the corner to wait for
the bus. I'd been standing there for about five minutes when a car
horn honked on the other side of the street.

"Val!"

I looked around. It was Di, and she was
driving her father's glossy black Mercedes. I couldn't help feeling
a twinge of envy, and not because my dad drives a Toyota, either.
Most kids would have looked like juvenile delin-quent joyriders in
a car like that; Di could have posed for ads on TV.

"Hey, Val!" she shouted again.

I went over to the car. "When did you get a
license?"

Di looked smug. "I took driver's ed this
summer, remem-ber? I was heading over to your house when I spotted
you."

"My house? What for?"

"You," Di said. "The gang's meeting at West
Side Pizza. I told them I'd give you a lift if you wanted to
come."

"Sure," I said. Di opened the car door, and I
got in. "I can't stay long, though," I added. "I told my father I'd
be back before dark."

"No problem," Di said. "My license's only
good until sunset anyway." She pulled out into the traffic. "What
were you doing downtown?"

Looking up werewolves, I thought. Only
someone beat me to it.

I didn't believe for an instant that having
all those books go out at once was only a coincidence—and I
couldn't help wondering whose desk they were sitting on right now.
I looked at Di.

Somebody's already guessed the truth. Was it
you?

"Just looking for something to read," I said
aloud. "But there wasn't anything new."

The answer was kind of lame, but it satisfied
Di enough that she didn't ask any more questions. The rest of the
way to the pizza place we talked about nothing in particular—what
classes we'd be taking once school started, what teachers we
thought we'd get, whether the clothes we'd bought during the summer
would be all right, or whether they'd have "junior high" written
all over them.

West Side Pizza is just across the highway
from Sunset Mall, and it's been in business longer than the mall's
been open. They do all kinds of Italian food, not just pizza, and
Mr. Strozzi, who owns the place, collects old jukeboxes and
nickelodeons and player pianos. When we walked in the door, the
first thing that hit us was the sound of the big upright piano in
the far corner playing the "Maple Leaf Rag." That was the only tune
it ever played; I guess Mr. Strozzi was too busy fixing up all the
other stuff in his collection to think about buying new piano
rolls.

Bill and Greg were sitting at a table in the
back, stuck in between the swinging doors to the kitchen and a
chrome-and-plastic monster of a jukebox that had everything except
exhaust pipes and tail fins. I wasn't surprised when it blinked
green and blue headlights at Di and me as we walked past; I almost
expected it to gun its engine and drive off.

There were five sets of napkins and
silverware at the table, and the water glasses and the menus had
already shown up. Freddie was the only one of the old Ecology Club
crowd who wasn't there—except for Jay, of course. I wondered where
they both were, and whether I was still mad at Freddie because of
the other night, I decided I wasn't; after all, he hadn't twisted
my arm to make me go off and be wolf bait, and it didn't do any
good now to wish that he'd come along with me.

Diana and I sat down just in time to get out
of the way of a waiter carrying four orders of lasagna on a big
platter. A cloud of steam and cooking smells rolled out through the
kitchen doors as he went by: basil-tomato-and-onion from the pizza
and spaghetti sauces; rich meaty scents of pepperoni and pork
sausage; oregano and Parmesan and garlic. Then the door swung shut
again, and closed up the smells behind it.

"Where's Freddie?" Di asked.

"I called him," said Greg. "He said he'd be a
bit late, and to go ahead and order without him."

We'd been here before and didn't need to look
at the menu. "Extra large with everything?" asked Bill.

"No anchovies," said Di. "If I want that much
salt with my pizza, I'll just empty the shaker on my slice. And
besides, they look yucky."

I agreed. In fact, just the thought of a
pizza covered with little brown fishy things was enough to make my
stomach feel funny. I drank most of my glass of water at one
swallow, and felt better.

A waiter came and took our order—extra large,
hold the anchovies; Cokes all around; and a pitcher of ice water
(my idea, since I was still thirsty). He took the order back into
the kitchen, and another heavy cloud of cooking smells—not so
pleasant this time—billowed out as the door swung open and shut. I
decided that next time the gang went out for pizza, I was going to
pick the table.

A West Side pizza takes about half an hour,
and there's no way you can hurry it. So we sat and talked—about
nothing much, at first, mostly school and movies and MTV. The
kitchen door kept swinging open and closing again, and the cooking
smells hit me right in the face every time. By the time our own
food came, I didn't have much appetite left.

Freddie and the pizza arrived at the same
time—"Talk about timing," he said, sliding into the empty place
just as the waiter put the tray down in the middle of the table. I
started lifting out slices of pizza and putting them onto plates,
and Freddie took one without looking at me.

Surprise, I told myself as I passed the rest
of the plates around. Just because you aren't mad at Freddie
anymore doesn't mean Freddie isn't still mad at you.

I refilled my water glass and sat back to
brood. Those stupid kitchen doors swung open and shut again. This
time it smelled like the dishwasher had overflowed in there—soggy
and halfway gone to rotten, with one particularly bad sweetish
smell that seemed to stick to me all over as soon as it hit.

"Hey, Val," said Greg. "Aren't you going to
have some?"

I blinked, and looked at the extra large with
everything. Sure enough, I'd forgotten to take a slice for
myself.

"Oh, yeah," I said.

I slid the triangle of pizza over onto my
plate and looked at it some more. Whatever that sickly odor from
the kitchen had been, it was still hanging around. I could hardly
smell the sauce and toppings on the extra large—that other scent
filled my nostrils and got in the way.

With my nose blocked like that, I didn't
expect the pizza to taste very good either, and I was right. Biting
into the crust was like chewing soggy cardboard topped with rubber,
and the onions-peppers-mushrooms-pepperoni-and-sausage all tasted
like cheap olive oil. As soon as the first bite hit my stomach, I
could almost feel it floating around in a puddle of grease.

The thought made me burp. "Heartburn City," I
muttered. "I wonder if the cook's having a bad night."

The others looked at me as if they didn't
know what I was talking about—which made me wonder if the bad taste
wasn't all in my head. Don't get paranoid, I told myself.
Just shut up and finish your pizza. I concentrated on
chewing and swallowing until the slice was gone, and then drank
another glass of water. It didn't help.

The talk had finally gotten around to what
had happened on the camping trip, which didn't help either. Nobody
knew what had become of Jay. Di lived in the same neighborhood as
he did, and she said Mr. Castillo had paid a long visit to Jay's
parents' house last night after we all got home. But nobody had
seen Jay, his parents, or Mr. Castillo anytime today.

"Maybe they've taken him away somewhere,"
suggested Greg. "You know, to a mental hospital or something."

Freddie snorted. "To a nice safe padded cell
with silver bars on the windows? Not unless Mr. Castillo tells them
the real truth…and even if he does, who's going to believe a story
like that?"

Di shivered. "Well, his parents can't just
let him run around loose!"

Why not? I thought, remembering the
kitten back in fourth grade. It's all they ever did
before.

Just then the kitchen doors opened again. I
got another blast of that horrible sharpish, sickly-sweet odor
right in the face, and lost all interest in the conversation.

"Excuse me," I said, swallowing hard. "I'll
be right back."

I swallowed again and stood up. I tried to
act like nothing was wrong, but it was no good. By the time I got
to the door of the ladies' room, I was running, with one hand
pressed hard against my mouth. I made it to the first stall and
shoved the door open just in time. About two seconds later my
stomach tried to turn itself inside out.

I was wiping off my mouth with a paper towel
when I heard Di's voice behind me.

"Are you all right, Val?"

I felt myself turn red. I hadn't heard her
come in, and I knew that she must have been standing there watching
me the whole time.

"I'm okay," I said. "The cook put too much
olive oil and garlic in the pizza sauce tonight, that's all."

And then I just stood there with my mouth
open as all of a sudden it was night again in the mountains, and I
heard my own voice asking, "What works against
werewolves?"

"Silver bullets," Bill had answered. "Garlic
and wolfbane."

Garlic.

I started shaking, and I couldn't stop.

It's happening. I can't pretend it's a
"maybe" anymore. By the time the full moon comes around, I won't
even be human—except on the outside, where it doesn't count.

"Val?" said Di. "You look awful. Are you
sure…?"

"Too much garlic," I muttered, and then I was
sick all over again.

 


Chapter Six

 

Things didn't get any better after that.

I cleaned myself up the best I could, and
Diana took me home. l told my father I didn't feel well, which was
true, and went to bed early—but not to sleep. I had a hard time
sleeping the next evening, too, and the one after that. In
desperation, I took to getting up early and slipping out for long
walks just after dawn. Sometimes I'd run, trying to tire myself
enough to crawl back into bed and get some of the sleep I wasn't
picking up during the long, long nights. It didn't work; I was able
to run farther and faster than ever before, and the exercise only
made me hungry.

I was always hungry these days—and thirsty,
drinking ice water by the pitcherful whenever my father wasn't
looking—but I didn't gain any weight. And I was changing, more and
more: the garlic had only been the first sign. I couldn't wear my
silver bracelet either. A couple of days after the pizza disaster
I'd gotten a red, blister-pocked rash underneath the metal band,
and the inflammation hadn't gone away until I took off the bracelet
and put it in my dresser drawer.

And those were only the little, visible
changes. At night I lay awake thinking about what kind of
alternation in bone and brain and muscle it would take to turn a
human being into something neither human nor animal. And how much
fuel, I wondered, did those changes need?

The thought of growing a little less human
with every bite I swallowed was enough to put me off my feed—but
not for long. The more I held back during the day, the stronger the
hunger and thirst came at me during the hours I spent lying awake
in the dark. When the last night of summer vacation was halfway
over and my father caught me raiding the refrigerator for the third
midnight in a row, I knew I was in for a serious family talk.

He poured some cold coffee into his favorite
hug, the one that's got So You Think YOU Have Problems?
printed on the side, and sat down across the kitchen table from me.
I put down the leftover chicken drumstick I'd been working on when
he came in—the bone was almost clean anyhow—and waited. He drank
some coffee, put the mug down, turned the mug around a couple of
times, and drank some coffee again. Finally he said, "Val…."

I looked at him uneasily. "Yes?"

"Relax," he said. "This isn't that kind of
conversation. Val, you and your friends had a bad time on that
field trip. I know you've always wanted to solve your own
problems—but there's no shame in asking for help when the problem
is too big for one person to take care of alone."

"What do you mean?" I asked.

He looked uneasy. "Well, you're eating a lot
more than usual, and you keep looking at the calendar…is there
something in particular that's got you worried?"

"Something in particular?"

For a moment I couldn't imagine what he
meant—l knew he couldn't be thinking about lycanthropy; he
didn't even believe in stuff like that—but then I figured it out. I
blushed.

"Oh. No. I'm not pregnant, if that's what
you're talking about."

I picked up the chicken drumstick and started
stripping the last bits of meat off it with my fingers. Then I
realized what I was doing and made myself stop.

"It's just…I don't know," I said. "Classes
start tomorrow, and the new high school is a big place.
Everything's going to be different than it was before, and I guess
it's got me kind of scared."

He nodded, and refilled his coffee mug. I
could see that he didn't want to buy the story I was giving him,
but unless he planned to call me out for lying, he didn't have much
choice—and I'd never lied to him before. I wasn't lying to him now,
if you want to be picky about it. Just editing the truth quite a
bit.

"All right, honey," he said finally. "As long
as you know I'm always ready to listen if you want to talk." He
gave me a tired grin and added, "Don't worry about shocking me,
either. There isn't much that I haven't heard by now—or even done
myself at one time or another in my misspent youth."

I tried my best to grin back at him. It
wasn't his fault that I'd managed to run headfirst into probably
the only kind of trouble he'd never seen in all his years as a
shrink.

"Yeah, Dad. I know. But I'll be okay,
honest." After he went to bed, I finished pulling the meat off the
rest of the chicken bones with my teeth. Then I went back to my
room, still not quite satisfied but afraid to take anything more
from the refrigerator tonight, and lay wondering where all this was
going to end.

And on top of everything else, school starts
tomorrow…as if I didn't have enough to worry about.

I had a calendar on the wall—the same
calendar my father must have spotted me staring at, yesterday and
the day before—with the phases of the moon marked by little whole
and half and quarter circles. Up until this month I'd never had a
use for them. Now, if I got out of bed and turned the light on and
looked, I knew they'd tell me I only had two more weeks.

Two more weeks. That made thirteen days and
nights of passing for normal. And then on the fourteenth night the
moon would come up bright and full, and whatever was happening to
me slowly, day by dry, would finish before the moon went down.

I thought of Jay, his wolf's body stretching
and flexing as he lay on the dirt and fallen leaves. What did it
feel like, I wondered, to change like that? Jay had thought at
first that it was all a dream—but he hadn't had the advantage, if
you could call it that, of knowing about his change in advance.

I turned over in bed. From my new position I
could see the window, a blotch of paler darkness opening out onto
the backyard, waiting for the night when I'd have to leave the
window open and the screen loose in its frame.

At least this house only has one floor, I
thought. And lots of bushes to jump down into. When the full moon
comes, I can stay in here until it's time…I won't have to sneak
outside and wait for the moon to rise.

The rest of the night crawled past. Sometime
just before dawn I fell asleep, and after staying awake for so long
before, it's no wonder that I almost overslept. I hit the "snooze"
button on my alarm clock twice before I woke up enough to look at
the time. Then I really had to hurry—I pulled my clothes on without
taking time to worry about whether or not I looked highschool
enough to survive, and ate my breakfast on the run.

The toaster-waffle and glass of milk barely
dented my appetite. The hunger always hit me worst in the mornings,
and today was especially bad, between first-day-of-school jitters
and the fact that talking with my father had blown any chance I'd
had of fending off starvation with a proper midnight snack. I
promised my stomach that I'd make up the difference at lunch and
headed out the door just in time to catch the bus.

From our neighborhood to the school was about
a twenty-minute trip on one of the city buses—the school district
kept its Yellow Specials for students like Freddie, who lived clear
out of town on his family's farm. This year I didn't get off the
bus at my old stop. Instead I stayed put until the driver pulled
into the loop in front of the big consolidated high school.

There was already a mob scene out in front of
the building, and the parking area was jam-packed—a lot of the
older students had their own cars, used ones mostly. I wondered how
long it would be before Di started showing up in something shiny
and expensive.

I didn't see anybody I knew among the kids
standing around outside, but that didn't surprise me; all three of
the local junior highs send their students to the same high school.
I took a good firm hold on my purse and my notebook and started
working my way through the crowd.

The school's front lobby was even more
crowded than the steps outside. It didn't take me long to figure
out why; all along one wall, sheets of green-and-white computer
paper hung like party decorations, and every sheet had its own
cluster of students standing about and jostling for a turn at
reading the rows of fuzzy grey print.

The sheets had grade numbers and letters of
the alphabet written across their tops in red Magic Marker. I
joined the cluster in front of "10-S" and, after a few minutes of
waiting, found out that my homeroom this year was Room 102A, that I
had physical education before lunch and biology after, and that
signing up for Beginning Spanish and Accelerated Geometry both in
the same year had apparently blown my chances of getting into
driver's ed until next summer sometime.

"And by then even Freddie is going to have
wheels," I muttered, and shook my head at my own stupidity.
Never mind next summer, I told myself. You may be past
worrying about driver's ed by this time next month. I sighed,
took out a pencil, and started to copy down my schedule. Might
as well give high school the old Sherwood try for as long as I'm
here.

The first bell rang just as I finished
copying down the last time and room number, and within seconds the
halls were full of students heading for their homeroom assignments.
The crowds reminded me of a TV documentary I'd seen once, about
Pacific salmon fighting their way upstream to spawn—the thought of
salmon made my stomach growl, and I promised myself again that I'd
eat a big lunch, going back for seconds and maybe even thirds, and
the heck with what anybody thought.

I found Room 102A on the other side of a
sliding partition from Room 102B, all the way down at the end of
the high school's eastern wing, on the first floor. A few of the
students were kids I recognized from back at Sunset Hills, but no
one from the old Ecology Club gang was there but me. I picked out a
desk and sat down.

The last bell rang. Our teacher came into the
room as the echo died—she'd probably timed it that way, I decided,
so she wouldn't have to sit at her desk in front and watch us
trickling in. She carried a stack of computer printouts balanced on
top of a heavy cardboard box. The box clanked as she set it down on
the desk.

There was a folding metal lectern standing
beside the desk. She took the top printout from the stack and put
it on the lectern, and stood there for a moment looking out at the
class. I wondered if she always had such a sour expression, or if
it was something in the bunch of us that had put that particular
twist into her mouth.

"Good morning, class," she said, after most
of the talking had died down. "My name is Ms. Phelps, and I'm your
homeroom teacher for this year. When I call your name, come up to
the front of the room to pick up your locker assignment and lock.
The padlock you will be given will be yours while you are a student
here. You must use the school lock on your locker. If you lose your
lock, there will be a charge for replacing it."

She looked out at us again, still with that
same cold and fishy eye. "Any questions so far?"

Nobody said anything. She glanced down at the
printout and went on. "When you have your lock, try it out at once.
Then go out into the hall, find your locker, place the lock on your
locker, and return. Don't waste time. Assembly is at nine o'clock.
Clear?"

She looked at the printout. "Tony Annunzio?"
A dark, skinny boy I didn't know stood up and walked to the front
of the class. Ms. Phelps handed him a padlock from the cardboard
box on her desk, marked a check on her computer printout, and went
on. "Jean Burroughs?"

Jean was one of the few Sunset Hills kids in
the room, a girl I'd known by sight for three years, but not by
name until today. She got a padlock, too, and started trying to
make it work. Tony Annunzio was still fiddling with his. My stomach
growled again. I was hungrier than before, and now I was starting
to get thirsty, too. Maybe I could sneak a drink at the water
fountain when I went out to find my locker.

Ms. Phelps looked at the printout again. "Jay
Collins?"

I felt like my stomach was about to turn
over. Then I relaxed. Jay wasn't anywhere near my homeroom—those
computer printouts were based on preregistration forms we'd filled
out last May.

"Collins?" Ms. Phelps said a second time.
"Jay Collins?" Nobody answered, and she shook her head. "Regina
Duchamps?"

The teacher worked through the alphabet
padlock by padlock and finally got around to the Ss.
"Valerie Sherwood?"

I collected my lock and locker number—1097,
right next to a water fountain. "God loves me after all," I said
under my breath, and took time out for a nice long drink.

By the time I got back to the classroom, Ms.
Phelps had finished handing out the rest of the locks. From the
look she gave me, she knew I'd been dawdling—but before she could
say anything about it, the bell rang for assembly, and it was time
for everybody to do the migratory-salmon act upstream to the
auditorium.

I made it into a seat in the middle of the
right-hand side, along with most of the other poor fish from Ms.
Phelps's homeroom. With all the students pulled together in one
place, I fina1ly started to spot a few people I knew: Bill and Greg
were sitting together a couple of rows ahead of me, and Di was down
near the front on the other side. Ms. Phelps was standing by the
wall at the back of the auditorium, in some kind of huddle with a
bunch of other teachers; I looked for Mr. Castillo, but didn't see
him anywhere.

The seniors up in the auditorium balcony
started clapping in rhythm and yelling out class cheers, and the
juniors down below began clapping and yelling back up at them. This
went on for a few minutes, and the new kids were starting to get
into it, too—some kind of nonsense about how the seniors were fine
and the juniors were all right, but the sophomores were the class
that was going to take the high school over the top—when the
principal walked out onto the stage. At least I guessed he was the
principal, since all the shouting and cheering drained away like
water going out of a tub, and you wouldn't get that kind of effect
from the janitor.

"Good morning," the man said. "I'm Mr.
Reynolds, the principal of Hillside High School. I'd like to
welcome all of you to Hillside, both those of you who are back
after summer vacation and those who are here for the first time.
This year, I know, will be a highly productive one…."

I tuned him out. I'd heard the same
start-of-the-school-year speech from our old principal at Sunset
Hills every September for three years running, and could probably
give it myself if I had to—complete with the bits about not smoking
on the school grounds, not running in the corridors, and not
getting into fistfights in the cafeteria. I counted little round
holes in the acoustic tiling overhead and wondered how much longer
it was until lunch.

Finally the assembly was over. On my way out
of the auditorium, I managed to work my way through the crowd to
Bill. "How's it all going?" I asked as we jostled and pushed our
way out of the auditorium and down the corridor.

"Okay so far," he said. "How about you?"

I shrugged. "I'll make it. What about the
rest of the gang?"

"Hillside's a big place," he said. "I don't
think we've got any classes together this year at all, except for
lunch period. Greg and I both have Mr. Hurwitz for homeroom, but
Di's got Mr. Sabatini and Freddie's got Mrs. Bergen. What's your
schedule?"

I showed him the list. He shook his head.
"Nope. Nothing. Not even lunch."

"I'll think of you guys while I'm cutting up
my Mystery Meat," I promised. "But I have to run. My next class is
up on the second floor at the other end of the building."

The rest of the morning classes were cut
short because of the assembly and the long homeroom. I collected
one Spanish textbook, one English textbook for grammar and another
English textbook for literature, and a phys-ed handout on
volleyball, and then it was time for lunch. I stashed the books and
the handout in my new locker and headed for the cafeteria.

So did about half the school. The hot-lunch
line stretched all the way down one wall of the big, noisy room. I
hadn't seen the menu, but whatever we were getting didn't smell too
bad—and no garlic, which was a relief. I was getting real good at
sniffing out garlic these days.

I reached the head of the line eventually and
got served a crumb-coated piece of meat—what the kids back at
Sunset Hills used to call a Dreaded Veal Cutlet. The cafeteria
workers who were ladling out potatoes and gravy and vegetables kept
trying to give me polite little portions, the size that probably
looked right for a skinny girl who was barely five-foot-three, and
I kept smiling at them and saying, "Could I have a bit more,
please?" until I got a tray of food that I thought might keep me
going through the afternoon.

I found a place at the end of the nearest
mostly empty table and started in on the Dreaded Veal. I was just
finishing the meat and potatoes, and the nagging, nonstop hunger
was finally beginning to back off a little, when I felt the hair
rise on the back of my neck. Two seconds later Jay Collins set his
tray down next to mine.

He grinned at me, like he'd grinned at all of
us, that night up in the mountains. "Mind if I sit next to
you?"

"Yes," I said.

"Too bad," he said, still grinning. "It's not
too late to move out of town, you know. A couple of weeks and it
will be."

Two weeks, I thought. The full moon. When
werewolves change. But is he talking about himself…or me?

"Better be careful," I said aloud. "Remember,
we know all about you."

"Doesn't help you much, does it? Here I am. A
bit late for my first morning, that's all."

"Mr. Castillo—"

"Don't expect your teacher friend to help
you," said Jay. "Have you seen him around today?"

I shook my head. "No."

"And you won't tomorrow, either."

Something dark and twitchy ran down my spine,
and I shivered. "What do you mean?"

Jay laughed. "My dad's a big lawyer,
remember? The school board listens to him. Castillo tried to mess
with me, but he won't make that mistake again. He's out job
hunting."

I just sat there for a moment and stared at
him. That was when I realized something. The dark and twitchy
feeling that stirred along my spine and made my fingers clench
white-knuckled on the edge of the table wasn't fear. It was
anger.

I stood up.

"Collins, you're scum," I said. "Do yourself
a favor and don't talk to me again."

I picked up my tray and walked off.

Behind me, I heard Jay laughing.

 


Chapter Seven

 

Jay wasn't in any of my classes—only homeroom
and lunch, and that was bad enough. I don't think I could have made
it through the afternoon, except that on the first day of school
nobody ever does anything but take names and hand out textbooks. I
was too busy thinking about the full moon, and about Jay.

The rest of the gang had to be thinking about
him, too—by now, somebody must have passed by him in the hall, or
even gone into a classroom and found him sitting there—but I didn't
have any illusions about how much good they could accomplish. If
Mr. Castillo hadn't been able to get Jay put away for good, who was
going to listen to a bunch of overexcited teenage kids?

I still felt that way on Thursday night when
I got a phone call from Freddie. My father and I were washing
dishes in the kitchen when the phone rang; I wiped my hands on a
dish towel and picked up the extension. I was a bit surprised to
hear Freddie's voice on the other end, since he'd never called me
before, but it wasn't anything special—just the old Ecology Club
gang, getting together sometime on Friday or Saturday.

"Sorry," I said. "I'm busy."

"Both days?" Freddie asked. "Listen, Val—we
need to decide what to do about Jay."

"Nothing you can do," I said. I glanced over
at my father. He was busy scrubbing hamburger grease off the
broiler pan, but he wasn't out of earshot. "Accelerated Geometry is
a real bear."

"You can do your geometry on Sunday night,"
said Freddie. "Right now the gang's got a bigger problem than
that."

You don't know about big problems, I
thought, and felt myself starting to get mad at Freddie all over
again. "If Mr. Castillo couldn't solve that problem," I told him,
"then it probably doesn't have a solution. Talking about it won't
do anyone a bit of good."

After I'd hung up, I saw my father looking at
me. "Troubles?" he said.

I nodded. "Geometry."

He didn't look convinced. "The last I heard,
math was like popcorn to you. It can't have gotten that much harder
over the summer."

"I suppose not," I said. I tried to think of
something else true that I could say. "It's just that things have
changed. I don't feel comfortable with the old gang anymore, for
some reason."

"It's to be expected," he said. "You're
growing up, going through changes…just don't get in such a hurry to
make new friends that you drop your old ones cold."

"I won't," I said. It was an easy promise—I
didn't think I was going to make any new friends at Hillside High.
Not if I started turning into a wolf every month when the moon was
full. I only had one more week.

The next few days were bad. Jay showed up for
homeroom every morning, and he always managed to wind up sitting
close to me at lunch. He'd eat his way through a trayful of
food—big helpings, like mine—then look over at me and lick his
lips. I thought at first that watching him would kill my own
appetite, but it didn't. And that scared me even more.

If the days at school were bad, the evenings
at home were worse. My father kept sending out "do you want to tell
me about it?" messages every chance he got—I think he tried
everything except smoke signals and engraved invitations. A couple
of times I nearly broke down and started talking, but whenever I
thought about it, I came up hard against the same problem: I didn't
see how someone like Dad could possibly believe me.

Mr. Castillo had believed; but Mr. Castillo
had personal experience, plus a fresh set of wolf tracks right
there in the dirt outside Jay's tent. If I told my father the story
now, a month later and miles away, he wouldn't have anything but my
word to go on. He probably wouldn't think I was lying; he'd think I
was telling him the exact truth about everything I thought had
happened. Then he'd make me an appointment with one of his
professional friends who specializes in disturbed kids, so that the
two of us could work together on what was really bothering
me. And the full moon would rise on Thursday just the same.

By Thursday afternoon I thought I was going
to jump out of my skin with nerves if I didn't talk to somebody.
Mr. Castillo still hadn't shown up around the high school, so I
tried calling his house again as soon as I got home. Nobody
answered, and I put back the receiver with a slam. It looked like
Jay had won that round, all right.

I went to my room and tried to do my geometry
homework, but I didn't make any progress. The problems kept
slipping away from me, like trying to shift smoke, or grab a
handful of water; I couldn't get them to keep still in my mind long
enough to finish them. Just sitting in one place at my desk was
growing harder and harder. Finally I gave up and went back to the
kitchen. I was—as usual—hungry; if I couldn't do anything else, I
could always make myself a couple of sandwiches.

In the refrigerator, I found a packet of
sliced roast beef from the deli section of the supermarket. I was
finishing the last of it when the telephone rang. I threw the empty
paper wrapper into the trash can and picked up the kitchen
extension.

"Hello?"

I half expected to hear my father's voice on
the other end, telling me he'd be late for dinner, but it wasn't
Dad after all. It was Bill.

"Val?" he said. "Listen, Val—are you busy
tonight?"

"Yes."

"Oh," he said. "Because there's a sneak
preview showing down at the mall."

"Sorry," I said. "But I can't go. Homework."
I paused. I didn't like to think about what I had to say next, but
Bill had been a friend of mine since grade school.
"Besides—tonight's not a good night for any of the gang to be going
out, I think."

There was silence on the phone. Then Bill
said, "Oh. Jay."

"That's right," I said. "Jay." The next words
wanted to stick in my throat, but I went on. "Our friendly
neighborhood werewolf, remember?"

I could hear Bill make an exasperated noise
at the other end of the line. "Listen, Val. I'm not going to spend
the rest of my life going to kiddie matinees because I'm afraid of
him. I'll be with people the whole time, and he won't even
know where to look for me. Besides, if he couldn't manage to hurt
us out in the middle of the woods, what's he going to do in the
middle of town?"

That jogger was in the middle of town,
I wanted to say, but I could hear the stubbornness in his voice,
like I was challenging his manhood or something. "Have it your
way," I told him, "but don't say I didn't warn you."

I couldn't tell if I was mad or scared. I put
the phone back on its hook, but before I could let go of the
receiver, it rang again. It was Diana.

"Val, we have to talk. Do you know what day
it is?"

I closed my eyes and concentrated on
breathing slowly and carefully. "Thursday," I said, once I was
fairly sure I could say it without expression.

"No—on the calendar."

"The seventeenth." I had to pause again and
do some more deep breathing; I was already so twitchy I felt like
screaming out loud, and talking to Di was only making it worse.
"Look, if you need to put the date on your homework, I'm sure
there's a calendar somewhere in your family's house."

"I'm not talking about the date," Di said.
"I'm talking about the moon. The full moon, Val. And Jay is still
in town."

"Tell me something I don't know. I'm the one
that has him in homeroom and lunch period, remember?"

Di's voice rose to a kind of low-volume
shriek. "But we've got to do something!"

"So put on a couple of your silver
necklaces!" I snapped. "Just don't expect me to save your bacon for
you, because this time there's nothing I can do."

I hung up before she could answer. I felt
like crying from nerves and frustration, but I couldn't even do
that; the tears wouldn't come, and the sobs sounded more like
someone choking. I went back to my desk and tackled the geometry
again instead.

It still wasn't any good. After about fifteen
minutes I slammed the book shut and went back to the kitchen.

There was a three-pound chunk of ground beef
in the freezer compartment. I stuck it into the microwave to thaw
and started pulling out the rest of the ingredients for a meat
loaf. Dad and I go through a lot of frozen dinners, especially
during the week when he has office hours and I have school, but
meat loaf is one of the things I can fix without having to think
real hard. Right now I didn't want to have to think.

My father came home just as I was taking the
pan of meat loaf out of the oven. He sniffed the air in the
kitchen. "Smells like the Friday-night special came on a Thursday
this week" he said. "I thought it was my turn to get dinner."

"I can't remember whose turn it is," I said.
"I just felt like messing around in the kitchen, that's all."

Dad smiled at me, and I could see him trying
not to look relieved. He's not much more than a survival-type cook,
in spite of my grandmother's best efforts, but he's conscientious
about not sticking me with all the house and kitchen chores.
"You're a good kid," he told me. "We can do take-out chicken
tomorrow night, then, if there isn't any leftover meat loaf to warm
up."

I already knew there wouldn't be. Those two
roast-beef sandwiches after school had barely taken the edge off my
appetite. I thought of Jay, eating his way through triple helpings
every day at school, and me, doing the same thing, and I felt like
clawing at my skin and howling.

I didn't do anything like that, of course. I
set the table, and we had meat loaf and mashed potatoes and green
beans and milk—just like a pair of normal people, instead of one
normal person and one highschool lycanthrope. When we were
finished, Dad said he'd clear away the dishes. I said that was
fine, I was going to finish my homework and go to bed early
tonight. Then I went into my room and locked the door behind
me.

Outside, the sun was just starting to go
down. I took off my school clothes and put on my pajamas, telling
myself that maybe nothing would happen after all, and I'd feel
silly lying there with nothing on. And if something did
happen…well, pajamas would be easy to get out of in a hurry.

I went over to the window and pushed up the
sash. I had to fiddle around a bit in order to loosen the screen
the right amount—I didn't want to take it out all the way, just fix
it so that one good push would drop it into the bushes—but I got
the job done while the sky was still more blue than black, and only
a couple of early stars had appeared overhead.

Still no moon. I lay down on my bed and
watched the patch of sky I could see through the window. In spite
of the time, I felt sleepy, as if I'd tired myself out with all my
earlier fretting and pacing. I could feel my thoughts becoming slow
and muffled, and sleep came down on me like a thick fuzzy
blanket.

The moonlight through the window woke me,
hitting my face with a brightness like no daylight I'd ever seen.
When I opened my eyes, the whole room seemed to be glowing, and the
night air was filled with smells. One scent—a familiar one—came in
through the cracks around the door.

Father, I named it, without
hesitation. But there was something else about the smell—I wrinkled
my brow, frowning. Afraid?

No, I thought. I couldn't smell the
presence of anything else in the house that might make him feel
fear. Not afraid. Worried. About me?

I felt like laughing. Silly him. I'm
fine. The curtains at my window stirred in the night wind, and
more smells came in over the windowsill—fascinating smells that
pulled at me like hands, urging me over to the window. I tried to
stand up, but my pajamas had wrapped themselves around me while I
slept, trapping me and holding me down. I pulled at the cloth with
my hands, but my fingers didn't want to obey me, and my arms kept
moving in the wrong directions.

Finally I curled myself around until I could
tear at the elastic waistband with my teeth. I jerked my head, and
the pajama trousers tore loose with a noise of ripping cloth.

Good! I thought, and tore at the
pajama top until it, too, hung in shreds around me. I shook myself,
and the scraps flew away in all directions.

I rolled off the bed and hit the floor on
four feet, not two. It's happened, I thought, and felt a
kind of shivery excitement rush through me. I've
changed.

The smells of the night were all around me
now, blotting out the worry smell of my father moving about
somewhere inside the house. I looked again at the open window, and
this time my muscles knew what to do. I went out the window in a
long flat leap, knocking the screen away into the bushes below.

As soon as I hit the ground, I started
running, heading for the hedge between our house and the
O'Donnells' next door. Their Irish setter, Fleabrain, howled as I
went past, and then started barking. I heard the banging and
crashing as Fleabrain tried to break down the door of the sun porch
where he slept. He smelled like he wanted to come out and
fight.

Stupid dog, I thought, and howled
right back at him.

He shut up, but another dog a couple of
blocks away started howling as soon as he stopped, and another dog
after that. I could smell both of them—all the scents around me
were as bright and sharp as the colors in a new box of crayons. I
thought of all the people who never got to smell the colors of the
night like this, and I felt sorry for them.

One especially loud stripe of scent ran
across the ground in front of me like a swash of Day-Glo paint.
Curious, I followed it to a stand of high grass. I could see
something warm inside the high grass, at the end of the stripe of
scent.

My stomach rumbled. The loud smell was rich
and sweet here, and reminded me that I was always hungry. I lunged,
and snapped.

Something small and hot-blooded bolted from
the tall grass and skittered away. I chased after it. In another
two strides I was on it, and snapped again.

The warm blood of the mouse flowed over my
tongue and down my throat. Twice more I bit and swallowed, and the
mouse was gone. Good food, I thought. Maybe I could find
another field mouse or two before the night was over.

I ran on. Overhead, the full moon was high in
the sky, casting my black, four-legged shadow on the ground as I
loped along. Cars roared past along the streets. Their headlights
hurt my eyes, and their scent was smoky and sour.

I shook my head to clear the exhaust out of
my nostrils and kept on running. Up ahead, a complex bundle of
different scents floated out onto the breeze. T went closer and
found the city landfill. The half-wild dogs that lived there pawed
and snuffled about the bags of garbage. I bared my teeth at them,
and they ran off, whimpering.

Cowards, I thought. I howled at them
as they ran. Then I sniffed around all the bags myself, flushing
out another field mouse in the process. This time my reflexes were
quicker, and I didn't need to chase it down.

The water in the stream that ran past the
dump had a metallic taste, harsh and full of chemicals, that made
me sneeze. I left it, and followed another new scent that came
floating out across the darkness. This one was familiar, like the
father smell back at the house, but where my father's scent had
been comforting, this one made me uneasy.

Leave now? I wondered. Go home?

But another part of me insisted that
following the new smell was important. I tried to remember why, but
I couldn't keep the question in my head for long enough to think
backward. My wolf thoughts kept slipping away from the problem,
back to the sounds and scents of the night.

The trail I was following was an old one,
several hours at least. It led back into town, to streets I
remembered knowing in other ways. The street lamps made regular
circles of light on the sidewalks, blotting out the moon with their
blue-white glow. Yellow light shone out through the windows of the
houses that lined the streets like snug, tight little boxes. They
smelled of too many people and of animals kept in cages, and the
new scent wound in and out among them, but always keeping to the
shadows wherever it went.

Hunting something, I thought, and
tried again to remember why the thought disturbed me, so that the
hair rose along my spine, and a low growl rumbled in my throat. But
I couldn't remember, and now the moon was sinking in the sky. I
turned away from the disturbing scent and headed for home, working
my way back by memory of the streets, and by smell.

The moon was almost down by the time I caught
the familiar smells of my own neighborhood. Fleabrain O'Donnell
started howling again as I loped past the house next door, but this
time I didn't stop to howl back at him. My house was just ahead,
and the bedroom window was open. The curtains were flapping in the
dawn breeze like white arms beckoning.

I got a running start to take me clear of the
bushes underneath and leaped in through the window. I landed on the
bedroom floor with a heavy thud—and was too tired, all of a sudden,
to do anything besides stretch out belly-down on the rug and fall
asleep.


Chapter Eight

 

I woke up to the alarm clock ringing at top
volume over on my desk and a chilly wind coming in through the open
window. Sometime during the night it had started raining; the
flapping white curtains were soaked, and there was a big damp spot
on the carpet beneath them.

The alarm clock kept on ringing. "All right,
all right," I muttered. "I hear you."

Nylon shag carpet scraped at my knees and
ankles as I pushed myself up to my feet. I saw that I'd dragged
down the bedspread for a cover, something I didn't remember doing
last night—and a good thing I'd done it, too, since under all that
white chenille I was naked as a jaybird. Scraps of cotton cloth
scattered all over the floor went a long way to explaining what had
happened to my pajamas.

I wrapped the bedspread around my shoulders
to keep warm and stumbled over to where the clock was still
yammering away on top of my English lit and grammar books. One slap
at the "off" button with the flat of my palm, and the alarm stopped
in midring. "Got you!" I told it.

I glanced down at my hand, and saw dirt under
my fingernails that hadn't been there last night. I looked over
toward the open window. Sure enough…muddy paw prints on the
carpet.

"Well," I said aloud. And then again,
"Well."

It had happened, all right. I'd changed—and
changed back again without any problems, as far as I could tell,
except for tracking dirt all over the floor. I laughed under my
breath. What had I been so worried about?

The bedspread I'd wrapped around me was
muddy, too, so I used it to swab up the worst of the mess on the
floor. Then I picked up the pajama scraps and stuffed them and the
bedspread both into my laundry hamper, underneath some dirty blue
jeans and an old Sunset Hills sweatshirt. I took my bathrobe down
from its hook on the inside of the closet door and put it on—I was
pretty muddy myself, and the robe would get me out of my room for a
much-needed shower.

I opened my door and looked down the hall. My
father wasn't anywhere in sight, but I could hear the faint
up-and-down of his voice somewhere else in the house. Nobody was
answering, but there were pauses in the conversation, so I figured
he was on the telephone with someone.

Early-morning phone calls were nothing new.
Probably one of his patients finking out on an appointment,
I thought, and ducked across the hall into the bathroom.

Once I was safely inside, I turned on the
shower as hot as I could stand it and stepped under the spray. The
scalding water felt good against my skin. I scrubbed myself hard,
with plenty of soap, and let the falling water rinse me off. The
dirt and soapsuds eddied about my feet and swirled away down the
drain while I stood there thinking.

Last night the thing I'd been afraid of all
month had finally happened, and I couldn't hide from it any longer.
Like Mr. Castillo had said, I had to go on living the best I
could—which meant getting my head in order about a few things
first.

All right, Teen Wonder. Just for starters,
how does it feel to be a lycanthrope?

I considered that one for a moment—and
realized, with a faint feeling of shock, that it felt good. I'd
enjoyed myself last night, running out along the hills in a world
so different from the one I walked through on two legs by day. Not
even the memory of the field mice that I'd caught and eaten could
upset me. All my thoughts about that experience were wolf thoughts,
pleasant memories of taste and smell, and the warm wet feel of
mouse flesh sliding down my throat. Next month, I decided, I'd go
hunting again.

"Val Sherwood, Girl Mousetrap," I said aloud,
and laughed.

I was definitely a bit light-headed this
morning—probably a reaction to all the worry and tension of the
past month. Last night had gone a long way toward relaxing me,
though, and I decided that it was too bad I couldn't tell my father
about where I'd been. I could just see the article he'd write about
it for one of those scientific journals of his, something with a
title like "Lycanthropic Therapy for Developmental Stress in
Suburban Adolescents."

I smiled as I toweled myself off and
blow-dried my hair. Drying it made me think of the wolf's hair that
had covered my body the night before—I'd even had a tail!—and the
memory set me laughing all over again.
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