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Greg Thomson stormed through my office door like Satan coming for the last soul on earth. He slammed the sheet of paper with his recorded grade down on the top of my desk. 

“You sonuvabitch, I’d like to kill you. How dare you give me a sixty,” he yelled. “Just who the hell do you think you are?” 

His yelling plus the steady stream of noisy students rushing past my open office door made my super-sensitive ears hurt and worked on my nerves. Note to self: keep a set of ear plugs in my office. Thomson had been a definite thorn in my side for the duration of the eight-week writing course I taught. “Take a breath,” I told him. “You received the grade you deserve. I’ve tried to teach—” 

“You’re not a teacher! You’re a hack! Did you hear me? A hack!” 

“Greg.” I kept my voice low to maintain calm. His and mine. The truth is I can’t afford to lose my temper. It’s not like I turn into a raging beast when I’m mad. Well, maybe not raging. Let’s just say the last thing I need is to engage in a student’s tirade. Plus, we were drawing an audience. “You need to calm down, Greg. I’m trying to explain.” 

“I don’t want explanations. I want the grade I deserve. I’m the best writer in your lousy excuse for a class and you know it. You’ve known it since the first assignment I turned in. I’m entitled to a good grade and I want it.” 

Tirade aside, the kid had a point. He was talented. And twisted. After reading the paper he’d turned, in the writer in me wanted to praise his use of words and imagery. Oh, the story was well crafted as far as it went. The only problem was it was the most gruesome, graphic imagery I’d ever read, and I know gruesome. I was torn between telling him he had real talent and telling him to run, not walk, to the nearest shrink. If he wanted to tell his parents and society in general “up yours”, he was doing a damn fine job. Wild-eyed, he put both his hands on my desk and leaned forward. 

“I know what this is about. Why didn’t I see it before? You’re jealous. That’s it. The great mystery writer, Parker Doyle, with your stinking number whatever on the bestseller list, is jealous of my talent!” 

Number forty-five, but who’s counting? Okay, I’m not a vain man, but I don’t like having my life’s work bashed any more than the next guy. This kid was pissing me off. “This is about you not following my instructions. All of the other students—” 

“I don’t give a damn about any grade but mine.” 

“Clearly.” I pushed back my chair, stood up and walked around my desk to face him. “We discussed your rough draft three weeks ago. I told you then your concept wasn’t acceptable. You ignored the assignment and what you handed in was nowhere near a straightforward mystery. You did your own thing and the sixty is a result.” 

“Why, you sonuvabitch!” 

Before I could blink, he charged me, grabbing my throat with both hands. He was fast, but I was faster. I gripped his wrists before he could squeeze and with only the slightest pressure, I forced his hands away. I could have torn both from his arms and tossed the rest of his body away like so much garbage if I chose. And while my wilder side longed for that satisfaction, my human side told me to back off. For the sake of his safety and protecting my secret, I released him and took a step back just as two other male students came hurrying through the door. I turned to face them. 

Big mistake. Thomson took advantage of the distraction and punched me in the mouth. I tasted blood as he came at me again, but this time I didn’t step back. I grabbed one of his outstretched arms, twisted it then turned him until his back was against my chest with my forearm across his throat. One flex of my muscle, one more degree of pressure and I could crush his windpipe. And, oh how I wanted to. Rage pumped through my body and instincts threatened to override common sense.

“Professor!” one of the students called out, he and his companion now practically on top of us. I released Thomson and shoved him away. “I could have killed you, you little jackass,” I said.

Greg pointed to the students with one hand while rubbing his throat with the other. “Get the hell away. This is none of your business. It’s between me and him.” 

“Yeah? Well, looks like half the college is in on it now.” One of the boys pointed to a growing gathering of students just outside the office, craning their necks for a look at the commotion. Those few moments gave me time to back away from my rage. Sometimes my wolf instincts surprise me with their strength no matter how much time I spend controlling them. This was not the time or the place to lose that control. And yes, I said wolf, as in Werewolf. Bear with me. When Thomson started to come at me a third time the two students grabbed him and held him fast. “Knock it off, Thomson,” one of them said. 

“Thank you, gentlemen,” I told them. “Would you please escort Mr. Thomson out of the building?”

“You haven’t heard the last of this,” Thomson screamed over his shoulder as his fellow student’s half pulled, half dragged him away. “I’ll make you pay for this. You’ll be sorry, you degenerate sonuvabitch! You just wait til I get through with you!”

The gaping students outside my office now came forward, asking if I was all right and what had happened. I assured them everything was fine and proceeded to dismiss onlookers and concentrate on business as usual, setting up appointments for the students wishing to discuss their grades. Forty-five minutes later I closed and locked my office and drew a deep breath. I hated what had happened, mostly for Thomson’s sake. He had everything it took to make a good writer except for one small drawback. The kid was certifiable. I’m talking batshit crazy. The kind you expect to see on the five o’clock news some night after he’s gone postal on a dozen people. His paper was a prime example filled with the most horrific, graphic violence. The result was that he failed the class. And to top it off, I almost lost control of my inner wolf and hurt a student. All in all, not one of my better days as an educator. The upside was that nobody was seriously hurt, and my secret was still safe. Yeah, I hear you. What secret you want to know? And what’s with the wolf thing? Okay, but it’ll have to wait a bit. You’re not going to believe it anyway.

Meanwhile, I’ve got another disaster on the horizon. The dean’s party just a few hours away and me without a legitimate excuse not to attend. I couldn’t use a writing deadline as an excuse. I’d done that for the last two parties so I don’t think the third time would be very charming. This time I would just have to hitch up my breeches, as my friend from Texas would say, and face it like a man.
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I am not a party animal. Well, that’s only half true. I don’t care much for parties. BTB, that’s Before the Bite, I was considered a real party guy. Nowadays small talk or trying to make friends doesn’t come easy for me, especially since I have to select my friends carefully. Make that extremely carefully. It’s not like I can walk up to someone at a cocktail party and open with, “Hi, my name’s Parker. I’m a writer, a college professor, and oh, did I mention I was a Werewolf? By the way, have you tried the cheese puffs?” 

Fantastic? Unbelievable? Oh, yeah. Sadly, it’s the truth, the whole truth and nothing but. Smart-ass remarks aside, I am a Werewolf and have been for some three-plus years. And I promised an explanation, didn’t I? To make a long story short, while on vacation in Romania I was bitten by what I thought was a rabid wolf and surprise... it turned out to be a Werewolf. No such thing you say. You’re pulling my leg you say. No, but I’m strong enough to rip it off at the hip if I wanted. Oh, don’t freak out. I’m not that kind of Werewolf. Sometimes I can’t even stand the sight of blood. 

Right now, I’m a Werewolf in the middle of a party I didn’t want to attend, but when the dean of Black Bear Falls College invites the faculty for one of his pretentious schmoozings, complete with watered down cocktails, duty calls. Truthfully, I can’t wait to get the hell out of here. Standing amid the party chatter, which assaults my super-sensitive ears like a jackhammer on pavement, I keep wondering how long I have to stay to keep the dean happy. I checked my watch. Only seven twenty-five. Would leaving after a half hour be on the downside of rude? Probably. I decided to give it a little more time. The trick was avoiding the dean. I knew sooner or later I’d have to discuss the Thomson incident with him but if I could avoid it tonight, so much the better. I gave it fifteen more minutes, added an extra five just to be safe then headed for the door. I was almost home free when I felt a hand on my shoulder. 

“Leaving so soon?” 

I turned to face our dean, Jacob Overton. “Dean, uh, yeah. I hate to go, but you know the literary world. No rest for the wicked.” 

“The new book?”

“It’s making me crazy,” I lied. I wasn’t about to tell him the first draft was done and give up my only viable excuse for leaving early. 

“Well, I’m sure it’ll be as good, if not better, than your previous work. You know we’re quite proud of you here at BBFC. Your name among our faculty is a real plus.” 

What he meant was, plus money via government grants for the arts. But I don’t begrudge him that. Raising funds for the college was part of his job. “Nice of you to say.” 

“By the way, I heard about that unfortunate disagreement between you and one of your students today.” 

Busted. Did the man have spies everywhere? Small colleges are like small towns – everybody knows everything about everybody else. “I’m sorry, Dean. I wish it could have been avoided, but he...” I shrugged. “I don’t know, he just sort of snapped.” 

“Didn’t like his grade, I understand.” 

I went through the whole scene complete with threats and my regrets. “Has Thomson registered a complaint?” 

“No, but it’s possible he will. I’ve talked to some of his other professors and received similar reports. It seems he’s a very troubled and angry young man. Still, these kinds of incidents are very unfortunate and cast an ugly light on the school. However, I’m well aware that we can’t get through to every student. You’ll make a report, of course.” 

“Of course. Thank you, Dean,” I rushed to add. “And please tell Mrs. Overton thanks for a delightful evening.” I shook his hand and got the hell out before anyone else could stop me. 

As I drove home, I thought about how I had downplayed the confrontation with Thomson. He’d really wanted to do me serious harm, but I didn’t see any sense in making a bigger deal out of the situation than it had become. I don’t like the kid, but I’m not out to ruin him. He’ll probably handle that all on his own. I’ve never had a student with such a self-destructive attitude.  

I turned off the county road onto the narrow trail leading to my cabin. Gravel crunched underneath the wheels of my battered Jeep as I came to a stop some twenty yards from my front door. The two-story craftsman-style cabin was an inheritance from my parents. I rolled down the driver-side window of my Jeep, but even before I killed the engine, I heard my dog, Cheyenne, sound her “what took you so long to get home” howling bark. I sat, letting the chilly breeze of the Colorado night swirl over me. Stars, seemingly millions of them, glittered against the velvet darkness of the sky. The twenty acres the cabin sat on, complete with hills blanketed in aspen trees and a rocky stream, are now part of my soul and always a welcome sight no matter if I’d been away five days or five hours. Moments like this are my reward for leaving the convenience of Denver. No matter how far or how long I travel, for me the kind of peace and security now necessary to my life are to be found nowhere else but here. 

Reluctantly, I rolled up the window and climbed out of the Jeep. The instant the door closed Cheyenne started barking again, now more excitedly. A few moments later as I stepped through the front door, her hundred and twenty-seven pounds of over-zealous greeting almost knocked me on my rear. Her tail was wagging so hard it beat out a rhythm against the leg of the nearby sofa table. “Yes, I missed you, too. Sit.” 

While I scratched behind her ears, she sat looking up at me with stunning yellow-gold eyes full of love and acceptance. A mix of Alaskan malamute and timber wolf, Cheyenne is formidable on many levels. I was told her mother had been large for a Malamute and I could personally verify that her father, a black timber wolf, was enormous. At least his pelt was. The Indians on the reservation where I’d found her had killed both parents complete with a ceremony to drive out the evil, they thought the animals possessed. While she looks much more wolf than dog and with almost totally black coloring, it’s her don’t mess with me or mine attitude that makes her intimidating.

With me, she acts like a lap dog but, strangers were a totally different matter. She didn’t like them and made sure they knew it. Her hearing is almost as acute as mine, and she can track with the best of them. All in all, she’s the ultimate security system. “Good girl,” I told her, making my way to the sofa while trying to pet her as I walked. The minute I sat down she flattened her body on the floor then rolled over, exposing her belly. Both were signs of submission to a pack leader, but I suspected the latter was more a request for a belly rub, which I gave gladly. “You’re a tummy slut, you know that?” She merely lifted her head and blinked those golden eyes, her tongue lolling out one side of her mouth.  

After long minutes I abandoned Cheyenne’s belly for more pressing work, my newest novel, The Big Fang Theory. All four hundred pages. I walked to my desk determined to pick up the edit where I’d left off before going to the dean’s party. I’d written a damn good mystery if I did say so myself. Of course, my main character, Logan Black, had a lot to do with it. I’d created him as a hard-working Denver police detective who just happens to be a Werewolf. Imagine that. As such, he has put me on the Big Apple’s best seller list and put a fair chunk of change in my pocket. A loner in human or animal form, Black has guts and honor, and despite his often-gruff demeanor, he’s a good guy. In certain respects, he’s smarter than me. Occasionally, when writer’s block rears its ugly head, I have an imaginary conversation with good old Logan and that usually gets me back on track. It’s actually helped a time or two in real life as well. Not that I run around having imaginary conversations with my characters. Well, some. Logan stomps around in my head at the oddest times. Put it down to creative quirks and let it go at that. Creative quirks. That’s a laugh. If people only knew how true to life my writing is. Not that I haven’t been accused of insanity a time or two in my career. I looked down at the manuscript and suddenly changed my mind about tackling it again tonight. My neck was killing me, and I stretched it from side to side to relieve the tension. What I needed was a good long run on all four paws. 
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Explanation, right? Well, it’s simple. Thanks to Hollywood, most of us have grown up with the myths and legends of Werewolves. Fantasy and make believe, right? I wish. And if I sound flippant, just chalk it up to survival. Believe me, there are days, even weeks that, if I didn’t crack jokes about my “altered lifestyle,” I’d crack up. The irony is that it happened much like it does in the movies. Four years ago, I was a fun-loving, twenty-nine-year-old male with a degree in architecture, a good job with a well-respected Denver firm and an active life, including a tasty love life. Man, I miss that part. Of course, looking back on it, I admit I lived a very selfish existence. Everything was about me and for me. I was always too busy for real friendships. Too involved with work for something as prosaic as a vacation. Who had time to stop and smell the roses? I was the typical self-centered young man fighting his way up the ladder to what he thought was success. 

Then two masked gunmen walked into a convenience store and both of my parents we killed. One minute I had a family and the next I didn’t. 

It had always been just the three of us; I had no siblings. Both sets of grandparents were gone by the time I graduated from high school and there was no extended family worth mentioning. My parents were teachers; my Dad taught history, my Mom, English. They didn’t treat me like a kid even when I was one. Looking back, I know I took that relationship for granted. Not that I was spoiled. I caught hell for getting in trouble just like most kids, but they taught me respect for myself and others, manners, and a good work ethic. The rest, compassion, intelligence, ambition, and gratitude, they painstakingly nurtured. But I leaned toward the headstrong, which brought me the obligatory groundings and occasional loss of driving privileges. And I was a little too cocky, which extended into adulthood. My Dad called it a healthy ego. My Mom usually suggested it was a shame I was too big to ground anymore. 

I walked around in a disbelieving fog for months after their deaths; hounding the police, not wanting the case to go cold, but their killer was never found. Not a day goes by that I don’t think of them. Finally, about six months later I knew I needed a change so, I sold my condo in Denver and moved into our weekend cabin here in Black Bear Falls. As it turned out, that was one of the best decisions of my life.

Then I got the notion to go to Europe; take roads less traveled. One of those roads led me to Bucharest, Romania. I can’t remember why I decided to hire a guide and backpack through the Southern Carpathian Mountains. I suppose I thought it would be like the Rocky Mountains back home. On the second night out my guide, Nico, and I were warming ourselves by a crackling campfire while he related a Werewolf story. The kind of campfire that’s supposed to deter whatever beasties might be lurking in the surrounding darkness. In his mangled English Nico continued his story explaining how he and his cousin were attacked by a Werewolf. His cousin was killed. Nico ran away and he now believed the Werewolf would come for him one night. 

“Sounds pretty much like standard movie Werewolf stuff, if you ask me.” 

“You do not believe, Mr. Doyle?” 

“No, I don’t. What you’re describing sounds like the attack of a rabid wolf or dog. Did the animal bite you, too?” 

“No.” Nico ducked his head. “But I am cursed.” 

“Well, I don’t want to say anything against your beliefs or traditions, or whatever, but there’s no such thing as ‘cursed’.” 

“Maybe not in America. Here it is different.” He picked up a small log and tossed it on the fire. “In these mountains there are evil things and—” 

Suddenly Nico’s eyes went big as fifty cent pieces and without warning something hit me in the back of the head. Pain exploded across my back and I screamed. I felt a tearing sensation across my neck and left shoulder. Burning, excruciating pain. The darkness echoed with terrifying growls. My body shook as I realized I was in the grip of a huge animal. My head felt as if it were being ripped from my shoulders. Through a haze of pain, I saw Nico jump up, grab his gun and fire once, twice. But the animal’s vicious grip held fast. He fired again and the animal jerked backwards then ruthlessly tossed me across the campsite like so much trash. Then it went for Nico. The last thing I remember before losing consciousness was the sight of his feet kicking as the biggest wolf, I’ve ever seen dragged him into the thick undergrowth and darkness of the surrounding woods. 

I lay bleeding, expecting to die. I think the only reason I survived was because the night temperature dropped so low it helped stem the bleeding. Fortunately, hikers found me the following day, nearly dead from exposure and blood loss. They found Nico’s remains by nightfall. What there was to find. Let me just say here that sometimes survival is not all it’s cracked up to be. The cure for the bite of a rabid animal is painful beyond description, particularly in a small Romanian hospital where they are not exactly on the cutting edge of medicine. After three weeks where I barely understood the doctor’s broken English and blindly succumbed to whatever transfusions and treatments, they tortured me with, I was released under the care of a local doctor. I returned to the village inn where I had stayed before the incident. Weak, but convinced the fear of rabies was past, I was more than ready to go home. 


Then came the night of the full moon. 


I woke up to moonlight pouring into my room and sweat pouring from every pore in my body. I was burning up with what I thought was a fever. I should’ve been so lucky. Then my body began to do strange, no, bizarre things. My muscles tightened, twisting into knots. My insides felt like they’d been set on fire. And the hair. Growing on my arms. Growing all over. My jaw ached. My head felt about to explode. The room started to rotate. I was dizzy. After that, let’s say things were muddled at best. I’m not big on surprises and believe me when I say this one scared the crap out of me. I... transformed, is the only word I can use. Shockingly, horrifically, transformed. I was becoming an animal. No, a beast. That realization was the last thing I remembered until the next morning.
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The moment I opened my eyes the next morning I knew I had killed. One glance around the small grove of trees where I found myself and I spotted what was left of my victim. It was only a defenseless goat, but I killed it. I had ripped it to shreds!

When the realization hit me, I threw up, and up, and up. The memory kept flashing through my mind, and I kept losing whatever was in my stomach. I didn’t want to think about what I’d done, but I couldn’t stop. What in the name of all that’s holy had happened to me? 

The stink of death was all over me. The truly terrifying part was that while my human self was repulsed, another part of me that I didn’t recognize actually accepted the killing as normal, even enjoyable. I tried to deny the idea forming in my head. I’d been attacked by a wolf, and then last night I’d somehow changed into a beast? That wasn’t possible. Was it? Of course not. But the memory-puzzling flashes persisted: running through a forest, stalking the goat, my body that wasn’t really my body, but that of a wolf. I’d say only God knew what was going on, but I didn’t think he was in the loop on this one.

Of course, at that point, I was lying naked on the ground so my powers of reasoning may have been slightly tilted. My memory was fuzzy for a few more moments and then all the flashes sort of came together like when you fit the last piece of a jigsaw puzzle in place, and everything comes into focus. I wasn’t sure if I’d gone insane or if the unbelievable had happened. I kept searching my brain for any other logical reason for my circumstances, but I kept coming back to the same conclusion as bizarre as it was. 

Eventually I had no choice but to go with the unbelievable, only wishing insanity was an option. I remembered the previous night in horrific detail and that left no doubt.

I had turned into a Werewolf.

One night you go to bed just like always and the next morning you wake up and realize you’ve become a Werewolf. Seriously?

I know, I know, it’s impossible, right? Buzzzz. Wrong answer. Johnny, tell the man what he’s won. Solitude, caution and all-expense-paid eons of secrecy and leading a double life. 

All right, I admit it. I was pissed off big time. I tried hard to deny what had happened but that just made me more pissed off. What the hell was I going to do?

My priority was getting back to the inn. After that, I admit I was clueless as to a next step. I made it through the forest. And let me just say that tromping naked though trees is so far from enjoyable you wouldn’t believe it. Crouching low and trying to walk was not only a good idea; it was a parts saver if you get my drift.

Thankfully, I found my clothes at the far edge of the forest, what was left of them. I put the pieces on if only to cover the parts that obviously needed covering and staggered back to my room. Once inside I stood in front of the full-length mirror to survey the damage. The clothes were a hairs breath away from complete tatters, but I still looked the same. Same dark hair. Same eyes and body. Except for the clothes and a two-day growth of beard I looked just like I had yesterday. So, what the hell had I expected? Fangs and my knuckles dragging the floor?  

I’d barely buttoned the last button on a fresh shirt when a knock came. I opened it and found my salvation, although I didn’t realize it at the time. 

Standing in my doorway was a man, a villager if I could judge by his clothes. His hair was almost completely white, and he was bent with age, leaning on a gnarled walking stick. His piercing blue eyes looked as if they’d seen more of the world than anyone had a right to see. He announced himself simply as César.

“Please don’t tell me you’re the goat police,” I said, still shaken and convinced I was totally beyond hope. I started to close the door, but he stopped me with only seven words.

“I am the same as you. Werewolf.”

Looking back, I probably would be crazy or dead if César hadn’t come to me that day. I suspect the Carpathian culture is as gossipy as any other and word about the “outsider” had spread. However, he had discovered my secret didn’t matter when I learned that we were, for lack of a better term, blood brothers. In a very calm voice, he explained to me that I had not been bitten by a rabid dog, but a Werewolf, just as he had so many years ago, he could hardly remember. 

When I asked him how old he was he shrugged and answered, “Some of us live very, very long.” He certainly spoke with the wisdom of the ages and he was, well...magic. Now, I know that sounds waaaay over the top given the truly weird things that had already happened to me but that’s the only way I can describe what he did. It was as if he had magical powers and I’m not just talking about the speedy way he had shown up at my door. I swear that he could become invisible, or at least so, well, “vague” is the only word I can think of, that people didn’t sense his presence. The best of his “magic” was the power to heal. Cuts, scrapes, even broken bones healed in a matter of hours, sometimes minutes
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