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It may come as a surprise to you but I was never a normal teenager. Well, not normal in the sense of the word that you are thinking of—being a werewolf puts a bit of a kibosh on the whole "normal" thing. Sometimes I'd watch the other teenage girls around me and try to mimic them, hoping that I could learn to be normal, just as I learned to read and write, but it never seemed to work.Their laughter twittered easily, while mine was forced. It seemed to me that they were always trying to be noticed. I tried my best to remain unnoticed.

Unnoticed was how you survived in my world, the one with teeth and claws and moonlight. In that world, being noticed by anyone was the last thing I wanted. Of course, being seen as some sort of macabre hero by the local human media was definitely not normal, and it definitely guaranteed I’d never go unnoticed again. Being the girl whose boyfriend had been killed, being the girl who’d tracked down a Monster, these facts made it impossible for me to blend into the background.

I’m getting ahead of myself. This story actually begins in an old farmhouse in the middle of nowhere.
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THE BUILDING HAD SEEN better days. Once a proud farmer owned all the land as far as you could see. After drilling into the Ogallala aquifer he planted acre after acre of wheat and, with his first year's profit, he built the two-story farmhouse. Then he sent for his wife and children. Together the family continued to farm the land, right through the twentieth century. However as the 1900s progressed, the world changed, leaving the farmer and his wheat fields behind. His children grew up and moved away to the cities, scattered in the prairie wind as sure as any other seed. As the shadows of age closed in around the farmer working the farm became too much. With only a few golden years remaining to he and his wife, the farmer sold the land surrounding his handmade house and went to Florida. Mechanized farm equipment owned by a faceless agribusiness continued to work the fields, but the house remained untouched, and unkempt, for nearly a decade.

That was how Mike and Andrea found it one October night in the early seventies. It was perfect—miles from any road, surrounded by fields. They did not care that the windows had long fallen out or that the roof leaked. Andrea pondered the crumpled lean-to for a moment, but Mike assured her that the main support structures of the house were still sound. Someone had used more than wood and nails to build it. They had added love. Andrea replied that corny lines like that were why she loved him.

Milia entered the world shortly after Mike and Andrea took up residence in the old farmhouse. For fifteen years the farmhouse was their home and it was perfect. There was no fear, no need to hide, even on the night of the full moon, when the Mistress called all her children to her. On those nights, the isolation of the farmhouse was perfection.

Most importantly, the farmhouse was home; it smelled of grass, wind, and old wood. Milia reveled in rolling around on the old floorboards, layering the smell of home over her black fur, legs flailing in the air above her. In the farmhouse, her mother laughed often—a big wolf grin and lolling tongue—while her father hunted field mice and other rodents, returning from the surrounding prairie empty-handed as often as not. The farmhouse, built with love, knew love once again.

Whenever Milia looked back on those halcyon days, grief welled up in her throat. She knew the beautiful days of childhood, aglow in nostalgia, always ended. "We have to go," her father whispered in her ear, holding tight to his wife as the three of them looked out through a broken window at the strange, foul-smelling objects that had suddenly appeared in front of the farmhouse. "Sunset," he croaked, fighting to keep his tears in check. A deep, drowning sadness roiled around her parents, coating the air with an acrid scent almost as gut wrenching as that wafting from the intrusive objects. Milia had never caught this scent from her parents before. There had been moments of disappointment, a cloying tang on the air. Usually it appeared on the fourth or fifth consecutive night with no food to eat, but sometimes that tangy sadness came tinged with something deeper, a longing more intense, that brought with it the smell of trees in the night. It was that last mingling scent that Milia learned early on to associate with the Pack. Her mother missed them. This deep level of despair was new to Milia, somewhere in the emotion that drifted through the air, she thought she caught a whiff of the Pack, but it was fleeting and overpowered by the sickening sadness her parents felt at the loss of their perfect farmhouse.

Following her father’s plan, wearing their wolf forms the family fled the farmhouse at sunset. They packed nothing, for they owned nothing. After all, how could a wolf carry a backpack or a suitcase? Behind them, the farmhouse settled in for its final summer evening, its only company the demolition equipment that had been parked next to it that morning. A short distance away the three wolves stopped. Her mother turned and looked back at their home, a single mournful note dropping from her burnished golden muzzle. Milia leaned against her mother, comforting her as best she could while her father snuffled at the ground, his pale fur practically aglow in the fading light. "Mistress, guide us home," he prayed before starting again.
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WEEKS LATER MILIA STOOD outside a dark hole scenting the air, trying to catch her father on the breeze. Mike had been gone from the den for several days and intense anxiety filled his family. The Mistress had led them further south than Andrea was comfortable with, but Mike had insisted, his faith in the Moon stronger than his wife's faith. Only after they had reached the two ribbons of blackness that snaked across the land did Mike give into Andrea and cease their southerly travel. "This is where the Mistress and my wife have compromised on," he said with a smile. "I will go east and west, but no further south. The Mistress will lead me to our home." Confidence flowed from him, tasting of cold water and laughter. It made Milia laugh in response, a yipping bark echoing through the late morning. Now she stood in the den’s entrance. The longer they waited in the den Andrea had dug into the sandy embankment the less the air tasted of water and the more often Milia caught the scent of Pack, always mingling with her mother's sadness. "They are gone now, my love," she thought repeating her father's mantra, "they live on in us."

Drawing another deep snuffling breath, Milia tasted the wind. She found cattle mixed with the grass and sky. Hints of the black ribbon also danced within the breeze, as did the odd smell of humans. She had never smelled humans before her family sought shelter in the sandy den, and when their scent first entered their home, it made her hackles stand on end. Andrea and Mike reacted to the new scent as well, growling into the night, baring fangs. Fear followed the scent, but something else stirred deep in Milia, something she associated with the hunt. "What is that?" she had asked.

"That is our softer cousin, human," her father had responded. He’d left it at that, but every day the scent drifted from the ribbon to their den.

"What is human?" Milia asked her mother.

"Human is pain, sadness, fear. But human is more, so much more," her mother replied, each word drawing a matching scent from Andrea until the last, "so much more," which was accompanied by a cacophony of smells, each one new to Milia and all of them darker, and somehow bloodier, than the others. Milia did not ask again.

With the coming night, Mike reappeared. His confidence had waned, but he carried a large badger in his mouth as a peace offering for his mate. After she’d eaten, and while Milia was nosing through the scraps, Mike drew Andrea aside and together they walked out into the night. "The Mistress beckoned to me, my love. It is a safe place, a warm place. It is closer to humans than I would like, closer than you would like. But the snow will come soon and if we are not going further south, then we need shelter."

Stubbornness colored the air and Andrea’s reply, "I have made a den."

Mike growled low in his throat before answering, "It is a lovely den, but you know as I do that it is too close to the road and to humans. You know as I do that it is inside a cattle pasture. We cannot stay here."

Andrea was silent. Then she lifted her nose to the stars, scenting the air, catching the hint of cattle, the string of human emotions, and the ever-present burn of the road. "Show me this shelter," she said a moment later.

They moved swiftly through the night, two ghosts, shaped like dogs but even larger than the giant breeds. An orchard grew out of the prairie grass, separated from the cattle by a barbed wire fence. The wolves leapt over it easily and wound their way through the trees. Another hour loping along brought them to a clearing where Mike stopped. He listened and sniffed the air nervously on the edge of the circle before leading Andrea closer to the clapboard house at its center.

It was not in disrepair. It looked lived in. Andrea whined. "It's empty, my love," Mike reassured her, licking her muzzle.

"It's not very isolated," she countered.

"No." A trill of fear filled the air, pouring from him, mingling with the sadness that drifted from Andrea. "We will have to don our masks." She howled, forlorn. Mike pressed against her, comforting her. "I know but it would only be for the winter." He nuzzled her ear, "Please, my love." He took a few steps away from her before continuing, "We were lucky for a long, long time but our run is over." He expected sadness from his mate, but instead, resignation drifted around them as they stared at the little house.

"I suppose it will have to do," Andrea said, sending her sadness outward to flavor the air.

They returned to the den just before sunrise and gently woke Milia. "Your father has found us a home for the winter. It is not ideal, but it will be warm," Andrea informed her.

"Is it a farmhouse?" Milia asked.

"No. It is isolated, but it is much closer to the humans than we would like to be."

Milia frowned at her mother's words. Her father continued, "It means that we will have to adjust to living near humans. Something you have never had to do before." Milia swallowed hard as fear floated around the den, so thick it threatened to choke her.

"I don't think I want to live near the humans, father. They smell funny." Her parents yapped in surprised amusement, and the fear and sadness lifted slightly.

"Yes," Andrea said, "They do smell funny. Never forget their scent."

"I trust the Mistress to keep us safe this winter, Milia," Mike said. "I think she brought us here for a reason. I remember when I first had to live among the humans. It is unpleasant, but it is possible and the sooner you learn how to do so the safer you will be." Fear roiled from her mother, the scent oddly laced with a whiff of the Pack.

"There will be new rules?" Milia asked, focusing on the practical conversation her father was trying to have with her, rather than the emotional undercurrents.

He seemed relieved as he continued, "Yes, of course, but they are not onerous ones. The most important thing to understand is that while living near the humans we must don our masks almost exclusively."

"What? Our masks? But why?" Eyes wide she watched as her father shifted form. She had watched her parents change often when she was younger, and when she'd reached the age of ten she'd began practicing for her own transformation. By the time she was twelve, she had learned that the pain of donning the mask was finite, and that the transformation between forms was a glorious gift bestowed by the Moon Goddess upon her most favored children. However, like her parents, she had spent the majority of her time in wolf form and she saw it as her true shape. The naked, gangly mask was interesting, but ultimately unnecessary. The great white-gray wolf form of her father shivered in front of her, anticipation swelling in the air of the den. As the shiver grew more frantic, the wolf form seemed to become an overlay, pulling away from her father, revealing a new form beneath. With a flick of her father’s will and a snarl in anticipation of the accompanying pain, the overlay turned inside out. It was the only way Milia could think of the transformation. One form split in half up the middle of the body and flipped around, tissue, fur, skin, even bones and organs sliding along a gruesome Mobius strip to reveal the second form. Less than a minute later, her father crouched before her, shivering in the dimness, wearing his mask. His hair was a shaggy white-blonde in this form, his eyes a pale brown that matched his skin. He flexed his hands, knuckles popping, then did the same for each joint and limb.

"It will be necessary to wear the masks this winter," her mother said, "in order to hide from the humans."

Her mother's words confused her further. "I still don't understand," she said, emphasizing the emotion that rode the air with words. Her parents stared at her in response, their confusion joining hers on the air.

"Milia," her father said, "When I wear the mask, I am human."

Milia stared at her father. For a split-second, the world tilted and she sat back on her haunches, eyes wide, and a whine in her throat. "The mask is human?" A dread panic flowed from her as she contemplated her father. He nodded, dropping his eyes in sadness.

"I—we thought you knew, Milia," her mother added with a sigh, her own fear dissipating, replaced by concern for her daughter.

"I don't want to do this," Milia said shaking her head. "I don't like to wear the mask... I don't want to be human." Sadness, fear, and betrayal flowed from her in a sudden rush.

"I know, Milia," her father said reaching out to her. She avoided his hand and for a frozen moment their eyes met. Then he dropped his arm and took a deep, shaky breath. "This is your chance to learn the most important lessons in life, Milia. They are things you need to know to survive. We've taught you to change, we've taught you to hunt, and we've taught you to think; now we must teach you to hide."

"Please, Milia," Andrea pined, closing in on her daughter and licking gently at her ear. "It will only be for a short time. I don't like it any more than you but your father has a point. We must take this opportunity." Resignation crept outward from her, a bittersweet musk on the air.

"Why must we hide from the humans? Why do we don masks that look like them?" Milia asked, pulling away from her mother and studying her father.

"Humans have never understood us, never understood our ways." Mike continued, "For ages, they hunted us, driven by fear and hatred. The Mistress granted us, her favorite children, the ability to change, just as She does, and to survive we learned to don a human skin. Once packs sent members into the human cities to study them, so that we would know how to wear the masks well enough to survive among them, and these strategies worked well enough that the humans gave up their hunt. In fact, as time passed, they started disregarding us. The hunts became fewer and fewer until one year, there were no hunts; the humans had forgotten us. Rejoicing, and seeing a unique opportunity to increase our safety, the Great Packs retreated completely from the humans."

"Your mother and I grew up in a world far removed from humans, one in which we learned to hide as a mere exercise. Yet, as time has passed, that world has disappeared. Humans have changed recently and they press further into the lands that once hid us. We have had to learn to live among them once again. If you are to survive, Milia, you must learn those same lessons."

After digesting his words, she nodded and asked, "What are the rules, father?"

"We must wear our human skins at all times, only giving in to the Mistress when she calls upon us to do so. We will spend those nights far from the humans lest they see us in wolf form. You are to observe the humans your mask mimics, learn their ways, and do your best to pretend you are one of them."

"And if anything happens that you don't understand, Milia," Andrea added, "You must speak with us immediately. We have practiced being human while you have not."

Milia nodded again, "I understand." Mike and Andrea exchanged a worried glance over their daughter's head but accepted her words. Early the next day, just before the sun rose, they ran across the prairies and through the orchard, their forms indistinct, barely visible in the pre-dawn light as they made their way to their new home.
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The clapboard house looked abandoned when they arrived. Just short of the clearing, the three wolves paused and scented the air. Human, ever so faint, colored it, raising Milia's hackles. "I don't want to do this," she thought again as she followed her parents back into the orchard surrounding the house. Once out of sight of the clearing they slipped into human form, Andrea's long red tresses an angry gash of color against her pale skin. Her hazel eyes rested on Milia expectantly. Sadness engulfed her at the thought of what was about to happen, her true form stolen! With a last whimper, she gave herself to the Moon. "As the Mistress changes, so do I," she whispered, looking up at the crescent globe in the sky. Then she slipped her skin, starting at her paws, as she had been taught, peeling back the wolf to lay bare the human mask within. Pain followed in the change's wake, searing flesh and snapping bone. After all these years, she barely noted its presence. Instead, she watched the sky, losing sight of the moon only for a moment as her wolf face roiled into her human one. The pleasure she usually felt at watching her vision change was swallowed by the overwhelming loss that followed. Sharpened shades of gray were lost to dazzling colors—colors so intense she had screamed in pain and pleasure at first seeing them. Also lost was the half-light that lit the night as all around her blackness loomed. "Human sight," she thought, "no wonder they were always afraid." This brought tears to her eyes, another nearly alien feature. She let them roll down her cheeks, and slumped to the ground, her dark shoulder-length hair hiding her face from her parents. Andrea knelt beside her and draped an arm across her shoulders trying to lend comfort and strength.

"We should go inside," her father whispered, standing close by nervously surveying the night.

"Come, Milia," her mother coaxed, rising, and pulled her daughter up next to her. Unaccustomed to using just two legs the family helped each other through the orchard and back to the little house in the clearing. For another long minute the three of them stood in the shadows, surveying the clearing, waiting and listening, scenting the air with noses that retained wolf acuity. Signaling for them to wait Mike cautiously approached the building, skirting the edges of the deeper shadows as a practiced hunter would. He gingerly climbed up the three steps to a covered porch before stopping and waiting again. Satisfied that the house really was empty he tried the door, and found it locked. Undaunted he leaned against the door, testing its strength. Wood creaked but did not give. Andrea and Milia moved up next to the porch half hidden in shadow. "Don't break it, Mike. We'll need to be able to lock it," Andrea cautioned.

"There's a crawl space underneath the porch," Milia observed. Maybe we can get in through the floor." Mike glanced down at the porch then at his daughter. "I'm small enough," she added with a nod, tasting her father's curiosity on the air, followed shortly by her mother's anxiety. "I'll be alright," she added, catching her mother's eye. With curt nods from both of them, Milia ducked under the porch. The human legs got in her way, forcing her to crawl awkwardly across pebbles, through spider webs and around odd bits of detritus. As she had expected the crawlspace did extend back under the house. Once far enough from the porch to be "inside," she randomly started prodding floorboards, testing their strength as her father had tested the door. They creaked and groaned but none gave way. As her vision adjusted to the darkness peculiar shapes emerged from the blackness. Some were pipes, leading into the house while others seemed to have congregated beneath the house at random. In the far corner of the structure, there was an oddly symmetrical pile. Carefully she crawled over to it, sniffing curiously. It appeared to be a pile of bottles and jars, though she could not see their contents. Half-heartedly she pushed against the floorboards above the pile and they gave way! Startled, she let them thud back into place before pushing them again. They swung easily upward, one side attached by two hinges to the floor joist. She sent a wave of excitement out toward her parents, knowing they would catch her emotion on the wind, before squeezing up through the small trapdoor.

She moved cautiously through the shadowed interior. It was empty, as her home had been. However, where that house had been weathered and warm, this place was sterile and cold. There was no life here only the lingering smell of human. She worked her way through the empty rooms until she found the front door. After fumbling with the knob for a moment, she worked out how to spin the tab in its center and open it. Her father sighed in relief and hugged her close, moving aside just enough to allow her mother in as well. Andrea looked around, listening and sniffing the air. A moment later she announced, "I think the previous occupant died here."

Mike took a deep breath too, tasting the past. "Yes, I smell human medicine and death."

"Are we safe?" Milia asked.

"Of course," her parents chorused. She studied them, waiting for their doubt to reach her on the air. It did not come, but neither did the certainty that their words deserved to be accompanied by.

"It's been a long night," her father said. "Let's rest now. Tomorrow, I'll find us some clothes."

"Clothes?" Milia repeated.

"Humans drape them on their bodies since they have such puny fur coats," Andrea supplied. "We will not be able to pass as human without them."

"We will need more than clothes I'm afraid," Mike continued. "After we are settled I will go in search of a Savant. There should be one within a few days’ travel." Fear floated through the room. Her father had gone in search of a Savant only on rare occasions. Milia knew only that they helped both Lone Wolves and Wanderers and that they were hard to find. In fact, the last time her father had gone in search of one, he had been unsuccessful, returning to Andrea with so much sadness that Milia had nearly drown in it as it filled the farmhouse.

"Yes, of course," her mother offered, chasing away the fear in the air with a strong determination, a cold, fresh scent replacing the sickly bitter tang. "Tomorrow, we will hunt for you my mate," she offered.

"I thank you," Mike said, bowing his head in deference.

Together the three of them lay down on the floor, wrapping their unfamiliar bodies around one another for warmth and comfort, Milia between her parents. She lay facing her mother watching her as she drifted into a fitful sleep. Her father at her back did not sleep, but he lay quiet leaving her to her own thoughts. The floor was cold and hard. When Milia buried her nose in it, she could pull in the scent of dirt and old wood, but they were tired scents, as if the earth and the house had grown weary with existence. It was so different from the farmhouse she had known. That house had been alive and vibrant even in its decrepit state. She shivered as a stray breeze forced itself through unseen cracks in the walls and longed for her dark fur, which she knew waited beneath the mask she now wore. Her tail would have kept her nose warm. In response to her shivering and the resentment that tickled the air, her father hugged her closer, his muscled forearm near her face. She closed her eyes and scented his arm. Lingering along his skin was the smell of her home. Tears formed at the corners of her eyes. Warm wood and high grass and love clung to her father's skin. With her eyes closed and the familiar scents lingering near she fell asleep, dreaming of sunlight streaming through loose shingles and broken windows.

In the morning, she woke cold and alone. Her father would have already left to find them clothes. She took a deep breath and scented the air, searching for her mother. The soft, velvety smell of her mother came drifting up through the floor. Curious, Milia rolled onto her belly and sniffed hard at the floor. Andrea called up from below, "Stop that, Milia. Human's don't snuffle around the floor."

"What are you doing down there?" she asked, pulling away from the wood.

"Hunting mice," her mother answered, curtly.

No excitement rode the air and Milia shook her head, "No you're not." Andrea chuckled but did not offer an alternate explanation.

Milia struggled to her feet and explored the house's interior in the early morning sunlight streaming through the windows. They had slept in the main room just inside the door. Off to one side was a kitchen with a U-shaped counter, a sink, fridge, and stove. At the back of the main room was a hallway that led to the back of the house. Three rooms branched off it: two smaller rooms and a bath. The bath held a sink, two odd contraptions, and a claw-footed bathtub. In the larger of the two extra rooms, the trapdoor was ajar. Milia crouched beside it and leaned into the crawlspace. By the time she found her mother she was lying on her belly, hanging upside down. Andrea was stacking rocks against the foundation, blocking the hole that Milia had used to gain access to the house.

"Did you find any mice, Mother?" she asked.

Startled Andrea turned to look at her upside-down daughter. "No, I did not."

"Do you want me to go hunting?" Milia sent her willingness to help outward. She watched her mother catch the scent on the air.

"Yes, see if you can find something for your father to take with him while he travels. Searching for the Savant will be a hungry job."

With a thrill of excitement, Milia pulled herself from the hole and ran to the living room. She fumbled with the doorknob until she got it open then flew outside, leaping the three steps from the porch to the ground. Flinging herself into the nearby trees, she waited until she was far enough from the clearing that the plants hid her
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