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Prologue
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The ground shifted slightly as something beneath the surface moved. The sound of fabric ripping rose through the loose soil, followed by a dirty, blood covered arm. The hand opened and closed in the night air, the light of the full moon glinting off the matted fur as yellowed claws found purchase in the solid ground. The soil bulged slowly as the arm flexed, pulling its hairy body free, knocking over the carefully made marker bearing only the letter “T.” 

Amber eyes glowed in the darkness as the beast rested on the dewy grass. The thing breathed deeply, wheezing gasps soon becoming a steady grunting growl as it worked its legs free of the ground. It rolled onto its side and looked into the night sky, its hairy body steaming as scratches closed up, the thing’s once shredded torso sealing itself again. It felt the itch of flesh on its head knitting back together, covering its exposed skull as a gaping wound healed in the moonlight. 

The sounds of the night stopped as the thing gained enough strength to stand on its shaky legs. Splintered bones and torn muscles were coming together again as the thing looked down and examined its body, relishing in its new freedom. One clawed hand raised to its chest, feeling three large white scars on its otherwise renewed body. It felt the slightly uneven beat of its monstrous heart behind one of the old wounds and memories came flooding back. 

The beast raised its head to the sky and let loose a long, mournful howl that drove flocks of night birds from their roosts. It breathed deeply again, listening to the sounds of animals running from the horror that had returned to the forest. It had a mission, it knew, but first it had to feed.
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Chapter 1
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Amy awoke with a start, wailing filling her mind as her heart leapt to her throat. She was out of bed in an instant, her eyes wide as she fumbled in the early morning sun. Wailing continued through the small house, the alarm clock finally stopping as she slammed her hand on the switch. Heart pounding, Amy sat on the edge of the bed. Goose flesh rose on her exposed skin as the chill morning air floated through the cracked window. With a shiver, she reached over and pushed the window shut. 

“Tyler, I don’t know how you did it, honey,” she said to the empty bed. 

She smiled at the memory of her boyfriend’s sleeping habits. The pair had only been together for a short while, but he insisted on keeping the window open a crack, to hear the night around him, he said. He had grown up in the city, so the sounds of the mountains soothed him. She stretched her arms over her head as the sound of padded footsteps entered the room. 

“Good morning to you, too, Jasper,” she laughed as the German Shepherd reared up and licked her face. “Did you sleep well, or was it too cold for you in here?”

Amy glanced out the window and saw that clouds had moved in during the night. January was nearly half over, February coming fast. Winter was almost over, but the cold air that had been absent for so much of the season was quickly returning. With another shiver, she slipped out of her clothes and decided to go ahead and shower, ready to start her day.

***
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Tyler jerked awake to the sound of a gun cocking, his lungs pulling in air like a drowning man. Cold wind whipped through his hair as the gun barrel pressed against the side of his head, the frozen ground below sucking out what warmth remained in his body. He opened his eyes to see the form of a tall, heavy man standing over him.
“Mornin’, Sunshine,” the figure said with a slow drawl, a chuckle rumbling out of his mouth like gravel rolling around in a tin cup.
“What's going on?” Tyler asked through severe cottonmouth, head beginning to pound.

“That's what I was expecting you to explain to me,” the old man said. “You're the one layin’ here in my field naked as a jaybird. Don't you know it's winter time, boy?”

“I know. I'm freezing. I have no idea how I got here. I don't even know where here is.”

“Yer in the butthole of nowhere in the mountains of East Tennessee. ‘Sat ring a bell?”

The man took a few steps back, removing the gun from Tyler's head, keeping it aimed at him. He sat up slowly, his head swimming, as his body screamed in protest. What the hell had happened? The last thing he remembered... well, the last thing he remembered was dying in Amy's arms. 

Amy. He straightened his back quickly, his spine popping in a dozen places as he stood up on shaking legs. 

“Slow down, there, son. I don't want to hurt you, but we ain't done here. There's plenty of explaining to do. I got a prize bull gutted and tore to bits and a dog who was meaner'n Hell yesterday, half skeert of his shadow today. What do you say to that?”

“I don't have a good explanation for why I'm here or what happened to your animal, but the last thing I remember is my girlfriend's face. What day is it?”

“Monday. You say your girlfriend. She wasn't here too was she?”

“No. At least, I don't think so. What month is it?”

January, the 17th if you need to know.”

“January? Not October?

“I reckon I know my months of the year son. I've had more of ‘em than you can count. What's got your panties in a bunch now?”

“Was last night the full moon?”

“No. Tonight. Wolf Moon, the Churkee used to calls it. Why?”

“How far are we from the Douglas cabin and cave spot?”

“That old tourist racket? Oh, ‘bout 50 miles away. But it's been closed goin’ on a few months or so. Say, boy, I'm the one to be askin’ questions around here. What in Sam hell's goin’ on with you? Why are you naked on my farm askin’ about some filly and the moon?”

“I'm sorry sir. I just don't have answers for you. If you can help me get home I can get you some money for the bull and your trouble. I've just got to get to Amy.”

“Amy. Did you hurt her? Or did you let it hurt her?”

“I don't - wait, what do you mean? Let what hurt her?” 

“Let's get you home, boy,” he said, throwing a worn pair of denim pants and a stiff flannel shirt at him and walking away before Tyler could respond. 

***
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Tyler climbed into the man's rusty truck, the shotgun safely loaded into a rack in the back window. The old man hadn't said a word as they crossed the field, but Tyler was full of questions he didn't know how to ask. Could this old farmer somehow know about the beast that had made its home inside of Tyler and his father? Jack said the whole thing started in the Smoky Mountains. Could it be that the story wasn't as much of a secret as he imagined?

“Mr.?” he asked softly as the engine roared into life.

“Yeah?”

“Back there, in the field, you said something.”

“Seems to me I said plenty,” the old man said absentmindedly, fighting a stiff gearshift.

“I meant about “letting it hurt her.” What did you mean by that?”

The old man slowed to a crawl on the dirt driveway and looked directly into his eyes for the first time. Tyler felt a surge of rage in his heart as he looked into the farmer’s face. The old man’s dark blue eyes were veined with grey, deep lines running from the corners of his eyes almost all the way to his ears, where thick salt and pepper hair hung messily. His well-aged face was care-worn and marked by years of nature’s wrath. As Tyler looked into the man’s face he couldn’t begin to tell how old he was. He opened his mouth to speak again as the man cracked a grin. He couldn’t stop the gasp that tore into his lungs. As the old man’s eyes crinkled with his smile, for an instant Tyler saw his father’s face in place of the old man’s. 

“I think we both know what I meant by that,” the old man growled. “Now, where do you need to go?”

***
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Amy’s morning remained uneventful until she got into her car and turned on the radio. 

“ - the driver of the truck was quoted as saying he came to a stop in the early morning traffic to avoid hitting what he described as a large, hairy creature he said ran out in front of him. No one was injured in the incident.”

She stopped, one hand on the gear shift of her car, images of carnage and terror running across her mind. Her heart raced as she remembered the most terrifying night of her life, a night that had not only shattered her illusions of reality but took the love of her life from her. Amy couldn’t stop herself from hyperventilating as everything she had tried so hard to block out came flooding back to her.

Three months had passed since her boyfriend had become a werewolf to save her life, and the life of one of their best friends. Since she’d watched as the werewolf first defended them, and then came to kill them. It had been three months since she’d been forced to take his life, and bury his body deep in the mountains. 

She shook her head, clearing her thoughts. Grabbing her phone, she looked up the date of the next full moon, tears flooding her eyes when she saw the answer.

“It's tonight,” she said to the empty car. “The full moon is tonight, and somebody saw a monster last night.”

She stopped herself as, beyond all reason, she felt hope rise in her heart. 

***
[image: image]


Tyler felt his heart pound in his ribcage as he told the old man the address he remembered Amy living at. It had been three months, but he didn't imagine she would go anywhere else, as proud as she was to be living there.

"I reckon I can find that address easy enough. Now, question is, do you think it's wise to go there?"

"I don't know what else to do, honestly."

Tyler felt the rage rise in his heart again as the old man met his eyes once more. Recognition flooded his mind, but he had no clue how he knew the old guy. Had he seen him in town? In the store, perhaps? A jolt of pain in the palm of his hand jerked him back to reality. He looked down to see his fingernails pull slowly from the skin of his hand as he unfurled the fist he didn't even realize he was clenching. His nails, once neatly manicured, were now long, thick, and yellowed, chips and cracks running over the surface of a few of them. 

"Never seen your own hand, boy?" the old man asked with a smile.

"Who are you?" Tyler asked, without being able to stop himself. "I'm sorry if that sounds rude, but you seem so familiar to me. Have we met?"

"No. We ain't met. Haven't talked to another human being besides my neighbors in probably four years now."

"I just have this feeling that I know you. I don't understand it."

"You don't know me, boy. It does. It recognizes one of its own. I haven't seen another in years, but I can feel it, too."

"What do you mean?" Tyler asked, hoping the old man wouldn't say what he surely would. 

"The Wolf, son. It will always know when another is near."
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Chapter 2
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Amy pulled in to the small parking lot designated for employees around 10 minutes early. Her nerves were giving her an absolute fit. She knew it was dumb, but there was some small voice in the back of her mind that made her question. She'd been hoping beyond hope there would be some word of Tyler, some miracle event that could bring the love of her life, the father of her child, back to her. She had been wishing for this for the last three full moons, wishing she could take back the pain, unpull the trigger, unmake the decision that ended his life and that of the beast within him.

This hope had risen exponentially when she realized she was carrying his child. Not that she was concerned about raising the child on her own, that was far from it. What often kept her up at night was the fear of what she'd have to say when the child asked about his or her father.

Could she tell them she had killed him? Even out of love, mercy, could she admit this to anyone besides Kayla? She forced herself to avoid the cabin they'd worked at, even now. She knew the pain was too fresh. Tyler had been her friend for months before they became more, but she loved him more than she could imagine possible. She saw in her rearview mirror the door on the side of the building behind her open, allowing one of her new co-workers to shuffle their way out into the parking lot.

She smiled to herself at the irony of her new job - desk clerk and visitor assistant at one of the many travel and welcome centers in the heart of the Great Smoky Mountains - in relation to the one she had lost. Rather than walking tourists around one small property she was able to use her knowledge of this cultural Appalachian Mecca to help introduce the region to hundreds of people a week.

A wave of nausea hit her as she exited her vehicle to hear the woman she could never quite catch a name for yammering into her phone.

"A'yuh, the fool says the thing ran across the road in front of him, teeth bigger'n a steak knife. Claims it stopped in the middle of the road and stood up, growling at him. If ya' ask me, he had one too many to drink."

Amy put her hand on her stomach and breathed deeply of the calming, familiar mountain air. She fought the nausea and made her way to the door, swiping her two month old badge for entry. She could get away from this ridiculous tale, she was sure. It was one of those things goofy novelty stories that get a little attention until something fresher and funnier comes along. Soon a bear would dive into a hotel pool, or someone would run their car through the front of their rental cabin and she could go back to her new normal, she thought as she put her purse in her small locker and smiled big for the tourists as she stepped into the common room.

"I swear it," came a loud, booming voice as soon as she stepped through the door. "The thing crossed the road as pretty as you please. It left claw marks two inches deep in the road. I slammed on my brakes and it stopped right in front of me and looked me dead in the face. These glowing reddish gold eyes that seemed like they could stare right into my soul. I swear I could feel just how much it hated me in that moment."

"What happened then?" a young man, all decked out in hiking gear asked in wonder.

"That thing took a deep breath and, I swear I could see steam coming off every inch of its body, but it looked like it grew two feet. It raised its head and let out some holler that sounded half howl and half scream, and then it walked off on its hind legs just like a man. It came up on the side of the road and it raised a hand - not a paw - this thing looked just like a giant human hand, and tore down some branches and disappeared in the brush."

"Good Lord, what did you do?"

"This is the third time he's told this bull story," came a voice from Amy's right.

Amy shook herself back to reality. She didn't realize she had frozen when she heard the man talking. Her mouth had gone dry and Amy blinked her eyes a few times to get her bearings before looking at Beth, her co-worker at the visitor's center.

"Really?" she asked, feeling suddenly very small and stupid.

"Yeah," Beth said with a laugh. "Idiot thinks he's impressing people with it, I guess. Like he's the first man to see a bear cross the road."

"He says it was a bear?" Amy asked.

"No, he claims he doesn't know what it was, but says it was definitely not a bear."

"What is everyone else saying?"

"He had one group in here a bit ago convinced it was a damn Bigfoot. It's worse than a tabloid in here."

Amy just laughed and made her way to her designated desk area, struggling to tune the man's story out as he fielded questions from the hiker - the only person actually listening to him.

"What kind of animal was it?" the young man asked.

"I really don't know, man. That's why I came here. No animal I've heard of matches the description so I figured I'd ask the travel experts for help identifying it. None of them have any suggestions besides bears, though."

"It could have been a bear," the hiker agreed, looking visibly relieved at the idea. "I've seen plenty of big bears on the Appalachian Trail. I'm through-hiking from Georgia and I've seen plenty."

"No way. I've seen bears and this wasn't a bear. My next stop is a ranger station to talk to them about it. Surely someone has a worthwhile suggestion."

"I hope you get some answers, man" the hiker said, looking relieved to find a way to break away from the man and his crazy ideas. 

"Oh, I will. I won't rest until I know what that thing was."

But Amy knew what it was. After hearing the man's description, right down to the steam rising from the thing's body, she felt certain the beast she'd had nightmares about for months had returned. The thing had a name she had struggled to believe even after everything she'd seen. Werewolf. A beast out of legend that had turned her life and beliefs upside down and taken the love of her life. But they had destroyed them. Tyler was buried and Doug and Tyler's father were destroyed. Could something have gone wrong with Kayla? They had both been worried the beasts would return, but now more than ever she wanted to know just - 
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Chapter 3
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"- How did it happen?" Tyler asked the old man slowly.

"What?"

"This. Me. I'm here. Alive."

"A'yuh. I can see that. What's the question?"

"I was dead. I distinctly remember being shot by the woman I love. Doesn't that mean I should be dead?"

"That depends, son. That all depends. The Wolf is not easily predictable. And tonight being what it is could have some significance, too."

"Tonight. The Wolf Moon?"

"Blood Wolf Moon, to be exact. The ancients believe the moon has power. The wolf does, too."

Tyler's head was swimming. Just a day ago he'd been dead. Apparently he had spent the last 3 months dead as far as he could remember. But how was he here now? Was this some next stage of life for him? Had the wolf somehow brought him back?

"You're awful quiet, son. We're almost there, you know."

"Sorry. This is a lot. I mean, as far as I know this time yesterday I was dead."

"When do you think you died, boy? Do you remember that much?"

"I do. It was the night of the Super Blood Moon Eclipse. In October."

The old man blinked a few times, seemingly unphased.

"Did you hear me?" Tyler asked, raising his voice as the rage within him boiled a little closer to the surface.

“I did. You think you may have spent the last handful of months a dead man. But now you’re sitting here beside me. That about right?”

“Yeah, I guess that’s the long and short of it,” Tyler said, unable to believe what he thought himself.

“That the place up there?” the old man asked him as Amy’s house rolled into view.

“Yeah. That’s it. But it doesn’t look like she’s home.”

“Anywhere else you want to check, boy?”

Tyler gave the man his address, hoping at the very least he’d be able to use his hide-a-key and go inside for clothes so he could get out of this man’s stiff clothes. Assuming his claim on the house hadn’t been revoked by the bank.

“How do you stay so calm about this?”

“What’s that?”

“All of this. You find me passed out in your yard naked as the day I was born, you talk like you know something about this thing, and you aren’t even phased by the idea that I think I could have spent the last few months dead, yet here I am.”

“The wolf will do things like that,” the old man said, being as vague as he had proven to be all morning. “When you’ve been around as long as I have, not a lot surprises you anymore.” Silence filled the cabin of the truck as they fast approached Tyler’s house. It wasn’t until they pulled into his driveway that Tyler realized the old man still hadn’t given his name.

“Ben,” he said, when Tyler mentioned it. “Ben Randolph.”

***
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“Amy?” asked the young woman Amy had grown close to over the last few months. “Are you OK, girl?”

“Yeah, Beth. I’m good,” Amy said, forcing herself to look Beth in the eyes.

“Is it the baby?” Beth asked, barely above a whisper. The woman, just a few years older than Amy, was more shy and reserved than anyone Amy had ever met. She hadn’t said much of anything about who her baby’s father was, but she wouldn’t dream of hiding the truth out of respect for herself as well as Tyler. She suspected Beth believed her to be one of the many one-night-stand mothers one sees frequently in today’s world, though. 

“Yeah,” she said, forcing a smile. “Little critter is putting up a fit this morning.” She had quickly found if she was feeling even slightly out of sorts it was easier to blame motherhood than to admit the truth.

“Stories like that won’t help,” Beth said, jerking her now scowling face in the direction of the story-telling tourist. “That fool hasn’t shut up in an hour. I heard him telling someone he’s waiting on a news reporter here. I hope to goodness he was lying.”

Amy smiled and nodded, feeling the familiar knot of panic clench her stomach with a white-hot fist. The last thing anyone, especially Amy, needed was a reporter sniffing around this story, real or not. No matter what this guy did or did not see, some very real horror had taken place in these mountains and it wouldn’t take Sherlock Holmes to figure it out. It hadn’t even been half a year since Amy had seen three monsters eerily similar to what this man had described, creatures she still had nightmares about. 

“What about you, miss?” the man asked unexpectedly, approaching Amy with a wild look in his eyes, desperate for recognition. “Have you ever seen anything like what I’ve described?”

“I have seen a lot of things living in these mountains,” she said honestly, “and I’ve heard a lot of legends, but I’ve never much believed them.”

“But I know what I saw,” the man said with a conviction in his voice that reminded her of Kayla’s.

Her friend had been adamant that she had seen the face of their boss, her ex lover, in her window the day after his body had been found on a mountainside. Amy wanted to comfort this man as she had Kayla after they later realized Doug was, in fact, still up and walking around, being kept alive by the beast that had taken over his body.

"I'm sure you do, hun," she said, plastering a plastic smile on her face and turning on the Southern charm. "I just can't say I've seen the same thing."

The man started to open his mouth in desperate protest when a familiar face walked in and asked for help.

"Excuse me," the small, petite blonde said. "I'm looking for Randy Jacobs?"

The man whirled around, not hiding the fact he was a little shaken by the slender woman in her tight pencil skirt.

"Are you Julia?" he asked hesitantly.

"I am, Mr. Jacobs," Julia Pence, the local features reporter Amy had recognized instantly said, stepping forward and giving the tourist's outstretched hand two quick shakes.

"I understand you've had quite the encounter," Julia said, leaping right into reporter mode, turning on a special charm of her own.

Amy rolled her eyes at the man's turned back. She could tell Julia had enamored another man with her looks and fleety personality. The two women had been old chums in school - not that they had a plethora of options. Julia had always been a bit jealous of Amy's ability to be both pretty and smart, finding the grades didn't come to her as easy as they did to Amy. But Amy's boyfriend did. Amy had walked in from gym class one day to find her boyfriend necking with Julia against the girl's locker room door, not even trying to hide it. Since then there had been no love lost between the two women.

Amy busied herself checking for emails and park updates while her old schoolmate talked to the increasingly frenzied tourist. She noticed a camera man setting up in the corner, ready to film an interview she had no doubt would make a complete laughing stock of the community.

"Ok, Hector," Julia said to the cameraman after he was ready, "can you mike Mr. Jacobs here?"

"Sure, Julia," the man said, going ahead with his task as the reporter went around checking her shot.

"Good. With any luck this will show the boss I can cut the occasional investigative piece. Now we just need to find someone else to talk to."

Amy tried to duck out of sight into the employee area, but Julia's eyes fell straight on her.

"Oh my gosh," she said, imitating the schoolgirl she used to be. "Amy, is that you?"

"You know darn well it is," Amy thought, instead saying "Julia, as I live and breathe. What are you doing here?"

"I heard about what Mr. Jacobs saw and I just had to come get the story myself," the reporter said, a hint of something in her eyes. Was it mischief, Amy wondered. She didn't have to wait long to find out.

"Oh my word," Julia said, her eyes dropping to the swollen belly Amy was already having a little trouble hiding. "Is that what I think it is?"

Amy forced a grin again, "Yes, it sure is. I'm a few months along already."

"That's fantastic," Julia said, grabbing Amy's hand and telling her the thing Amy had dreaded hearing. "We need another face for this story. I'd love to get the opinion of one of our average locals and you'd be perfect."

"I was actually just telling this gentleman that I have never seen anything like what he's describing," Amy said. "I can't imagine I'd be good for the story."

"Nonsense," Julia said, her eyes widening, flicking one last time to Amy's stomach and seeing there was no ring on her left hand. "Your disbelief would add the perfect element!"

Amy found herself steered to the center of the room before she could object again, the strange insistence of her old friend overtaking her will to resist as her heart raced.

"Hector, another mike, please. Amy here is going to be our star credible witness."

Amy felt the man shove a small box into her hand and ask her to clip it on her belt as he fumbled to attach the microphone to her shirt collar.

"Alright, you two, this is boilerplate stuff. Mr. Jacobs, I'll ask you to describe what you saw. Tell me in as much detail as you can, just don't curse. This is television, after all. Amy, when he's done, I'll jump to you. Just fall right in."

"OK, here we go. Rolling," Hector said as Julia adjusted her hair in the reflection of the camera lens, producing a thin mike from her small handbag and plugging it into the box on her side.

Amy was paralyzed as the light of the camera went on, blinding her momentarily, her heart racing harder than ever.
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Chapter 4
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Tyler walked past the covered shape of his car in the driveway. Amy had clearly been working to make things look normal. Tyler stalked slowly across the yard, hearing the truck behind him chug back into the road. He still couldn't believe what the old man had told him.

Ben Randolph. Tyler's heart had stopped for a second when he heard the man's name. Could it be this man was somehow related to him? The wolf inside Tyler rose and thrashed in Tyler's spirit, rage like nothing he'd ever felt before rising in his throat. He was fairly certain he actually growled at the man.

"Yeah," Randolph had said. "It won't like the name. Listen, son, if you need anything, you know where to find me. Just do me a favor."

"What's that?" Tyler asked through gritted teeth.

"If you come back to the farm, please come with clothes on."

Tyler chuckled again as he walked onto the familiar porch and saw his mail stacked under the mailbox beside his door. Tyler crouched and reached under the rocking chair to find the small hide-a-key he kept there. He assumed Amy had used his original to get his car home. He half hoped she’d be inside, or would have been staying there so he could get a whiff of her scent, see her beautiful face. But he knew that would be too good to be true. With any luck Amy had been able to move on with her life. 

This thought made Tyler freeze in place. It had been months since he died. Amy herself had been the one to take his life. He couldn’t imagine what toll that had taken on her. He swung the door open, his eyes falling on his belongings as if nothing had changed. He tried to remember what else had happened that night as he crossed the threshold and closed the door. 

He got a brief flash of his father being ravaged by his own hand. His breath caught in his throat as he felt the bite of pain in his chest where the bullets Amy fired into him had struck. He reached up a hand, touching the ugly knotted scars that stood out there, just over his heart. His knees gave out as he remember Amy’s goodbye, his own pain, and the slow fade into blackness that he took to be his death.

Tyler let loose a scream that shook the windows of his small house. What the hell was happening? He died. He knew he was dead. Now here he was in this house again. His body shuddered as the rage rose again. He fought it down, his fists clenched, shoulders heaving. He slammed his fists into the floor and unleashed another howl, slamming his fists down again and shattering the floorboards as he felt the wolf resigning into his subconscious again. 

Tyler examined the freshly broken holes in his floor and laughed to himself as he sensed the increased strength of the beast within him. He had vague memories of the massive strength the wolf had exhibited as it was first taking hold of him. He closed his eyes and tried to think back on the strength he had felt on the last night of his life. He remembered the rage as he saw his father, as well as the wolf that had animated the body of his dead boss, even Jasper the dog. The taste of blood filled his mouth as he remembered fighting them all. Finally, his mind returned to the feeling of being shot, the rage and pain the memory caused making his stomach cramp fiercely.

Hunger. That was what he felt. Tyler climbed to his feet and lumbered toward the kitchen, hoping there was something edible still there. He could smell the stench of rot as he approached the refrigerator and decided he would be much safer trying the freezer. He remembered there should be a large supply of meat there, unless Amy had eaten it. He tore the door open and his mouth watered at the sight of several thick steaks, coated with a sheen of ice, the taint of freezer burn just beginning to stain the edges of the red meat. He grabbed two of them and a pan from the cabinet, not even bothering to rinse the months of dust off before dumping the frozen hunks inside. 

Hunger burning, he turned the heat to the highest setting, relishing in the sound and smell of the sizzling flesh as the pan quickly warmed. Less than a minute after dropping the steak into the pan, Tyler turned them with his bare hand, licking the juices off his dirty fingers with a ferocity he didn’t recognize. Saliva filled his mouth, threatening to spill over his bottom lip as he waited on the meat to thaw. After another minute or so he grabbed one of the steak and brought it to his mouth, tearing through the barely cooked meat until his teeth struck the still frozen center.

Gagging at the temperature and texture of the frozen steak, he dropped the meat back into the pan, forcing himself to calm down. He could feel the rage and hunger bubbling just below the surface of his consciousness, but he made himself stop. With a deep breath, he grabbed a plate from the cabinet and a knife and fork from his silverware drawer and turned the steaks, allowing them to finish thawing. Once he placed the two steaming, rare steaks on the plate, he smothered them in steak sauce and went into the living room, hoping he could force himself to eat slowly and calmly if the television was on. 

Tyler sat down and got a whiff of Amy’s perfume from the couch. She had been here. Not recently, but recently enough for her scent to cling to the fabric. This made his heart skip a beat and made the wolf rage at the same time. He wanted nothing more than to see her, to tell her he was alive somehow, but he didn’t know what would happen. To her, or to him.

His stomach rumbled as he sat on the edge of the couch, television remote in hand. Barely restraining himself, he turned on the dusty set and sat back, slicing a huge blood red mouthful of meat. He was silently thankful he had set his bills on autopay as the sound of a news broadcast kept his brain barely occupied while he focused on his meal. The warm, soft, flavorful food seemed to swim over his teeth, coating the inside of his mouth with its savory flavors. He swallowed one bite and quickly cut another, larger one. It wasn’t until he bit the inside of his cheek that he realized he was devouring the meat so ravenously he must have broken a tooth. Pain flooded the inside of his mouth as he opened his jaw, pulling out the tooth that had pierced his cheek. He reached into his mouth only to feel the sharp fangs rescinding into his gums as he calmed. 

“This is too much,” he said, putting his plate on the table. “I have to figure out how to control this.”

“Mr. Jacobs, here at one of our several local visitors centers, has agreed to describe the creature he saw last night,” came the voice from the television, the words drawing Tyler in and making him lose focus on himself and his hunger.

“Well, there was this beast. I was driving through the mountains and this thing just came busting out of the bushes on the side of the road and stopped right in front of me. It looked me square in the face through the windshield and just glared at me. I could see hate in its eyes. I swear they glowed like a red-gold color.”

“And what did it look like?” the reporter asked.

“It was huge. Furry. At least eight or nine feet tall. It had muscles like you wouldn’t believe. It had like a wolf head, but I would swear it had huge, human-like hands. It had fangs, a tail,” the man stammered erratically, but Tyler was most stunned by his last remark.

“It was all covered in fur, except for three gnarly white scars on its chest. It looked at me and pulled its lips back and howled or screamed. It scratched at the road and at me, acted like it was going to charge at my truck, then just took off into the woods on the other side of the road, tearing through the brush like it was paper.”

“And then what did you do?”

“I hauled a- well, I left,” the man said, catching himself with a grin that looked poorly practiced.

Tyler felt his hand go to his chest which was still covered by Ben Randolph’s overalls, feeling the knotted flesh standing out there for the second time since he got home. He let his eyes drop as he half-listened to the reporter thanking the man for his statement. Had he been seen last night? Could it be a coincidence this story was on the news the day he literally came back from the dead? With the scars to match the story at that?

“Fortunately, we happen to have something of an expert on local wildlife and goings on here with us, who may have something to say about Mr. Jacobs’s encounter. Local visitors center expert, Amy Castle. Amy, would you like to say anything about the creature Mr. Jacobs saw?”

Tyler’s blood ran cold at the mention of Amy’s name. He had a split second of doubt it could be her before the camera flipped over and centered her in the frame. It was Amy. His Amy. He couldn’t believe it. The world stood still as she made eye contact with the camera and froze, her mouth open and no sound coming out. Tyler felt the wolf rise in hatred as slowly, protectively, Amy placed a hand on her barely swollen stomach, which the camera man had been sure to get into frame.

“Amy? Ms. Castle?” the reporter repeated. “Would you like to say anything about the creature in question?”

The light reflected in Amy’s eyes as Tyler’s locked onto the screen. It was definitely Amy, and it looked like there were some developments since he’d died. 

“Um...,” Amy said, sweat beginning to break out on her forehead.

“Ms. Castle,” the reporter broke in again. “Mr. Jacobs has given us a detailed description of the creature that attacked him this morning. Would you say you have ever seen anything like it?”

This seemed to awaken Amy from her stupor.

“Well, no actually, Julia,” she said cooly. “I’ve lived in these mountains as long as you have, of course, and I have never seen anything remotely like what Mr. Jacobs is describing.”

Julia flashed a big smile to the camera before speaking again.

“Of course, we’re both natives of these beautiful Smoky Mountains but you’re saying in all your time living here, working in tourism, you’ve never seen anything resembling what Mr. Jacobs is describing?”

“No,” Amy said firmly. “Have you?”
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Chapter 5
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“That witch,” Julia Pence said again, slamming the door of the van as she climbed inside. “Can you believe that tramp put me on the spot like that?”

“It was rough,” Hector the cameraman said, suppressing a grin.

Julia had floundered at Amy’s question. She couldn’t believe the audacity the woman had, doing that to her on such a big story. Julia had been all over the story from the second she heard it, remembering years of tales her grandfather had shared with her of seeing a hairy,  man-like beast in the mountains. Stories he had heard from his own grandfather and father, as well as stories of his own encounters. Of course, she could never say these things on camera, in front of people. She had stuttered and stumbled, searching for a response, but had barely been able to find even a single word. Fortunately she would be able to edit the question and her own fumbling response out of the reel before it aired.

The young witness, Mr. Jacobs, had been nearly frantic to learn neither of the two natives to the Smokies would admit to ever seeing anything like the giant creature he encountered. Neither bothered to tell him they’d heard rumors of even stranger things roaming the mountains for centuries, not wanting to stir him up more. Everyone involved was glad when the tourist finally left, head down, and drove away with nothing but a story to show for his bizarre encounter.

Julia had taken the man’s number and email so she could get him a link to the story when it aired, and just as importantly, so she could follow up with the man as she did her own digging on his sighting. No matter how much it confused her, she couldn’t help but admit that the man’s story was quite in line with those of her grandfather, prompting her to instantly begin questioning everything she had dismissed as wives’ tales and superstitions her entire life.

Ten minutes after leaving, Julia helped Hector haul his equipment back in the news building, both of them retiring to a back room to watch their footage. The interview was very standard, nothing Julia hadn’t seen dozens of times a week for the last two years. Until she got to Amy. 

“Wait a minute,” she called to Hector as she reached out to rewind the footage. “Watch her face when I ask her if she has seen anything similar before.”

The pair watched as, even in her frozen confusion, Amy’s face flushed. The pretty woman’s brow furrowed for just a second before she spoke, creating a look of confusion and, if Julia didn’t know better, she’d say guilt. She couldn’t prove it by any means, but no matter how she felt about the woman she was almost positive Amy had been lying. It was bad enough the witch had turned the question back on Julia, making her fumble and try to make sense of her own feelings, but to see this possibility brought Julia to a new level of rage.

“She looks terrified,” Hector said through a yawn. 

“Are you blind,” Julia asked, rewinding the footage and zooming until Amy’s face filled the considerable screen from corner to corner before playing it again. “She cuts her eyes to the left, scrunches her face up, hesitates. That witch is lying.”

Julia cut the end of the interview, where she was put on the spot, replacing it with a standard closing she filmed outside the visitors center before they left, and saved the file in her own queue before sending it to her boss. That done, she hurried out the door to her modest little gas efficient sedan. She couldn’t stand being in the office for one more minute feeling so angry and embarrassed.

***
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Hector stood up with a stretch, silently thankful Julia hadn’t noticed him save the original file of the interview - including her idiotic fumbling admitance she had never seen a big, hairy monster in the mountains - on his computer before letting her alter the file. He had made it a point, over the last year especially, to save any embarrassing moment of hers he could, and there was no shortage of them. It was sort of his own personal reward to himself, since he was the only cameraman assigned to Pence. None of the others would agree to work with her. Tony, the longest running non-news staff had actually refused at the highest level, telling Brenda the station owner he would quit on the spot before he worked with Julia Pence again.

In her short time at the station Julia had stepped on nearly everyone’s toes, quickly earning herself a reputation little better than the one Amy was familiar with from school. Hector could handle her, though. People with big mouths and bigger attitudes sooner or later would fall in a hole they dug with their own stubbornness. He just wanted the paycheck at this point, so he went where the boss told him.

Roger, knowing Hector wouldn’t object, assigned him to every story Julia came up with. Both men knew Pence had some sort of an agenda, but both also felt she wouldn’t be able to cut it in the real world if she was ever allowed to advance beyond fluffy feature stories. This fact alone would have sent her out the door, if it wasn’t for the fact that she was young and pretty and helped ratings. Pressing play once more in the last 30 seconds of the video, Hector laughed as Julia sputtered over an explanation for Amy’s question while the tourist who sparked the whole mess with his ridiculous claim fidgeted in the background.

He grinned as he looked at his computer, a frame of a frazzled and blushing Julia Pence the last thing he saw of his desk before leaving that night. He had only lived in the mountains for about ten years and even he felt this tourist was some kind of wacko. He didn’t know what the kid had seen, he thought as he locked up and walked to his car, the sky growing bright orange with the lowering sun, but he knew he needed a drink. He would be hitting the bar hard tonight.

***
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Tyler stared in awe at the television screen as the broadcast went to commercial. Amy had been there, at a visitors center he knew fairly well. Not only that, she had been interviewed about an encounter he was becoming increasingly certain had been with himself. She had, of course, denied ever seeing such a creature and had, in fact, turned the reporter on her head. 

Tyler recognized the woman from the fluff pieces he had seen her cover last fall and part of him  wanted to laugh, but he knew he had to get to Amy. Now he knew exactly where to go. Granted, he didn’t know how long ago she had been there, it was at least a start. 

Half a steak in his plate forgotten, Tyler stood quickly and ran upstairs. He tore Ben Randolph’s clothes from his body and pulled on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, spraying on some body spray and hoping he didn’t look too rough. Feeling more human, he rushed to the hall table, thanking the powers that be that Amy had left his keys in the dish he had typically kept them in. He was careful to pause long enough to return his spare key to the hidden box under his rocking chair, before running into the driveway.

Heart pounding in his chest, Tyler grabbed the dust cover over the shape in his driveway, half expecting to find his car a wolf-clawed mess. Vague memories of being slammed into the side of it filled his mind. He was met with the shining visage of a beautifully waxed piece of American muscle. Jet black paint glistened in the lowering sunlight as Tyler threw the car cover toward the house and unlocked the driver’s side door. With barely a second thought, he turned the key in the ignition, feeling his familiar old ride roar to life beneath him. Tyler felt like himself for the first time since waking up in that field and now, more than ever, he knew as he threw the car into gear he had to find Amy. 
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Chapter 6
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Amy smiled again as she watched the tourist’s truck pull out. The man had all but deflated as she and Julia had discussed having never before seen anything like what he had described. She felt another twinge of guilt as she remembered several hundred, if not thousands, of people would be seeing her lie on television and, God forbid, online as well.

“Dang, Amy,” Beth said, sidling up to her young friend, waving a brochure in front of her face jokingly. “You smoked ‘im.”

“Yeah, well, Julia always has been a little witch,” Amy whispered as their supervisor stepped out of his office. 

“Amy,” Stuart said, flashing his shark-like, impossibly bright smile. 

“Afternoon, Stu,” Amy said, trying not to show her utter revulsion at the nearly middle-aged man who, more often than not, tried to hit on her despite her very obvious lack of interest. 

“Nice show with the reporter there,” he said. 

“Oh -,” she started before his smile disappeared and he interrupted her. 

“How about you check with me next time before you run a train wreck through my office, eh?”

“Stu, I didn’t -” he cut her off again.

“That guy might be a nut, but he could have brought a lot of business our way before you cut his story down on the news. Why didn’t you check with me first?”

“Stuart, the girl didn’t ask for that shit show,” Beth said, stepping between Amy and the now defensive little man. “That bimbo reporter busted in here and threw a mike on Amy with no warning, so don’t you give her any guff about something she didn’t have any control over.”

“Is that true, Amy?” he asked, obviously nervous to have Beth so riled up. Despite being thin as a twig and overly sweet, Amy had no doubt Beth could put Stuart in his place any time she needed to. 

“Yes, Stuart,” Amy said cooly. “I had barely started  my shift when Mr. Jacobs grabbed me and started asking me questions. He was on his third round telling his story and asking questions when the news people got here. Julia heard what he had to say and pounced. She had the camera on me and was recording before I could spit.”

“Ah,” the older man said, his too-big teeth jutting forward from between his lips in a way that reminded Amy of the puffer fish she liked watching at the nearby aquarium.

“Well, just don’t go on the news as a representative of this business without my say so, OK? The tourism board is sure to be all over us now.”

“Sure, Stuart. Next time someone shoves a camera in my face, I’ll zip my lips and ask your permission.”

Without waiting for a response Amy stormed off through the small, now mostly empty, visitor’s center, slamming the door to the employee break room behind her.  She heard Stuart mumbling something under his breath as she walked away and did her best not to imagine the garbage he was spouting. She went into the restroom and closed the door, putting her head in her hands. Tears tried to well up behind her eyelids and, despite her fighting them as hard as she could, she soon felt them run down her slender nose and heard them drip onto the cold floor.

Amy felt the pressure of her life squeeze her lungs like a vice. Tyler’s death had been the start of a whirlwind of stress for Amy and she still felt shocked she could face the day sometimes. When she closed her eyes she could see Tyler’s broken body, the bullet wounds she had caused among the only wounds that hadn’t already begun to heal. Even the nightmares that still kept her awake most nights were nothing compared to the horrific memories that plagued her in the days and weeks after Tyler’s death.

The first day was the worst, she remembered. Kayla, the only human besides her who had survived the attack of the werewolves, had taken charge quickly, despite her own problems. Kayla had taken the bite of a werewolf and hadn’t died, the curse instead passing into her and healing her, making her another albeit weaker version of the beast that had torn apart Amy’s boyfriend and the father of her child. Kayla alone had helped Amy pick up what pieces remained of her shattered life, helping her choose a
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