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Where the Wolves Run Free

 

The wolf weaved through the pines, each exhale a soft sigh of relief. Snow tingled on his paws. The winter chill gave his nose a playful tickle. The air was crisp, with a rainbow of smells underneath—a rabbit he briefly considered chasing, a bear he easily avoided with a sharp turn to the right. And something else he couldn’t easily define, something that smelled like home and freedom.

The night was alive with small sounds. Some were a warning, while others carried the potential for a chase and a meal. For now, though, he didn’t follow any of those branches of possibility. He only ran. And each stride took him farther from the dark and empty human house he had abandoned for the night, and the darker and emptier human heart he had left behind along with it.

A new smell made him stop and sniff the air. Wolf, the wolf part of his brain easily supplied, but the human part told him it was something else. Sure enough, the woman who stepped out from behind the thick clump of trees was human. Her face was wrinkled, her tangled hair white, but she stood as straight and strong as someone half her age, her legs planted wide, her arms folded across her chest. Her thin gray dress, barely more than a nightgown, was out of place in the winter woods. Her bare feet, more so. But she showed no discomfort. The cold hadn’t even raised goosebumps on her arms.

He drew in another long breath, tasting the air. Puzzling over her, and the animal scent that rolled off her.

The hair on the back of his neck bristled. Something was wrong about her. Not just the bare feet and arms, not just the smell of her, but the way she stared down at him without fear. Prey that didn’t run from a predator was dangerous. Sick.

Not prey, he reminded himself a second too late. Human. I am a human, and I do not hurt other humans. Not ever. I’m in control.

He turned to run. Behind him, she said something—not in human words, or in the yips and growls of a wolf, but something that was at once both and neither. And then he was lying in the snow, naked and shivering, long ungainly limbs sprawled every which way. No longer the wolf, but Matthew.

He wrapped his trembling arms around his chest. He knew he had to run—if he hadn’t been sure she was dangerous before, she had just confirmed it—but he couldn’t force himself up. Couldn’t process anything but the cold.

She stared down at him. Her lips twisted in something that wasn’t a smile. “You don’t need to fear the cold. The wolf will keep you warm.”

The wolf. He stared up at the moon, and let its light call to the wolf within. It wasn’t like flexing a muscle, he had discovered early on. It was more like… opening a door. But now that door was closed. The moon was close enough to full that it should have been easy, the way it had been when he had stepped out of his car after driving up here. But she was holding the wolf back somehow, blocking him from reaching it.

The crisp cold was now an ache deep in his bones. The smells were gone, and the sounds, leaving nothing but a darkness closing over him like a pillowcase thrown over his head. But a beam of moonlight illuminated the woman like she was standing in the middle of a stage. Her hair glowed white in the cold light; her eyes shone blue. She studied him like he was an interesting puzzle and she was considering sweeping his pieces off the table and starting over.

“Who are you?” Matthew asked, trying—and failing—not to let his voice shake. He knew what she was, or at least part of it. With the wolf smell underneath the human skin, it didn’t take a genius to tell that she was like him. But all he knew about the wolves was what the note had told him, and that wasn’t much.

Matthew had found it in his bag, handwritten and anonymous, when he had unpacked his bags after that summer camping trip—his first attempt to outrun his grief. Until that moment, he had thought the wolf attack just outside his campsite had been a bad dream. Nothing else could have explained the way the bite had been gone by morning, not even a trace of pink on his skin. But he couldn’t explain away the note as a dream.

The note had explained the curse his attacker had passed on to him in a moment of lost control. At the end, the note-writer had apologized—as if an apology helped anything. But the note had given him a chance to prepare before his first shift hit, which was something. He had driven out to the hiking trails, instead of destroying his house and waking up naked in a pile of broken glass and pillow stuffing. Not that there was anything left in that house that he cared about preserving.

“Who am I?” She frowned, like she needed to think about the answer for a moment. “I am a defender of wolves. For now, that will suffice. The rest, you may come to understand, or you may not. We shall see.”

The note hadn’t mentioned anything about any women calling themselves defenders of wolves.

Matthew let out a sigh of relief, even though her eyes were still cold. “Then we’re on the same side.”

The woman scoffed. “Of course we are. If you were an enemy, you would be dead already.”

“Are… are you here to help me?” Matthew asked when the woman didn’t say anything else.

“That depends. Who are you?”

“Then you didn’t come looking for me? You didn’t know I would be out here?” A hundred acres of parkland, and two werewolves had simply stumbled on one another. What were the odds? Although he supposed the answer to that question depended on just how many of them there were.

But she didn’t confirm it. Instead, she said, “I didn’t say that. I asked who you are.” She was still evaluating him like a puzzle, but now it looked like flipping the table and walking away was an option.

He shivered. “I’m Matthew Gagnier. I’m a… a werewolf, like you.” He stumbled over the word, which sounded like it belonged in a fairytale, or on TV. He paused, but she didn’t respond. That must not have been what she was looking for. “I’m, um, an accountant at Houston and Long, downtown. You know the place, the big brick building that always puts up Christmas lights in October…” He was babbling. He shut his mouth.

She still said nothing. She rolled her hand in a go-on gesture.

What did she want from him? “I’m… I have three brothers. I’m the youngest.” I have a wife and two daughters, he almost said. “I’m twenty-nine years old. I’m white. I’m five-foot-ten. What do you want from me?”

She waited another moment, but he didn’t say anything else. He was tapped out. If that wasn’t good enough for her, he didn’t know what would be.

“If that is who you are,” she finally said, with a contemptuous tilt of her nose and a disappointed droop to her eyes, “then no, I am not here to help you. I am here to protect the wolf from you.” Her gaze took on another layer of ice. “At any cost.”

Matthew shivered again, and not from the cold. “If you’re worried about me leading people to you, don’t be. I haven’t told anyone what I am. And I’m going to make sure I don’t get careless enough for them to find out. That’s why I’m practicing—to get better at control. And I am. Getting better, I mean.”

“Control? Pah. You’re getting worse at opening the cage, is what you’re getting.” She shook her head. “Listen more carefully, human. I didn’t say I was here to protect us from you—although I will make sure we’re protected, have no doubt of that. I’m here to protect the wolf from you, that’s what I said. One wolf. Your wolf.”

Matthew would have laughed if he hadn’t been so scared and so cold. “My wolf? It’s a curse I picked up on a camping trip I shouldn’t have taken. If anything, the thing under my skin is a danger to me, not the other way around.”

The woman raised a skeptical eyebrow. “If the wolf is a curse, then why are you here tonight, letting him run free? Transformation is only involuntary on the full moon, and the full moon isn’t until tomorrow.”

“I told you,” Matthew said. “To practice my control.”

The woman made a harsh noise. “If you lie to me again, this conversation will be over.” Her eyes glinted with shards of ice. “And if we can’t have a productive conversation, you won’t like the other solutions I have to offer.”

Matthew open his mouth to tell her he wasn’t lying. The woman’s gaze drilled into him. Deep inside him, a wolf whined. He was halfway through uncurling his arms from around his chest before he realized he was trying to roll over to show his belly.

He sat up straight, and let his arms fall awkwardly at his sides. “All right, so I wanted to run. To lose myself in the wolf for a little while. To—” The rest caught in his throat. The part about how he had needed to get out of that empty house. “You’re like me,” he said instead. “You understand, don’t you? How exhilarating it can be. How freeing. Like a break from reality.”

“I am not like you,” she said, in a voice colder than the snow packed around his legs. “But yes, I know why you run. And I know what you’re running from. We’ve been watching you for some time.”

He tried not to shiver at the thought of cold blue
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