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Part Four

Evan woke to the sound of growling. Adrenaline fueled his muscles, making him spasm for need of doing something even though he didn't know what. He looked around his room, confused by the sound. Had he heard a wolf growling, or was it a dream?

The bed shifted under him, accompanied by another snarling sound that had to come from a wild animal. His question was answered; he wasn't crazy. But under his bed?

He sat up and twisted, catching himself in the blankets. His eyes fell on the empty sheets beside him. Where was CJ? His girlfriend had worn him out last night and then cuddled up next to him. They'd fallen asleep and then— now— this. 

"Ceej?" he whispered, hoping he was being stupid or still dreaming.

His bed shuddered again as something struck the bottom of it.

Evan stared at his bed, his sleepy brain unable to make sense of it. He didn't believe in monsters under the bed, but how could a wild animal get in his room? He looked around and made sure his window and door were still closed. What was beneath him?

Amidst more growling Evan yanked the sheets free of his legs and torso, rubbing his side from where they'd gotten twisted under him. He threw the blankets back and rolled over so he could lean over the side. The growling sounded like it came from the other side so he figured he'd be safe, but he knew how fast a pissed off animal could move.

The early morning light coming through the blinds on his window was too weak for him to see more than shadows under his bed. The shadows did tell him that whatever it was, was big. Man sized, even.

A chill swept through Evan as he studied the jerking shape. "CJ?" he breathed. Whoever— or whatever— didn't respond to him.

Evan swung his legs off the bed and stood up. He backed away to be safe and made it to the door before the bed was rattled hard enough to lift it up an inch or two and drop it back down. Only the legs on the side away from him bumped, but it was loud and it caused an even louder and angrier snarl to come out from under the bed.

"What the fu—" Evan's question was interrupted as his butt met his door. He yelped and jumped, surprised by the contact. His hand fumbled against the wall until he found the light switch and turned it on. Light flooded the room from the overhead light on the fan over his bed. He squinted and dropped his gaze to the floor, expecting some nightmare from outer space to be crawling towards him and drooling acid.

The growling and thrashing stopped for a moment, but only a moment. Evan's heart eased and then leapt into his throat again when his bed jerked and a howl split the air. A howl that sounded all too much like the noise the wolves had made.

Evan twisted and looked around for a weapon. He had pocket  knives in his dresser and a ball bat in his closet. Neither was close by. He could just open the door and run away. Get his dad and come back with a gun, maybe. Except he still didn't know where CJ was. Unless the shape under his bed really was CJ. But why would she howl and growl? Not to mention how did she get strong enough to lift his bed up like that?

He shook his head. It couldn't be her. But who, or what, was it?

His door jerked into his back, causing a second yelp to slip past his lips. He staggered forward and then threw himself to the side, dancing to keep from falling until he bounced off his wall next to his closet. He jumped back away from the foot of his bed and saw his dad push the door open again and step into the doorway.

"What's going on in here?" his dad asked after seeing Evan standing nude against the wall.

Evan opened his mouth to respond but he didn't know what to say. He pointed at his bed, or rather under his bed, and had a little help in the form of a fresh snarl. "That!" he managed to say.

Sean's eyes went back to the bed and narrowed. He was wearing a pair of sweatpants and no shirt. "Where's CJ?"

Evan shook his head. "Gone. Not here. I don't know."

"All right, I'll grab the sheets, you look under there," his dad said and stepped forward. He glanced at Evan and motioned with his head and his eyes, repeating his words with a gesture.

Evan nodded and swallowed. He scooted over and knelt down on the floor, still far enough away he thought he'd be safe. His dad moved closer but kept his feet back before he leaned forward and grabbed the sheets. He glanced at Evan again to make sure he was ready and yanked the sheet and blanket off the bed.

The added overhead light spilled under the bed and proved it wasn't a furry wolf that was waiting for him, but a person wearing nothing but the skin she'd been born with. Evan stared, too stunned to speak, and watched as CJ twisted and scratched at the carpet. Her back and hips bumped the bed, jostling it again.

"What is it?" Sean hissed.

"It's... it's CJ."

Mr. Black stiffened and then narrowed his eyes. "Don't sound like her."

"No," Evan agreed. His mind was spinning faster than he could keep up but he replied out of instinct. "It doesn't."

His dad hurried around the bed to the far side and knelt down, still giving himself a couple of feet of distance. He grunted his own surprise and then called out, "Chelsie June! CJ! What are you doing?"

She whimpered and calmed for a moment, then twisted again and tried to move away from him under the bed.

"What in the hell..." Sean muttered. He picked his head up and looked at Evan. "I'm going to pick the bed up, grab her and pull her out."

"Grab her?"

"Do it!" he snapped and moved to get a good position beside the bed.

Evan moved around to the foot of his bed and then knelt down. He could see CJ's feet moving back and forth and was struck at how familiar it was. He'd rubbed her feet before, giving the massages and even kisses a few times. She was ticklish and that made her giggle and squirm. She said it was kind of gross too, but she never fought him when he did it.

"Evan!" his dad snapped. "Are you ready?"

Evan jerked and looked up at his dad. "Yeah, sorry."

Sean squatted down and grabbed the frame of the bed. He pulled up and drove his legs down, lifting his side of the bed up and shifting the mattress away from him. "Get her!" he grunted.

Evan lunged forward and grabbed CJ's ankle. She stiffened and then kicked and snarled, driving him back. He held on  in spite of the scratches along the back of his hand one of her toenails gave him. Evan wrapped his other hand around the same leg and tugged, pulling her across the carpet. She gathered her other leg up and pulled back, jerking him forward and getting free of one of his hands.

"CJ!" he gasped. "Stop it!"

She froze for a moment— long enough for him to use his free hand to grab her other ankle. He pulled harder this time, scooting her across the carpet and getting the momentum he needed to roll onto his hip and then twist and get his knees back under him so he could pull her the rest of the way out. 

CJ jammed her fingers into the carpet and snarled as she was forced into the open. Sean let the bed back down and rushed over to help, but Evan was twisting himself around so he could pin her thighs to the ground and grab her arms. She twisted and scratched him, her fingernails leaving red welts across his chest. The burst of pain added new adrenaline and helped him grab her arms and pull her tight against him.

"CJ!" Evan hissed. "Stop it, Ceej! It's Evan! Stop hurting me!"

CJ continued to struggle but now that Evan held her face against his chest she began to calm. He heard her sniffing and then she went limp in his arms. A moan slipped past her lips before she started to shake. He tensed until he realized her shaking wasn't an attempt to get away or attack him, she was crying. Her tears smeared on his chest and stung as they rubbed across the scratches on his chest.

"You got her?"

Evan jerked his gaze up to his dad and then back down to CJ. She twisted into him and pulled her arms until she could hug them against her chest. Evan glanced back at his dad and nodded. "Give me a sheet?"

Sean's eyes widened and he stepped over the young lovers and grabbed the sheet that hung off the corner of the bed. He tugged it free of the skewed mattress and draped it over their naked bodies. He hesitated a moment longer before asking, "CJ? Are you okay?"

CJ pulled in a deep breath and held it, going still for a moment until she said in a hoarse moan, "No."

Evan's dad nodded. "Good enough for now. You two, uh, get situated. Come on out when you're ready."

Evan nodded and waited until his dad left the room. When the door shut he adjusted his grip and switched to holding his girlfriend instead of restraining her.  She was still sniffing and crying, but the sobbing had stopped.

"What happened?" he asked in the softest voice he could manage.

CJ twisted her face into his chest and let fresh tears fall. He ignored the sting of them in his cuts and let her have as long as she needed. He held her and caressed her arm, back, and thigh for longer than he could count. When she'd been silent and still for several minutes she spoke. "I had a terrible dream."

"A dream?" Evan repeated. He nodded. "I guess that makes sense. What happened?"

"I was... you'll think I'm crazy."

He leaned down and kissed the top of her head. "No I won't. It had to do with the wolves, didn't it?"

Her body jerked in his arms. She looked up at him with parted lips and wide but puffy eyes. She nodded and tucked her head back against his chest. Instead of hiding her face she rested it against him. "You're too good for me."

Evan couldn't stop a laugh from slipping out of his lips. He rushed to explain it so she didn't take him the wrong way. "I'm too good for you? Hardly! I wouldn't be who I am without you. You've put up with me most of our lives, I'm the one who's lucky, not you!"

He felt her lips against his chest and then heard her gasp. She pulled herself away from him and looked at the scratches she'd caused. Her eyes lifted to his. "I'm sorry! I didn't mean to... you said I was hurting you, I didn't know... I wasn't—"

Evan shushed her and kissed her. First on the forehead and then on the lips. The angle strained his neck, forcing him to cut the kiss short. "You were dreaming, it's okay."

She shook her head and blinked away fresh tears. "No, it's not."

"You weren't dreaming?"

"Yes! I mean it's not okay. It's never okay to hurt you."

"I can handle a little scratch," he assured her.

"You're bleeding."

"You've got sharp nails."

She pulled her hands up and stared at them. Her fingernails were rounded and cut at the
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