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 Introduction

 


 


Like the vampire, werewolves—or any sort of
animal-shape shifter—have had a long standing in our history. Tales
of lycanthropes have been documented from as early as the 18th
century and can be found in all cultures across the globe. Some
even consider vampires and werewolves the same.

It’s no secret to those who know me that the
werewolf is my favorite beasty. As a kid, nothing frightened me
more than the half-man-half-wolf. The combined efforts of An
American Werewolf in London and The Howling forever
sealed the deal and forever changed my mind on the monster.
Compared to other genre tropes, the werewolf is far more
interesting and menacing.

Traditionally, zombies could be handled on a
one-on-one basis with their slow motor skills and dim-witted
mindsets. Even for the fast-moving zombies found in the Dawn of
the Dead remake and in Brian Keene’s The Rising series,
any bludgeoning weapon will get the job done. Nothing about the
walking dead ever scared me. Same could be said for vampires. They
were far too romantic to be truly terrifying especially considering
their numerous weaknesses, their ego being the greatest. But when
faced against the ferociousness of a werewolf, one-on-one, you will
surely lose to its killer instinct and those deadly teeth. Whether
cursed or chosen, the werewolf is a monster capable of unimaginable
brutality.

Over the years I’ve learned all I could about
the myths and legends. Read numerous books, saw every film, and
watched them slowly fade out of popularity, but my love and my fear
never died. Though werewolves have remained a staple in the horror
genre, there have been less leading roles for them.

With the werewolf’s popularity on the rise
again, A.P. Fuchs (the original publisher of this book) approached
me on whether or not I had enough material to fill a collection of
werewolf stories. Both of us were surprised by the answer. At that
time I had one story complete: “Lady of the Forest,” and one I was
currently writing, “War Dog.” I questioned if it was possible to
put together such a collection without rehashing too many ideas or
plots and Mr. Fuchs’s response was quite simple: “That’s the
challenge.”

My first novel, The Eternal Battle,
though flawed, has a unique spin on the werewolf genre and I was
more than a little concerned on whether I could pull off such a
feat again. I completed “War Dog” and the muse slapped me in the
back of the head with inspiration for another tale, “The Beast of
Garden Row.” When that one was completed, I was blown away and
before I could relish the fact that I had just written, in my
opinion, my greatest short story, two more ideas popped in my head
and I immediately went to work. This book is my answer to that
challenge and whether I succeeded or not is up to you, the reader.
I have taken some of the lesser known myths and made them my own,
even created a few myself; “The Guardian” for instance. I hope
inside these pages you’ll find my passion for these creatures and
that some of it will rub off on you.

With Universal Studios’ release of The
Wolfman, Lorne Dixon’s Snarl, also published by Coscom
Entertainment, two upcoming anthologies from Library of the Living
Dead, W.D. Gagliani’s Nick Lupo series (Wolf’s Trap and
Wolf’s Gambit) published by Leisure and a few other
projects, perhaps lycanthropes will see their resurgence much like
the vampire and the zombie.

It’s time to rip off your skin and answer the
call . . .


 


Moonlight brightens the sky

I stare out into the night

My life has gone awry

Because of one fearful bite

 


Freewill bends to instinct

It scratches under my skin

It’s too much, I can’t think

Who will forgive me for this sin

 


Bones crack, lengthen and twist

Flesh reforms with a bestial cry

This is not a curse, but a gift

Tonight someone will surely die

 



 


 The
Beast of Garden Row

 


 


Father Malloy stared into the wild eyes of a
once loving husband and father and called upon the strength of the
Archangel Michael. “O God, come to my assistance. O Lord, make
haste to help me. Glory be to the Father.”

The man laughed as his wife and daughter
wept.

The priest continued his sworn duties and
recited the vade retro satana. “Let the Holy Cross be my light. Let
not the snake lead me. Step back, Satan. Never tempt me with vain
things. What you offer is evil …”

The man smiled, looking as though he was
enjoying the exorcism.

Impossible . . . his teeth . . . it’s
unnatural, Father Malloy thought. No . . . He is with me. I
must be strong. “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the
Holy Spirit I cast you out. Devil be gone!” With the flick of his
fingers, Holy Water splashed the man’s face.

The smile faded, but the man did not flinch.
Father Malloy expected the water to burn his sinful flesh. He threw
more.

“Why are you men of the cloth so eager to
blame the devil? Why can’t you accept the evil that resides in all
our hearts?” Spittle flew from the blasphemous man’s lips while
strands of saliva dangled from the corners of his mouth.

“Your thoughts are clouded. You are being
manipulated.”

“You are wrong, priest. Just as you are wrong
in thinking you can save them, but for your efforts, I shall reward
you.”

The sound of fabric ripping echoed in the log
cabin. The man dropped to all fours. Looking at his wife and
daughter he said, “You better start running.”

“Go!” Father Malloy said as the man’s left
leg snapped and twisted around at the knee.

Mother and daughter bolted out of the log
cabin and Father Malloy was alone to face the beast. He performed
the sign of the cross in front of his chest and spoke over the
sound of cracking bones. “Even though I walk through . . .”

The right leg snapped and twisted.

“. . . the valley of the shadow of death . .
.”

Skin stretched and tore as the man’s nose and
mouth elongated.

“. . . I shall fear no evil . . .”

Ribs cracked and expanded as his chest cavity
increased in size and his shoulder blades lengthened.

“. . . for Thou art with me . . .”

A low guttural growl emanated from within the
man as hair sprouted from every pore.

“. . . Thy rod and Thy staff they comfort
me.”

The beast stood on its haunches, towering
over him. Hot breath, smelling of rotten meat, blew down on
him.

Father Malloy trembled. “Forgive me, Heavenly
Father. I have failed You.”

Claws dug into his biceps and the beast
lifted him off his feet and pulled him close to its massive maw.
The monster’s tongue reached out and licked the side of Father
Malloy’s face. It bit into his shoulder and he screamed.

“Huh!” Jim sat up abruptly, waking from his
dream. He looked around and realized he was safe. He leaned back
against the willow tree, perched atop a hill looking over Garden
Row Cemetery, and thought about the two lives he failed to save. He
prayed they reached Heaven’s pearly gates.

The little girl had been so vibrant, so
hopeful and happy to see him when he arrived to exorcise the demon
plaguing her father, but he failed. Failed her, his church,
himself, but most importantly, he failed his faith. He was tossed
aside—body broken—but alive as the beast stalked his beloved family
and slaughtered them. Pieces of their bodies had been found
scattered across the acre of property.

The beast had toyed with them, tortured them
as he does me now a hundred years later.

A single tear streaked down his face.

The church had no idea what it was up against
and when they realized their mistake, it was too late. Jim Malloy
was a condemned man. Excommunicated by his peers and sent away from
the Roman Catholic Church, he struggled with the beast within.
Struggled to retain himself and not become the monster forced upon
him.

I am alone, he thought, leaning his
head against the tree and looking to the heavens. Have You
forgiven me yet, or have You forgotten me?

“Jim, what are you doing up here?” his boss
said, ascending to the top of the hill.

“Sorry, boss. I thought I’d beat the heat and
take my break in the shade.”

“Who’re you trying to fool? I know you were
sleeping up here again.”

Jim stood up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to
nod off.”

“I know, you never do, you can’t help it.
Late night parties and such.”

Wish I could say that. It’s better than the
gruesome truth.

“Have you finished digging the grave?”

“The grave site is ready.”

“Then why you covering up? You know I don’t
care what you do as long as the work’s done. Come on, I need
you.”

“What’s the problem?” he asked as they walked
back to the mortuary.

“Mrs. Jarvis is having a party tonight and
she would like me to come over and do her make-up for her. I need
you to embalm Mr. Moore and prepare him for tomorrow.”

Perfect timing. “No problem. Is this
business or pleasure?”

“Maybe a little of both, if I’m lucky.” Mr.
Jackson winked and nudged his elbow into Jim’s side.

He managed a smile. “Good for you. Just make
sure to take it easy on her. We don’t want her becoming the newest
resident here.”

“No worries. She’s a tough old bird.”

Bile burned the back of Jim’s throat. The
thought of two elderly people fornicating disgusted him. Perhaps
all these years alone have jilted me? It’s good that they have each
other.

Both Anna Jarvis and Don Jackson had lost
their significant others. Hers to cancer, and his to a younger beau
who now lived off money he had saved all his life. Jim could
understand any woman wanting Don to do their make-up, he was an
artist; you had to be in his profession. But to have sexual
relations with the bulbous man, that was too much to
comprehend.

“When are you leaving?” Jim asked.

“Now. You’ve got your keys, right?”

Jim pulled them out of his pocket and jiggled
them.

“Don’t be smart with me.”

“Sorry, boss.”

“Don’t be nervous,” Don said, obviously
sensing something was amiss. Jim couldn’t help the attitude:
tomorrow was the full moon. “You’ve been practicing and you’re
getting good. Real good.”

“Perhaps, but I can only do so much.” He felt
bad pretending that was the issue, but it couldn’t be helped.

“No need to worry. Mr. Moore died of a heart
attack. Just give him a little bit of color.”

“Okay.”

“Good. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Jim waved Don off as he got into his car and
drove down the gravel road. With a sigh he turned and entered
through the arch-top mahogany front door, the weight of his
deception bearing down on his soul. He walked through the viewing
room, passed the casket showroom, and into the funeral director’s
office.

Forgive me, Father, he thought as he
got to work on the paperwork. Though he had been doing it for
years, falsifying documents was like swallowing a bitter pill. He
knew it was wrong, but it was a necessary evil. Better to defile
the dead than destroy the living.

With the paperwork done, Jim took the
staircase from the office to the morgue. There, Mr. Moore lay naked
in the supine position on the cold, metal slab with his head
propped up on a cedar block waiting for embalmment.

Fortunately, Don used the modesty cloth.
Have to remember to thank him, he thought, recalling all the
times Don hadn’t and how embarrassed he had been. Despite his
years, and all he had seen, he still found himself uncomfortable
around the naked form.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Moore. There’s been a change
of plans. I know you won’t look your absolute best, but it’s still
early and you will be presentable. I promise you that much.”

The man’s clothes were neatly set aside along
with his personal artifacts his family wished him buried with. Jim
walked over to the nearby sink and washed his hands.

He put on a pair of surgical gloves. “Your
turn.”

As he washed Mr. Moore with a germicidal
solution, he worked the muscles to relieve the rigor mortis and
then he set the features using a photograph provided by the
family.

“Now I’m just going to insert these needles
into your carotid artery and jugular veins to give the impression
you were arterially embalmed. Again, I am sorry for this, but I
can’t have the meat spoiled. It won’t kill me, of course, but it’s
rather difficult to digest, believe you me.”

Jim tossed the large needle into the sink and
turned on the centrifugal pump so as not to throw off Don’s
inventory and raise suspicion. As the fluorescent yellow fluid went
down the drain, he applied a moisturizing cream to the body, then
dressed the man in his Sunday best.

“There, all ready for tomorrow. I guess I
won’t see you again ’til tomorrow night. I hope you understand it’s
nothing personal. You just came here at the wrong time.”

He took one last look around, making sure
everything was in its place. “Well, goodnight, then.” With the
flick of a switch the morgue was engulfed in darkness and Jim made
the rest of his rounds.

 


* * * *

 


The next night, he walked out into the
moonlight naked, his clothing stashed away. Jim had lost too many
outfits over the years. Often times, the beast’s razor sharp claws
tore through the confining garments before the transformation was
even complete. His expanding chest popped buttons off shirts, his
twisting knees and enlarging thighs ripped pant legs and his toe
nails tore through his shoes and socks. Under the pale light of the
moon, he transformed into the monster that had taken everything
away from him. As the beast, he had full knowledge of its actions,
but control was lost. It was as if they were two personalities
sharing a body, each had their time in the spotlight. After a
hundred years he had learned to influence the beast, but in the
end, it was a wild animal whose actions were unpredictable. As a
former man of the cloth, he would never gamble with an innocent
life, so he chose this existence: to live among the dead and allow
the beast to release its destructive impulses on those it could not
harm.

That’s it. See where it leads.

The beast followed the trail of pig’s blood
that Jim laid out during the day to Mr. Moore’s gravesite. With the
concentration of the blood over the grave, the wolf began to tear
into the earth.

Find it. Devour it.

Freshly packed dirt flew into the air between
the wolf’s legs and in a matter of seconds, the wolf’s claws
scratched against the fiberglass casket. Once its fingers punched
through the material, the door was pulled off its hinges and sent
hurling into the air.

Yes!

Clamping down on the corpse’s head with its
powerful jaws, the beast lifted its meal out of the hole and tossed
it to the ground.

A scream echoed in the night.

The wolf turned around and saw two teenagers,
a boy and a girl, staring at him over the tombstones.

“Run, Amy!”

Leave them. Your meal is here.

The wolf gave chase, snarling and snapping
its jaws. The boy dropped the blanket and radio he was carrying and
the beast stopped briefly to take in the scent.

It’s locking in on them. It’ll be able to
track them to the ends of the earth now. Just let them go! The
beast ignored his plea and sprinted after its prey.

“Hurry, Mike. It’s gaining on us.”

“Don’t look back, get to the car!”

No. Please stop.

“We’re almost there. Please, God, let us make
it.”

Yes, God, he thought, agreeing with
the boy, let them make it.

With a few feet between them, the wolf leapt.
Mike opened the driver’s side door, jumped in, and slammed it shut.
The wolf’s face slammed into steel, stunning it for a moment.

Let them go. That’s enough. We must run
away.

With the girl safely in the car the engine
came to life. Gears ground as it was put into reverse. Gravel shot
into the wolf’s eyes as it backed down the road. The wolf tried to
slash the tire, but instead dragged its razor sharp claws along the
tail end of the car.

Vision blurred, the beast relied on its other
senses to track them. Following the scent of carbon monoxide, the
wolf chased after them. The cool breeze helped remove the debris
from its eyes and the car’s tailpipe came into focus.

Don’t do this!

The beast ignored Jim’s orders and ran along
the driver’s side of the car. The girl screamed, only taunting the
beast’s frenzy. It drove its massive body into the car, rocking the
vehicle.

“Hold on!”

“Watch out!”

The car swerved slightly, but the boy was
quick and recovered. The wolf slammed it again. And again.

“Ah! Do something, Mike!”

“I’m trying.”

The darkness gave way to a blinding light. A
horn blasted. The girl screamed again and the beast was racked with
pain as a semi-truck slammed into its face and continued over its
body, crushing its bones.

Thank you, Lord, Jim thought as the
wolf lay helpless on the road, watching the car fade over the
horizon. Though the pain was excruciating, he knew it was worth
it.

Twisted and mangled, the wolf dragged its
broken body to the edge of the road and tumbled down the
embankment. Darkness swelled, blanketing his vision. Both man and
beast succumbed.

 


* * * *

 


Jim awoke to a burning sensation in his
hands. They itched. What am I going to do? Do I leave town, or
do I stick to the plan?

He looked around, trying to decipher his
bearings. He wasn’t too far from the cemetery, but the sun was well
past the horizon. I don’t know if there’s enough time to put
everything in its place and pretend nothing happened. He looked
down the long winding road and thought about how far he could get.
No! I have to try. I’ve worked too hard here.

When he arrived at Garden Row, the first
order of business was to get dressed. His clothes were right where
he left them in the tool shed. Once dressed, he grabbed his shovel
and searched for Mr. Jackson. With no sign of the old man, he
headed toward Mr. Moore’s plot.

Seeing everything just as he left it and no
one around, Jim looked to the sky and mumbled, “Thank you.”

He dropped his shovel and hoisted Mr. Moore
on to his shoulder, then carried him back to his casket. With the
body in place, he walked over to the lid and carried that back too,
placing it back in position the best he could.

“What are you doing?” asked a man in uniform.
Jim squinted from the sting of the sun, but he made out the figure:
it was Sheriff Williams.

Act cool. “Just cleaning up after some
vandals.”

“Well, I’ve just come from the station after
hearing the damnedest story.”

“Really.”

“Yes, really. I’m going to have to ask you to
step out of the hole, sir.”

“All right.”

Jim climbed out of the grave and stepped
aside. The sheriff jumped in, looked around, then opened the
casket. The hinges were busted and Jim had only been able to lay it
in place and not fix it; anyone could see it wasn’t closed
properly. It fell to the side and leaned against the wall of
dirt.

The sheriff said nothing upon seeing the
teeth marks in Mr. Moore’s face. He turned toward Jim. “You weren’t
going to report this?”

“I’m just doing my job.” He didn’t know what
else to say. The thought of beating him to death with his shovel
and burying him with Mr. Moore crossed his mind, but he quickly
dismissed it.

“So you’ve done this before?” asked the
sheriff as he climbed out of the grave.

Jim rubbed his fingertips into the palm of
his hand. “No . . . I . . . . This kind of thing doesn’t happen
around here.”

The sheriff turned back to the casket, then
back to Jim. “What’s wrong with your hands?”

“They’re just a little itchy.”

His eyes narrowed. “What’s the casket made
of, fiberglass?”

Jim swallowed hard. “I . . . I’m not
sure.”

“Save it. I’m going to have to ask you to
come with me to the station for questioning.”

“I meant no harm. I just wanted to save the
family some grief. Think of what it’ll do to them. They’ve suffered
enough.”

“I understand that, I can even respect it,
but I have a sworn duty to protect the living. And from what I’ve
heard and seen here, there is something extremely dangerous
threatening my town. I didn’t want to believe the boy, he sounded
crazy, but . . .”

“What did he tell you?”

The sheriff placed his hand over his gun.
“We’ll talk about it at the station.”

“There’s no need for that. I won’t give you
any trouble.”

“Glad to hear it. Let’s go.”

Jim sat in the back of the squad car and
prayed for both strength and forgiveness. There was no denying he
needed to get out of town, but where would he go? He finally had it
made, but he survived before and he could do it again. He knew a
small town like Madison, Virginia, would band together tonight and
he couldn’t afford to go toe-to-toe with a lynch mob. They would
never survive. There’s always Europe. I hear their embalming
practices leave much to be desired. The beast could have its fill
of untainted meat. But first, I have to get through this.

“So, tell me about these kids. You sure
they’re not the ones that dug up Mr. Moore? Some kind of initiation
prank or something?”

“Whatever it was or is . . . these kids had
nothing to do with it.”

“What were they doing in the cemetery?”

“They’re teenagers. What do you think they
were doing?”

Should have known. Damn kids. “Were
they drinking?”

“After hearing their story the first thing I
did was give them a breathalyzer. No, they’re on the up and up,
which is more than I can say for you. You’ve got an awful lot of
questions for someone who says he was just doing his job.”

Jim folded his arms across his chest and
looked out the window. He’s right. I’m acting guilty.

“Is there anything else you want to tell
me?”

“No, Sheriff.”

The rest of the ride was done in silence and
once they arrived at the station, Jim saw the maroon ’68 Dodge
Charger parked outside. Sweat beaded on his brow as he took note of
the long claw marks on the rear quarter.

“Look familiar?”

“Never seen it before.”

“Not the car, the marks. Same as that
casket.”

“So I see. Some kind of large animal. Bear,
perhaps?”

“Perhaps. Let’s go.”

He was pushed from behind and escorted in,
then seated at one of the cluttered desks.

“Who’s this guy?” asked another uniformed
officer.

“The caretaker of Garden Row. Call Ernie.
Tell him to get his ass to the cemetery. I want an investigation
before the scene is compromised any more than it has been.”

“How long do you think this’ll take?” Jim
asked.

“As long as it takes.”

“Someone needs to inform my boss. Don’t want
to lose my job over this.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll take care of it.”

“When can we go home?” Jim recognized the
voice of the sex-crazed teenager.

“Why don’t the two of you come out here? I’ve
brought the grounds-keeper of the cemetery.”

The young couple stepped out of what looked
like an interrogation room and took a seat across the desk from
Jim.

“Do you recognize this man?” the sheriff
asked them.

They both shook their heads.

Mike looked Jim in the eyes. “Did you see it,
too?”

“No,” said Jim. Forgive me,
Father.

“Consider yourself lucky,” Mike said.

The girl still appeared to be in shock. She
sat there; quiet, with Mike’s right arm tightly wrapped in her arms
as she rocked back and forth.

“Sheriff, I really need to get her home.”

“Her parents are on their way. They should be
here any minute.”

“I called Don Jackson. He’s on his way, too,”
said the deputy.

“All right, then. Everyone just sit tight,”
said the sheriff.

Jim looked to the clock. A little after
noon. Where did the day go?

“Somewhere you need to be?” the sheriff
asked.

“No, sir.”

“Keep an eye on him,” he said to his deputy.
“I’m going to the john.”

I can’t believe how this day is flying by. I
lost too much time this morning while my body healed. Worse, I have
no preparations for tonight. Nothing to keep the beast occupied. If
I don’t get out of here in time, the whole town is in jeopardy.

“There she is!” a hysterical woman said,
running to Amy.

Amy finally released Mike’s arm to embrace
her mother. Mike pumped his hand several times; obviously the limb
was going numb from her clutching so tightly.

“I’m not happy with the idea of what you two
were up to, but thank you for keeping my little girl safe,” said
Amy’s father, offering his hand, which Mike shook cautiously.

“When can we take her home?” her mother
asked.

“The sheriff will be out momentarily. He’ll
let you know.”

“Are you sure you saw what the sheriff says
you did?” Amy’s father asked them.

“Yes,” Amy said.

“Yeah,” Mike said.

The man ran his hands through his salt and
pepper hair. After a hundred years, Jim hadn’t come across anyone
who believed the tale of the beast at face value. The rational mind
was the main reason why he managed to live for so long.

“Where are your parents, Mike?” he asked.
“Are they on their way?”

“No, sir,” Mike replied. “They don’t give a
hoot about me.”

“Ah, Mr. and Mrs. Torres, I presume,” said
the sheriff as he entered the room.

“I’d like to take these kids home,” said
Amy’s father.

“And you may. I have all I need. Their
statements have been taken, and Mike already knows he must leave
his car here.”

“Thank you,” her father said. “Come on,
guys.”

“Not a word of this to anyone,” the sheriff
said as they started walking out the door.

They nodded and left.

At least they’re safe now, Jim
thought. “When are we going to get started?”

“All right, Jim. Now that they’re gone we can
talk freely. Did you try to scare those kids out of the
cemetery?”

“No, sir. I had no idea they were there. I
heard nothing.”

“Where were you last night?”

“I was in bed.”

“And you sleep at the mortuary?”

“Yes.”

“That would drive me crazy,” said the other
uniformed officer who Jim thought to be a deputy.

“Is that what this is about? You think I’m
crazy?”

“No one’s saying that. Those kids said they
saw a werewolf. No mistaking it. Now—”

“Who’s crazy now?” Jim said, trying to throw
them off. I need to get out of here.

“As I was about to say, it was dark and
shadows can play tricks on the mind, especially in a cemetery.
There’s no denying that a large animal is behind this, but your
behavior it’s . . . off. Why? What are you hiding?”

Jim looked the sheriff in the eye.
“Nothing.”

“You obviously got fiberglass particles under
your nails. Were you inspecting the claw marks in the lid?”

“Yes.”

“You know tampering with evidence is illegal,
right?”

“Yes.” Come on, just let me off with a
warning.

The phone rang and the deputy answered. The
deputy said nothing, only listened, then finally said, “I’ll tell
him. You too. Bye.”

“Was that Ernie?” the sheriff asked.

“Yeah. He’s inspected the scene and is
bringing samples back to the lab. He’ll call back as soon as he has
something.”

“Any idea how long?”

“No,” the deputy said.

What kind of samples? “You can’t keep
me ’til you hear something. You know where I live.”

“You’re not going anywhere, so just chill
out.”

Jim crossed his arms and waited. Forty-five
minutes later, Mr. Jackson finally showed up.

“What took you so long?” Jim asked upon
seeing him.

“I had to go out to the site and see for
myself,” he said.

“Thank you for coming, Mr. Jackson.”

Don sat beside Jim. “Please, call me
Don.”

“All right, Don. Can you tell me if anything
like this has happened before?”

“No, never.”

“Have you ever seen any animals large enough
to do this in the outlying woods?”

“No.”

“And how long has this man been working for
you?”

“Going on twelve years now, why? You don’t
think, Jim, had anything to do with this, do you?”

“I can’t rule it out. He was caught reburying
the body.”

Don looked to him. “Jim . . . why . . . you
know the drill.”

He said nothing and Don nodded.

“We need a lawyer present.”

“That’s not necessary, Don. No charges have
been filed yet,” said the sheriff.

Jim’s stomach growled for everyone to hear.
No surprise. Haven’t eaten since yesterday.

“Since we’re accommodating you by sticking
around, how about some food for my friend here?” Don said.

“We can do that,” said the sheriff, then
walked away toward the phone. “Pizza all right?”

“That’s fine,” Jim said.

“I can’t believe they think you did this,”
Don whispered.

“It’s all right. I messed up.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll get you out of here.”

It may be too late, he thought,
looking at the clock. Quarter of two. Time’s running out. What
am I going to do? I can’t let the beast hurt them.

“What’s wrong?” Don asked Jim.

Jim forced a smile. “Nothing.”

“You know you got the wrong guy,” Don said,
looking toward the sheriff. “Jim volunteers at the soup kitchen
every weekend and donates half his paycheck to the halfway house in
Roanoke. He’s a kind-hearted man who wouldn’t hurt a soul.”

“Thank you, Don, but it’s not necessary.”

“To hell it’s not. It looks to me like they
already have you pegged.”

For good reason. Jim eyed the jail
cell and wondered if it would hold the beast. Though it would
expose him, it would be the only way to protect the innocent.

The phone rang and the deputy answered it.
“Yeah. Hold on. Sheriff, it’s Ernie.”

Sheriff Williams picked up the phone on his
desk and the deputy hung up his. “Go ahead.”

What’s he telling him? I should run. No.
They’d gun me down and I’d wake up in the morgue as the beast. How
many innocent lives would be lost then? Best bet is that cell. Pray
they understand. Pray they believe I mean them no harm.

“Thank you for checking. Good work. Keep me
posted.” The sheriff hung up.

He has a look. What did he find out?

The sheriff approached him, hand hovering
over his holstered pistol.

Got to act quick.

When the sheriff was in range, Jim leapt to
his feet, shoving the sheriff and grabbing the key ring hooked to
his pants. The belt loop tore and the keys came loose.

“What are you doing?” asked Don and both the
deputy and the sheriff drew their weapons.

Jim ran to the jail cell, closed the door
behind him and locked it.

“Does this mean you’re ready to tell us the
truth?” asked the sheriff, hand still on his pistol.

“What’s he talking about, Jim? Did you do
that to Mr. Moore?”

“Not me per se,” he said. “You should all
leave. You’re not safe. I’ve never hurt anyone and I don’t want to
start now. ”

“Are you really going to stand there and tell
me you’re a werewolf?”

“Yes, Sheriff.”

“The guy’s crazy.”

“Shut up, Bart. The kids said an impossibly
large wolf attacked them. Claw marks bigger than a grizzly’s were
ripped into the side of their car and the casket. His hands itched
from fiberglass particles stuck under his fingernails and Ernie
says there were traces of DNA that matched both human and canine in
the wounds on Mr. Moore’s face. Add it up and you’ve got the
irrational.”

“Sheriff, there’s got to be a mistake. I’ve
known Jim for . . .”

“No mistake, Don.”

“But, Jim—”

“Don, in the twelve years you’ve known me,
have I changed one bit? Any gray hairs? Wrinkles?”

He took a moment, processing the question.
“No,” he finally answered. “It doesn’t matter. He’s a good man. In
the same twelve years I haven’t heard of one single animal
attack.”

“It doesn’t mean I’m not dangerous. I can’t
control it. I can only manipulate it to a degree. Trick it into
doing what I want, but it’s too late. I made no preparations
tonight. Nothing would stop the beast from going on the hunt. I
have denied it the thrill of the chase and the rapture of the kill,
but last night it got a taste of what it’s been missing, and
tonight it will be ravenous.”

“So Mr. Moore’s body isn’t the first?”

“No. On the nights of a full moon I usually
have a body lined up that hasn’t been embalmed and I get the wolf
to dig it up and feed on it rather than hurt anyone. I’m sorry,
Don. I tricked you, too.”

“I understand, and I forgive you.”

“Thank you. It means the world to me. If only
our Father could do the same. I’ve been cursed for a hundred years.
I was once a priest, but I was excommunicated when the Church
discovered I was cursed after a failed exorcism. I’ve done
everything I could for redemption, but I’ve seen no sign of
forgiveness from our Father. My penance is not complete. Please,
you must go or it will set me back even further.”

“We should just shoot him now, before he
turns.”

“Bart! You’re not helping.”

“It won’t do any good, Sheriff. Your bullets
will not stop it. Only aggravate the beast.”

Bart looked around. “Silver! We need
silver.”

“We are not killing an innocent man. Besides,
I need to see proof.”

“Are you insane?” Bart asked.

“If you’re afraid, then go, but I’m
staying.”

“I’m staying with you, Sheriff,” Don
said.

“It’s not safe. I’ve never tried to cage the
beast.”

“We’re going to find out. Together,” the
sheriff said and there was no more argument.

The men waited for nightfall with little
conversation. Jim could hear the beating of their hearts grow
faster with each passing hour. He didn’t know what to say, so he
just sat there not wanting to add to their anxiety. He feared the
worst for them, but admired their courage.

If I was half as brave as them, I’d take my
own life and end this nightmare. But I am afraid. Afraid the Lord
our Father will cast me out, shun me as my peers have.

“It’s happening,” Jim said, feeling his
insides twisting and contorting. “Ready yourselves.”

The men stepped further away from the jail
cell and watched wide-eyed as Jim pulled off his shirt to reveal
bubbling, expanding skin. He dropped to all fours, hair sprouted
over every inch of his contorted body. The sound of his bones
cracking echoed in the jailhouse and his weeping moan turned into a
blood-curling howl.

“Oh my . . .” said the sheriff.

Don made the sign of the cross over his chest
and the deputy wet himself.

The beast roared and hit the bars with all
its strength. It reached through the bars and swiped at the
air.

Do not do this. Calm down.

The beast grabbed the bars with its clawed
hands and pushed and pulled. Dust fell from the ceiling as the bars
wiggled in the concrete.

“There’s no way that cage is going to hold
it. We have to go,” said the deputy.

The sheriff shook his head and looked to his
desk. “No, we’ll have to put it down.”

“How?” asked Don.

“There’s a silver letter opener in my desk
drawer.”

“You can’t be serious?” said the deputy. “You
know how close you’ll have to get?”

“It doesn’t matter. This thing could kill the
whole town. I have to try.”

Stop struggling. I’m not ready to die.

The beast continued and one of the bars broke
free.

Don stepped closer to the door. “Hurry, it’s
getting out.”

Bart drew his pistol and shakily aimed it at
the beast.

“Got it,” said the sheriff with the letter
opener in hand.

“You better hope that’s real.”

“Thanks.” The sheriff approached the beast;
it growled, but didn’t back away as if it dared him to get close
enough to use it. “Shoot it in the leg, Bart!”

Bart lowered the gun and fired two shots. The
beast yelped as it dropped to its knees. Without hesitation, the
sheriff jammed the silver letter opener in the beast’s left eye. It
howled in pain as it fell to the floor, the letter opener still in
its eye socket. Smoke snaked into the air from the wound.

It burns. This is it. I can feel it
dying.

“Great, our only weapon and you lost it.”

“It couldn’t be helped,” Don said, backing
the sheriff.

“Look!” said the sheriff.

Out of the beast’s good eye, Jim saw the man
pointing at him. There was a sudden chill in the air as if the
warmth of the fur coat had fallen away.

I’m changing back.

Don knelt down in front of the jail’s bars
and reached in. “Jim,” he said.

Jim reached toward his friend with his
misshapen hand. The burning sensation in his eye was almost too
much to endure and Jim knew all too well the power of a
compassionate touch. For a brief moment it would calm the pain.

“What’re you doing?” The sheriff grabbed Don
by the shoulders and pulled him back as Jim’s hand was a mere inch
from Don’s.

Don pulled free of his grip. “He’s dying,
can’t you see that?”

“He’s still dangerous,” the sheriff said, and
Jim couldn’t deny the fact as he looked at the claws still exposed
on his fingertips. His hand bubbled and oozed as it returned to its
human form.

“Before today, you didn’t even know who he
was. He’s my friend!”

“That doesn’t change the fact—”

“Please . . . forgive me,” Jim said, his
naked body trembling.

“There’s nothing to forgive, Jim,” Don said,
kneeling once more. “You didn’t hurt anyone.”

“But I put all of you in danger.”

“Shh!”

Hot white light formed on the outside of
Jim’s vision and slowly consumed everything in his line of sight.
As it did, the pain subsided. He could no longer sense the beast’s
presence. He felt peace.

Within the light a figure approached him.

Father!
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“Come quick. He killed him. He ripped the
doctor’s throat apart with his teeth!”

Officer Chase looked over the hysteric nurse.
His gaze traveled up and down her slender frame. Something’s
off, he thought. Even after the woman adjusted it, her white
uniform was twisted slightly to the left and provocatively undone.
“Calm down, ma’am. Where’s the suspect now?”

“He was moved to the adjacent cell. The
orderly sedated him and we put him in a straitjacket.”

“So he’s not a danger to anyone right
now?”

“No,” she said, then looked over her
shoulder.

Chase followed her line of sight; the arm of
a black man vanished behind a corner. A few seconds too late.
Should have known someone was watching me. Should have sensed it.
Don’t let her distract you, you’re better than that.

She faced forward and her hands shot toward
the blouse to button it. “Are you going to come in or are you going
to stare at my breasts?”

What the . . . I wasn’t even . . . that’s
some mood swing. “One second.” Chase grabbed the radio pinned
to his left shoulder sleeve and leaned toward it. “Dispatch.
Sixteen-twenty on the scene. Suspect subdued.” He released the
button.

“Copy.”

“ETA on Homicide?”

A burst of static, followed by, “Ten
minutes.”

“Is the crime scene secure for the moment?”
Chase asked.

“Yes.”

Though it went against his training, Chase
knew the scene had already been compromised and there was no
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