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            THE SHE-WOLF

          

        

      

    

    
      The crickets were deafening as moonlight streamed down through the branches. Mercy’s pulse rang in her ears and her entire body was tense. Her left calf kept cramping up, but she ignored it. A moment’s delay when the beast showed its face could mean a gory death. She couldn’t fail tonight, not after months of practice. Behind her, she knew Father was watching, and she wondered if he felt as nervous. The forest was deceptively peaceful, but Father said they were close, and that if she remembered her training, she could hear them, too.

      She got into position in the middle of the clearing with her foot poised above the pedal switch. She tried to calm her mind and focus. The clamor of crickets surrounded them, but that was merely wrapping the noises beneath. She tried to listen closer. She heard an owl in a tree, the cold wind moving through the branches, her father’s raspy breaths, and the heavy, padding paws of the beast stalking her. Her mouth was dry and her body began to tremble. Father had said she would panic, that it was a normal reaction to facing one in the wild for the first time. That was the deciding moment, he had said. She needed to keep control of herself, but that was so much easier when she knew they weren’t near, when she knew it was safe.

      Then she saw it. Through a thick patch of bushes, a pair of yellow eyes caught the moonlight and locked on to hers. Mercy froze. It was said when you looked into a werewolf’s eyes, you felt how easy it would be to become its prey. Facing one required both a strong mind and a strong body. It was as much a mind game as a physical one, and never had Mercy felt so small and insignificant. She had a very sensible and primal urge to run away. There was no way to prepare for that moment, Father had told her. That was the gamble of going trapping to begin with, whether you would be able to contain the urge to flee. She felt her legs shake but forced herself to stay rooted to the spot. If she ran, both she and her father could be torn apart.

      When the werewolf lunged forward, the only thing Mercy could think of was how big it was. The careful planning she and Father had done over the past months was suddenly forgotten, and her mind went blank. When the creature leapt into the air, its arms out to its sides and its black claws extended, she went rigid with terror. All she could do was stare and gape and be fascinated by the size of it. She forgot the warnings, she forgot everything, until her father cried out behind her.

      “Mercy!”

      He cocked the gun and pulled her free from her trance. If he shot it, the beast was useless, and their work wasted. She slammed her heel down on the switch and jumped backward just as the beast landed. Four long black claws sliced at her back as she turned on her heel. She winced, but didn’t slow down. Five seconds, Father had said. That was all the time she had before she was caged in with the beast. She locked her eyes on the branch she had put down as a marker and forced her legs to move. It was actually easier when she didn’t have to look the beast in the eye. Mercy leapt at the last moment, clearing the branch. Behind her, she heard the cage hit the ground and the metal pin lock into place.

      She crouched on the ground for a moment, breathing in the fallen leaves, letting her body slowly relax. That was close. Too close. She turned around to face her quarry.

      The werewolf was snarling, biting at its cage, its teeth making tiny indentions in the metal. The cage always made them hunch down so they looked smaller.

      She turned to her father. “I’m glad you didn’t shoot.”

      He was standing with his rifle held out, still aiming at the frantic, caged werewolf. “You were slow.”

      She took a deep breath to get her body to stop shaking. “I panicked.”

      He nodded and finally relaxed his arms and lowered the gun. “I warned you about that.” He went to the front of his truck and pulled out a long tube and a metal dart. Mercy had crafted many of them over the years from whatever metal scraps they could find. The dart’s long metal tip was about three inches long, made to penetrate any part of the beast’s body. He loaded the dart and walked up to the cage. The werewolf within snarled and backed away, almost as if it knew what was coming. Father held up the tube, and with a single puff of air, struck the beast in the leg. It let out a long, lonely howl and slumped to the floor. Its eyes drooped and a bit of saliva dripped down between a pair of sharp canines.

      “It works fast, doesn’t it?” she whispered.

      “You move that slow again, you’ll get worse than a few cuts on your back. You’ll be dead, or worse, one of them.” His blue eyes were hard as he glared at her. “I’d hate to have to hunt you down, Mercy.”

      She didn’t look away or flinch under his gaze. “I know. It won’t happen again.”

      He walked around the cage until he was near the beast’s rear, then cursed under his breath.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a female. I thought for sure you would have attracted a male, but I guess you’re too young for that still.”

      Mercy felt a pang of frustration at her father’s words. She wasn’t technically a woman yet, and that would hamper her usefulness as bait. Male werewolves were drawn to women, not little girls. She didn’t understand why a female werewolf would come for her, though she supposed that considering how the males were preferred, there were probably more females left in the forest. Females were worth far less than males.

      Father slammed the side of the cage and crouched down to eye the beast with a curl of his lip. “If I had known it was female, I wouldn’t have wasted a dart on it. I should have checked first.” The werewolf rolled its eyes lazily to look in his direction.

      Mercy put a hand on her father’s shoulder. “It’s alright. Maybe we can still bring her in. Surely somebody can use her.”

      He sighed and got to his feet. “I doubt it, but I guess since I’ve already wasted the money, it couldn’t hurt to try.” He motioned to the leather straps hooked on to the tail end of the truck, and the ramp they would use to pull the beast into the truck bed. “Strap her up. We’ll drag her worthless butt in.”

      Mercy nodded and set to work.
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      The truck rattled over the dirt path as branches of pine trees scraped along the sides of the vehicle. The dim headlights illuminated the overgrown road emerging out of the darkness before them as the engine puttered and the crickets roared around them. A cold breeze swept in through the open windows as the chill of autumn took hold of the night.

      Mercy gripped her seat, trying not to bounce around too much and wishing she had a working strap for her seatbelt. The strips of fabric she used to tie together when she was younger were too frayed and worn to hold in a pumpkin let alone a thirteen-year-old girl.

      Walking in the woods at night was always dangerous, but driving made her more nervous. The vehicle was so loud and bright that any lurking werewolf would easily be able to find them. She kept expecting them to jump out on the road or attack them from behind.

      “Don’t be so jumpy,” he grumbled as the car dipped into a hole and back out again.

      Mercy slid against the door with a grunt.

      “Most are too smart to approach a moving vehicle, believe it or not.”

      She moved back to the middle of her seat and held on again. “I thought you said they weren’t very smart.”

      He smirked, “They aren’t, but they don’t like to be run over either.”

      Mercy shook her head. Her father knew everything about werewolves. He had been hunting them since before she was born, but sometimes his inconsistencies nagged at her. She would lie in her cot at night and try to peel apart the truth when her father didn’t make sense. She couldn’t question him, that simply wasn’t allowed, so instead she had to tease apart the truth when he wanted her to believe two diverging facts. Some nights she wouldn’t be able to sleep because of it and instead bundled beneath her thin blanket and listened to the hum of the electric fence while her mind turned in circles.

      This was one of those times. He always told her how dumb werewolves were. Sure, they were excellent hunters, but they lacked any kind of advanced intelligence they might have had when they were human. Yet they somehow knew not to approach a vehicle with two tasty humans inside. It really didn’t add up, but Mercy pushed aside that nagging question and changed the subject.

      “Where to now?” she asked as she stared at the darkness beyond the headlights.

      “Into town. We’ll see if Thomas will take her.” He jutted a thumb over his shoulder.

      Mercy glanced back to the werewolf in the cage, hunched down to the floor, sliding back and forth over the metal. The shot of Liquid Lead didn’t seem to calm her down as much as she expected it would. She seemed alert, if drowsy, and the bumpy ride was preventing her from falling asleep.

      “She seems pretty awake still. Won’t it be dangerous?”

      He glanced at her, clenching his teeth, “Shouldn’t be a problem if you brought the prod stick.”

      Mercy felt her stomach sink. “What?”

      He growled a low, threatening sound as his dark eyes darted back to the road then locked onto her again. “I told you to bring it. Did you disobey me again?”

      She hung her head, shrinking down into her seat as the truck rattled over another series of holes, the noise giving her a few minutes to figure out what to say. “I think I left it… in the shed.”

      “Christ.” He leaned his elbow on the window as he dug his fingers into his graying hair. His knuckles blanched on the steering wheel. “If we stop for it, it’ll be dawn by the time we get to Thomas.”

      Mercy watched his hand gripping the wheel, waiting to see what he would do, resisting the urge to flinch away from him. She knew how quick his temper could flare up and how strong he was. She couldn’t believe she forgot the prongs, especially after he had specifically told her to bring them. She usually had such a good memory for details when he requested specific equipment, but she must have been so nervous about being bait that she forgot. Still, it was stupid, and she might get it worse later if he didn’t strike her now. Her father could hold a grudge.

      “I can get it real quick, it won’t take me long.”

      “You’ll have to get past the barricade.”

      “I can do that. You showed me once, remember?”

      He grunted and turned down the dirt path toward their home instead of heading into town. Mercy licked her lips, determined to be quick. He pulled up about twenty feet short of the barricade and put on the squealing brake.

      “Be quick.”

      “I will,” she promised, and leaped out of the car. She had only a few minutes where the headlights illuminated her path before they went dark. Her stomach did a flip-flop, but she couldn’t let fear slow her down.
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      In the instant it took her eyes to adjust to the darkness of the chilly night without the comfort of the headlights, Mercy tried not to panic. Between the truck and the barricade, she was potential prey for a hungry werewolf and she knew it. Even though her father told her that the noise of the truck kept them at bay, she didn’t fully believe it. In her opinion, as long as it was dark, it was unsafe to be outside alone. She listened past the roar of the crickets and the cold wind, and heard the humming of the barricade. She used that as her anchor and followed the sound to the front gate.

      The barricade surrounded the entire property, including the shed, the power house, and their home. It had been built by hand from scraps of metal and wooden posts, bits of car parts and wire wrappings that would cut through skin. It stood at an intimidating twelve feet tall, set off several yards from the tree line. It was made to repel anything that touched it, leading to the regular death of small, curious animals, but also keeping her and her father alive.

      As a child, Mercy had made the mistake of touching it once, and it threw her a few yards back, making her black out for several minutes. When she woke up, she remembered crying for ages on the ground before her father came out and scolded her for going near it. She learned a valuable, if painful, lesson that day. The barricade was to be feared but treated with respect. Not one werewolf had ever breached the walls, and none ever would.

      Mercy knew the trick to get past the front gate, one that she had never been taught, but she was a fast learner. She saw her father use it once and studied the gate until she was confident she could repeat it. She slid her hand between two live wires to reach the wooden trigger hidden inside. It was harder to pull it from the outside and further to reach, but Mercy was had done it before. She also knew her father was waiting for her, and she couldn’t dally. She needed to grab the prongs and get out as fast as she could, to prove that she wasn’t an inconvenience to her father, that she had the skills to be a werewolf hunter too. So far, she wasn’t sure if she was passing his test, but she had to try.

      Finally, the wooden trigger gave way, and the door hung loose. She moved as fast as she could, careful of the live wires but desperate to get to the other side where it was safe. There was a porcelain kick stand, from an old, white vase detailed with cerulean blue, that she had to use to open the gate wider, and another on the opposite side to close it back. Once it was finally closed, she
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