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Autumn

The emergency line rang at 3.07 AM, jarring me from the medical journal I'd been pretending to read. Three hours into my overnight shift at Rivers Animal Clinic, and I'd already treated a geriatric cat with kidney failure and a German Shepherd who'd eaten an entire bag of chocolate chips. The owner had been hysterical. The dog had been fine, just dramatically gassy.

I grabbed the phone before the second ring. "Rivers Animal Clinic, this is Autumn."

Heavy breathing. "There's something wrong with my dog. He's hurt bad."

Male voice, young, panicked. Background noise suggested he was outside, maybe in a vehicle. Wind or movement distorted his words.

"What's your location?" I pulled up the intake form on my computer, fingers already moving across the keyboard.

"About ten minutes out. He's bleeding everywhere and he won't stop shaking."

"What kind of dog?"

A pause. Too long. "Big. Really big. Like a wolf, but not."

My pen stopped moving. In the Mount Rainier foothills, we got wolf-dog hybrids sometimes. Illegal to own, dangerous to treat, but I'd never turned away an animal that needed help. Dad would've killed me if he knew how many times I'd patched up someone's exotic pet without reporting it.

"Bring him to the back entrance," I said. "I'll have the surgical suite ready."

He hung up without another word.

I dropped the phone and moved. The clinic's main area was dark except for the security lights casting long shadows across the waiting room. My sneakers squeaked against the linoleum as I jogged through the hallway toward the surgical suite. The building was technically Dad's, Dr. Christopher Rivers, DVM, established 1987, but he'd been at a veterinary conference in Portland for three days. Which meant I was running the emergency rotation alone.

Pre-med student by day, acting veterinarian by night. My professors would've had a collective aneurysm if they knew how much actual medical work I did here. But Dad trusted me. Had been training me since I was old enough to hold a stethoscope steady.

I flipped on the overhead lights, bright, clinical, unforgiving, and started pulling supplies. IV catheter kit. Fluid bags. Suture materials. The autoclave hummed in the corner, maintaining temperature for the sterilized instruments.

My hands moved through the familiar routine. Lay out the surgical drapes. Check the anesthesia machine. Prepare sedation doses for an animal I hadn't seen yet, working off estimates and prayers.

Mom had taught me to always prepare for the worst. Then she'd died in what the police called an animal attack, and Dad had stopped talking about her medical work entirely.

I shoved the thought away. Three years, and it still hit like a fresh wound some nights.

Headlights swept across the parking lot outside. I moved to the back door, unlocking it and propping it open. Cold mountain air flooded in, carrying the scent of pine and something metallic.

The vehicle was an old Jeep, mud-splattered and anonymous. A guy jumped out of the driver's side, maybe early twenties, tall, wearing a flannel jacket and hiking boots. He looked like half the outdoorsy types who lived up here. But his eyes were wrong. Too alert. Too sharp.

He wasn't looking at me. He was scanning the parking lot, the tree line, and the road behind him.

"I'm Autumn," I said. "Where's your dog?"

He jerked his attention back to me, and for a second, I saw something wild flash across his face. Then it was gone, replaced by that panicked-pet-owner mask everyone wore when they brought in an animal they loved.

"Back seat." He moved to the rear door and opened it carefully. "Be careful. He bit me when I tried to move him last time."

I grabbed the rolling gurney from inside, wheeling it close. "That's normal with pain and fear. I'll sedate him if needed."

The hiker reached into the back seat, murmuring something I couldn't hear. Then he was pulling out what he'd called a dog.

It wasn't a dog.

I mean, technically it was canine. Four legs, fur, elongated snout. But the proportions were wrong. Too large, easily 150 pounds of muscle and bone. The coat was dark gray, almost black, with silver tips that caught the parking lot lights. And the paws were massive, tipped with claws that looked like they could shred through steel.

Wolf-dog hybrid didn't cover it. This was something else.

The hiker laid the animal on the gurney with surprising gentleness. The creature's breathing was labored, rapid, and shallow. Blood matted its fur along the left flank and shoulder. More blood dripped onto the gurney's surface.

"What happened?" I was already moving, wheeling the gurney through the door. The hiker followed, hands hovering near the animal like he wanted to touch it but didn't dare.

"Hunters." The word came out bitter. "They used silver bullets."

I stopped. Turned. "Silver bullets."

"I know how it sounds." He was watching me with those too-sharp eyes, gauging my reaction. "But look at the wounds."

I looked.

The entry wounds were small, precise. But the tissue around them was wrong. Instead of the normal trauma pattern, the flesh looked burned. Blackened edges. The metallic smell wasn't just blood, it was something acrid, chemical.

Silver residue.

"Get inside," I said quietly. "And close the door."

He obeyed without question. I locked the door behind us and wheeled the gurney into the surgical suite. The animal, I was going to keep calling it that until proven otherwise, whimpered as we moved. Its eyes cracked open, and I caught a glimpse of amber irises that seemed almost human in their awareness.

No. Not human. Just pain. Just fear.

"Hold him steady." I prepped the IV catheter, searching for a vein in the front leg. The hiker's hands pressed against the animal's shoulders, firm but careful.

The vein rolled under my fingers. Too mobile, too elastic. Like the entire circulatory system was operating at a higher tension than normal canine physiology. I adjusted my angle and slid the catheter in. Flash of blood. Good placement.

"What's his name?" I asked while I taped down the catheter and connected the fluid line.

"He doesn't—" The hiker caught himself. "Rex."

Liar. But I'd dealt with plenty of people who couldn't admit they'd been keeping illegal animals. I hung the fluid bag and adjusted the drip rate.

"I need to examine the wounds." I reached for my scissors to cut away the matted fur.

The animal's eyes opened fully. Its head lifted slightly, and I heard a sound that definitely wasn't a dog. A growl, yes, but layered with something that raised every hair on the back of my neck.

"Rex, easy." The hiker's voice dropped into a lower register, soothing and commanding at once. "She's helping."

The animal's gaze locked on mine. For a heartbeat, I could've sworn I saw recognition there. Understanding. Then his head dropped back to the gurney, and that too-aware look faded behind the haze of pain.

I cut away the fur carefully. The wounds were worse than I'd thought. Three entry points, each surrounded by that burned, necrotic tissue. The silver residue, if that's what it actually was, had prevented normal clotting. Blood still seeped from the holes, slow but steady.

"I need to remove the bullets and debride the dead tissue," I said. "That means surgery. Full anesthesia."

"Will he survive it?"

The question was wrong. Too personal. People didn't usually ask will he survive about a dog they'd just found. They asked about costs, about timelines, about whether it was worth trying.

I looked up at the hiker. His jaw was tight, tendons standing out in his neck. His hands were shaking slightly where they rested on the animal. And his eyes—

His eyes were amber. The exact same shade as the animal's.

"I'll do everything I can," I said carefully.

He nodded once, sharp, and stepped back. "Do it."

I grabbed the anesthesia mask and adjusted the settings. The animal's breathing was already compromised. I'd have to be careful with the dosage. Too little and he might wake during surgery. Too much and his respiratory system could crash.

The mask went over the elongated snout. I twisted the dial, watching the animal's chest rise and fall, counting respirations. The hiker had moved to the corner of the room, arms crossed, watching every move I made.

Thirty seconds. The animal's breathing slowed. His muscles relaxed incrementally.

I removed the mask and checked the gum color. Pale, but not critical. Capillary refill time was slow. Shock, blood loss, possible toxicity from whatever the hell silver did to this thing's system.

"I need you to wait outside," I said.

"No."

"This is surgery. I need space to work, and you need to not contaminate the sterile field."

"I'm staying." His voice carried absolute finality.

I didn't have time to argue. "Fine. But you stand in that corner and don't move. Touch nothing. Say nothing. Understand?"

He nodded.

I scrubbed in at the sink, let the water run over my hands and forearms, watching the animal's chest rise and fall in my peripheral vision. Steady. Stable. For now.

The surgical instruments were exactly where I'd left them. Scalpel. Forceps. Retractors. I'd done this a hundred times on dogs, cats, even a few exotic animals. This was just another patient.

Except I was lying to myself.

The first incision released more of that acrid smell. The tissue beneath the skin was wrong, denser, more fibrous. The muscle structure was similar to canine anatomy but scaled up and reinforced. Like looking at a wolf through a funhouse mirror.

I found the first bullet lodged against the shoulder blade. The bone had stopped its progress but had fractured in the process. I worked the forceps around the slug carefully, feeling for purchase.

The bullet came free with a wet sound. I dropped it into the metal tray. It pinged against the surface, and I got my first good look.

Silver. Actual silver. The bullet had been designed to fragment on impact, spreading the material through the tissue. Which explained the widespread burning.

"Jesus," I whispered.

Behind me, the hiker made a sound that might've been an agreement.

I found the second bullet more easily, just beneath the surface, embedded in the thick muscle of the flank. The third had penetrated deeper, nearly reaching the chest cavity. Another inch and it would've pierced a lung.

Each extraction revealed more of that burned tissue. I had to cut away the dead flesh, leaving healthy edges that might actually heal. The animal's body temperature was elevated, normal for shock, but higher than I'd expect. 103. 104. Pushing 105.

Fever. Infection. Or something else entirely.

I worked steadily, methodically, letting muscle memory guide my hands. Debride. Irrigate. Suture the muscle layers. The animal's physiology was fighting me. Blood vessels that should've been easy to cauterize kept bleeding. Tissue that should've held sutures tore like wet paper.

"His temperature's too high," I said. "Even accounting for stress and infection, this is dangerous territory."

"It'll come down." The hiker's voice was tight. "Once the silver's out, his body can start healing."

His body. Not the body. His.

I glanced over my shoulder. The hiker was watching with an intensity that made my skin prickle. Not watching me, watching the animal. Like he was counting its breaths. Monitoring its heartbeat.

"You're not a random hiker who found an injured dog," I said quietly.

"No."

"What is he?"

The hiker's eyes met mine. "You already know."

I turned back to the surgery, hands moving through the motions of closing the deepest wound. "I know what it looks like. I know what silver bullets suggest. But that's impossible."

"Is it?"

My hands paused. The overhead lights hummed. The fluid bag dripped steadily into the catheter.

On the gurney, the animal's chest rose and fell. Rose and fell.

"Werewolves aren't real," I said.

"Then you're operating on a really weird dog."

The last suture went in clean. I tied it off, cut the excess, and started on the next layer. Fascia. Muscle. The tissue was already starting to knit together, faster than it should, faster than anything in my anatomy textbooks suggested was possible.

"He's healing," I said. "Even under anesthesia. Even with the trauma."

"Remove all the silver and the healing accelerates." The hiker moved closer, just to the edge of my sterile field. "But if you leave any fragments, it'll keep burning. Keep poisoning his system."

I checked the wounds again under the bright light, searching for any remaining traces. The burned tissue I'd debrided left clean edges. The irrigation had flushed everything I could see.

"I think I got it all."

"You did." The hiker's voice carried absolute certainty. "I can smell it."

The final sutures went in. External layer. Small, tight stitches that would minimize scarring. My hands were steady, but my mind was racing. Processing. Trying to fit impossibility into the framework of everything I knew.

Mom had believed in things I couldn't explain. Had kept journals full of observations about animal behavior that defied science. Had treated patients that Dad never entered into the official records.

Had died in an animal attack that had never quite made sense.

I pushed the thought away. Again.

The animal's breathing changed. Deepened. Its eyes moved beneath the closed lids, REM sleep. Dreaming. Or maybe just processing pain through an anesthetized haze.

"He'll need monitoring through the night," I said, stripping off my gloves. "Possible complications include infection, shock, anesthetic complications—"

The animal moved.

Not a twitch. Not a random muscle spasm. A deliberate movement. Its front leg flexed. Claws scraped against the gurney's surface.

"That's not possible," I said. "The anesthesia—"

The animal's eyes opened. Amber. Alert. Fixed on my face.

And then its body began to change.

I've seen plenty of disturbing things in veterinary medicine. Bones broken and protruding through skin. Organs exposed during trauma surgery. The slow death of tissues starved of blood flow.

Nothing prepared me for watching an animal's bones crack and reform while it was lying on my surgical table.

The hiker stepped forward, hands raised. "Just stay calm—"

"What the fuck." I stumbled backward, hitting the instrument tray. Surgical tools clattered to the floor.

The animal's snout was shortening. Pulling back. The skull was restructuring, the proportions shifting from elongated canine to something broader, rounder. Human.

Fur receded. Pulled back into skin that was suddenly bare, pale, covered in scars and the fresh wounds I'd just sutured. The legs shortened, thickened. Paws became hands and feet, five digits, opposable thumbs.

I watched a wolf become a man.

The transformation lasted maybe thirty seconds. It felt like years.

When it stopped, there was a naked man on my surgical gurney. Early twenties, dark hair, lean muscle, and amber eyes that were definitely, absolutely human and had been watching me from a wolf's face two minutes ago.

He tried to sit up. Failed. Collapsed back against the gurney with a sound of pain.

"Don't move," the hiker said, moving to steady him. "The anesthesia's still in your system."

The naked man's eyes found mine. His lips moved, forming words that came out slurred. "You... can't tell... anyone..."

Then his eyes rolled back and he passed out.

I stood there. Staring. My training screamed at me to check his vitals, to ensure the anesthesia hadn't killed him during the transformation, to do something medical and rational and within the scope of my understanding.

But I couldn't move. Couldn't think. Could only stare at the man who'd been a wolf and remember every impossible thing Mom had tried to tell me before she died.

The hiker was watching me. Waiting for my reaction.

"Werewolves are real," I said. My voice sounded distant, detached, like it belonged to someone else.

"Yeah."

"He just transformed on my surgical table."

"Yeah."

"While under anesthesia."

"Pain overrides the drugs sometimes." The hiker moved around the gurney, checking the man's pulse at his neck. "But he's stable now. Your surgery worked."

I looked at the man. The sutures I'd placed on the wolf were still there, holding together wounds on very human skin. The IV was still in place, taped to a very human arm.

"This is impossible," I whispered.

"You're a good doctor," the hiker said quietly. "You saved his life. That's what matters."

The man on the gurney stirred. His breathing evened out. The fever I'd noted earlier was already dropping—I could see the flush fading from his face.

"He needs to be monitored," I heard myself say. Automatic. Professional. "Fluids, antibiotics, pain management."

"We can't take him to a hospital."

"I know." And I did know. Somehow, I knew. Had always known, maybe, that there were things in the world that existed outside the neat boxes of medical science.

The hiker moved toward me slowly, hands visible, non-threatening. "I'm Dylan."

"Autumn." My name came out steady. A small victory.

"Can you help him? Really help him? Not just the surgery, but keep him safe?"

I looked at the man on the gurney. At the blood on my hands. At the silver bullets in the metal tray, evidence of hunting things I'd thought were myths.

Mom's journals were in Dad's office. Locked in his desk drawer. Full of observations about patients who healed too fast, who came in with silver burns, who trusted her with secrets that could get them killed.

"Yes," I said. "I can help him."

Dylan's shoulders dropped, tension releasing. "Thank you."

The man on the gurney opened his eyes again. This time they stayed open, focused, aware despite the drugs still flooding his system. He looked at Dylan first, then at me.

"You can't tell anyone I'm here," he said. His voice was rough, damaged. From the transformation? From screaming while silver burned through his tissue?

"I won't." I moved to the gurney, checking his vitals properly now. Pulse elevated but steady. Breathing clear. Temperature still dropping.

"Promise me." His hand shot out, catching my wrist. His grip was weak but insistent. "No one. Not your father. Not the police. No one."

I looked into those amber eyes and saw fear. Real, human fear. Whatever he was, whoever he was, he was terrified of being found.

"I promise," I said.

His grip loosened. His eyes drifted closed again, and this time when he lost consciousness, it looked like actual sleep.

Dylan pulled a blanket from the shelf and draped it over the man's body. Preserving dignity. Maintaining humanity.

"His name isn't Rex," I said.

"No."

"Who is he?"

"Someone who needed help." Dylan looked at me, and I saw exhaustion in every line of his face. "Someone who trusts me to keep him alive."

Outside, dawn was starting to break. The emergency shift was almost over. In a few hours, Dad would call to check in. The day staff would arrive. Life would resume its normal patterns.

Except nothing would ever be normal again.

I'd just performed surgery on a werewolf. Watched him transform. Promised to keep his secret.

And somewhere in the back of my mind, past the shock and the fear and the sheer impossibility of it all, I heard Mom's voice.

Some lives are worth saving, even when saving them costs everything.

I looked at the man on my surgical table, breathing steady, healing already, and understood exactly what she'd meant.

"He can stay," I said. "As long as he needs to."

Dylan nodded slowly. "Thank you."

The words felt inadequate. But they were all I had.

In the corner, silver bullets gleamed in the metal tray, evidence of a war I hadn't known existed.

Until now.
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Dylan

The human doctor had stopped staring at least. Small mercies.

I kept my position between her and the door, watching how her hands moved over the equipment with practiced efficiency. She'd pulled on fresh gloves after disposing of the bloody ones, her movements automatic. Muscle memory taking over while her brain processed the impossible.

Autumn. Her name fit, something about the way she moved, steady and inevitable like seasons changing. Dark hair pulled back in a messy bun, a few strands escaping to frame a face that was all sharp focus and zero bullshit. She'd barely flinched when the transformation started. Most humans screamed. She'd just said what the fuck like she'd found an unexpected equipment malfunction.

Mom would've liked her.

I shoved the thought away before it could dig hooks in. Mom was three years dead, and thinking about her right now wouldn't help anyone.

On the gurney, my packmate's breathing had settled into something approaching normal. The fever was dropping, I could smell it, the sharp spike of heat dissipating as his body finally started processing the trauma without silver poisoning the works. His heartbeat had steadied too, strong and regular beneath the chemical fog of anesthesia.

Connor. His real name was Connor Briggs, beta enforcer for the Cascade Pack, and he'd taken three silver bullets meant for me during an ambush two days ago. We'd been tracking a Genomex extraction team when they'd turned the tables. Set up a kill box with silver ammunition and tactical
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