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The air is cool—brisk but only just cold enough to justify wearing a heavy sweater or light jacket. The wind, the current dominating feature of the current weather-scape, sweeps past me in force as I pace around the school building after the final bell. Last year, these winds blew a forest fire near enough for some people from Midnight Valley to evacuate. This year they’re still strong, but not a threat. They bring only a seasonal chill this far north. In the distance, an owl hoots as a threat for the oncoming night. In front of me, Natasha Rowell sits on the stone ledge near the last float for the Homecoming Parade, and she looks like a total wretch. All of her previous enchantment for this school year appeared to melt away after she learned about Tristan’s suspension, how he got kicked off the football team for mauling another guy and how he says with that dark smirk that he doesn’t even care. He wants to get a GED and leave town. Or at least that’s the story he told me and that I assume he told her.

I’ll confess, I love how this looks: the downtrodden expression of angst that has taken over her face, the lack of her voice chirping answers and praising teachers in literature and American history. Natasha looks appropriately sullen. She looks weighed down by life, if it were, and that fills me with energy. I approach her and observe the way she’s picking at a loose thread from her jeans. She got those jeans from the store Tristan works in, assuming he’s still there. The hoodie I also recognize as being one of Tristan’s. It’s worn out now, fraying and sagging in all the wrong ways with a broken zipper. 

I hug my own sweater tunic closer to me. Usually between me and Natasha, I’m not the better dressed one. I almost never see her wear the same outfit twice, but lately she’s let herself go. She’s emotionally affected, moody as the wind itself, and I know it has to do with Tristan. Did they break up? It’s possible. I can’t ask about that directly, not to Natasha and not to Tristan. If I mentioned my concerns to Natasha, she could go all wendigo tooth-and-claws if I made her too upset. But the question nags at me in the back of my skull.  I cross the still, green lawn between us and walk to the ledge where she sits. Then I sit next to her. I don’t say anything. I guess I’m waiting for Natasha to spill everything, but she doesn’t feel like talking either. 

A sudden blast of wind sweeps over the clearing. In half an hour, students and teachers will start arriving, parking in the nearest lot and pouring out to put the final touches on the float and prepare for tonight’s parade and homecoming game. Everyone’s excited. Homecoming is supposed to be a big deal.

Tonight is more than just homecoming to me. It’s a full moon tonight. My first full moon as a werewolf. I guess I’m going to transform. I’ve avoided thinking about it until last night. The truth is that I really know nothing about it. I’ve been meeting with Vince occasionally over the past week. I say “occasionally” because he’s not at all interested in seeing me. Vince doesn’t like me. He’s not impressed. I think I remind him too much of his life before the Exigency. He spent years as a werewolf hunter, but he never turned anyone until he turned me. I guess he feels a special kind of hatred towards me.

My substitute spirit guide, Fernando, has at least tried to help. Fernando says it’s been several years since he was last paired with a wolf. He can’t get over the fact that I don’t have a pack of my own and that I’ve lived practically my entire life without believing that werewolves were even a thing. That being said, there’s not much he can do to help. He says that my official spirit guide, Layla, will be recovered enough to work with me soon. She’ll show me how to transform with minimal awkwardness and control my wolf form later.

For now, I have nothing but questions. Will I be aware in my other form? Will I remember it when I’m awake, or will everything be a blur? Will it hurt? Will I catastrophically rip in half everything in my path? If so, how could I chain myself up to make sure it doesn’t happen again?

I’m not going to spend the night at my house either way. I’ve told my parents that I’m going to spend the night at Natasha’s house after the game. Natasha vouched for me enough to write an invitation and slip it in my mailbox to make things look as official as possible. 

“How’s your hand?” asks Natasha at my approach. She turns her head to face me, but her eyes are cold. Icy, by expression.

I glance down briefly at the bandages on my left hand from where Tristan attacked me a week ago. I’d almost forgotten they were there because I’m so used to them by now. “It doesn’t hurt,” I say. “I’m more just wearing it so my parents don’t come to see me in band.”

“You’re lying to them about all this?” she asks, her voice still dry and expressionless.

I let a silence elapse. “They’ve never heard of anything like. . . this. I’m not even sure what I think. So, I’ve decided not to break that news to them so soon.”

Natasha huffs. “I take it they’re ignorant and oblivious?”

“No,” I start. I love my family. I want to defend them, but there’s not much I can say that will help them look good to someone as cynical as Natasha.

Natasha’s lips curl in a humorless smile. “I can believe that. People are always oblivious to what happens under their noses. Hearing story after story and charting the entire thing down to urban legend.”

I shrug and glance away in the direction of the woods. We’re not near the clearing now. That’s near my home on the other side of town.

“My dad was human, originally,” Natasha elaborates. “He was turned when he was a kid. But there was a period before then when he says he laughed at the idea. He lived in Detroit. In a bad neighborhood. I guess someone started picking on him once, in what he thought was just a bullying situation, and he decided to stand tall and not to be afraid. Turns out he was wrong. He should have been afraid. Sorry, I don’t know why I’m telling you all this.”

“No, it’s okay,” I say, feeling an unexpectedly more authentic bond with the girl than I had before. I look again at the threads she’s picked out on her jeans. “I’m sorry about everything that’s happened to Tristan.”

“Tristan’s over,” she says. “I shouldn’t have expected anything from him.”

“I don’t know why he’s acting like this,” I say. “He never has before. He’s always been sweet. And goofy. And you know, fun.”

“Yeah, because that’s one thing being a wendigo really won’t take out of you,” she says. “I used to think we were the same as people. Or that I could be different. I guess we’re all just doomed crazy monsters.”

There’s another silence. “You’re not like that,” I say.

“Thanks,” says Natasha. “But I’m still just breaking into it. I’m still transforming. I haven’t been a real one yet, you know. Like in the legends. You have it easy. Wolves still keep a lot of their humanity after the change.”

“I don’t know anything about that,” I say.

“Hasn’t Vince been teaching you?”

“He was supposed to,” I say. “But I still don’t know what to expect. Like am I supposed to lock myself up in a kennel or something?”

Natasha snorts. “Come on, it’s not that bad. The only werewolves that are really monsters are werewolves who are already monsters in their human form. Not that I’ve known many, but just looking at Vince, I think the rumors are seriously exaggerated. Have you ever seen him in wolf form?”

I nod but don’t speak. I did meet Vince in his wolf form once. It feels like a long time ago now, like a different lifetime entirely. The first time I followed Tristan into the camp belonging to the Exigency, they sent Vince back to walk me home. I wondered if he was a trained dog because of how docile he’d appeared. He was arguably sweeter than he has been in his human form since then.

“Trust me, you’ve got nothing to worry about,” says Natasha. “I doubt there’s anything big to being a werewolf. It’s just a three night commitment once a month. You’re not even going to miss school on Monday.”
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