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      Sheila

      “She could pick a better way to tell us we need to stop here.” Alex looks at me, panting with stress. “I know she is scary, especially for you. I’m not saying anything bad about her. Maybe she doesn’t know that appearing suddenly in front of the car is fucking terrifying. It would be really nice if she could just be out of the road, that’s all. I mean, what happens if I don’t stop in time?”

      Alex only whines in answer. I don’t really expect him to answer in this form. And I understand why anything that might irritate her would make him nervous. She cursed him to be a wolf, only able to regain his human form by killing one bad man for every minute of the day that he wants to be human. I am here only because I chose to be. I could still, I think, let him go his own way. Technically. I think.

      I see a sign coming up; Lake City, population 12,000. Great. A smaller town. I’m sure they’ll love seeing me wandering around with a wolf. It looks like a typical small town as I slow to thirty-five for the speed trap most small towns have at the entrances. Fast food, shopping, car dealerships, and not a lot to actually support the town and its inhabitants. I spot a hotel tucked in between a couple of shopping centers and navigate over there. I wonder why she wanted us here?

      The front desk clerk eyes Alex. “You’re sure he’s a dog? He looks like a wolf.”

      “I’m sure. He is just a really big cross between a husky and a shepherd. Might be some malamute in there, too.”

      “It’s going to be an extra fee for the,” he holds up his hands to make air quotes, “giant dog.”

      “It always is.”

      “It’s a bigger fee if he defecates in the room.”

      Alex chooses that moment to make noises, sounding amazingly like the huskies I’ve seen in videos. “I don’t think he liked you saying that he might shit in the room.”

      Alex makes a sound that seems like agreement, and the clerk shakes his head. “I don’t care what the dog likes, as long as he doesn’t destroy the room in any way.” He looks directly at Alex. “No defecating in the room. If you poop on the premises, she has to pick it up. No peeing in or on the building. No biting and no excessive barking. You understand?”

      Alex barks his agreement and the man jumps. “Well, ok then.” He looks back to me, “I guess you got him trained real well. Must spend a lot of time talking to him too. Here’s your key. The laundry is across the way. There are vending machines in the alcove next to the laundry. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to call the front desk. Checkout is 11 am. If you need to extend your stay beyond the three days you booked, please do so before that time or there is an extra fee for the late checkout. Your room is 310. Take the elevators to the right and it will be down the hall to your right when you leave the elevator. Have a nice stay.”

      He moves his hand off the little folder that contains the key card for our room and I take it. Alex makes a ro-roo noise at the man as we turn to go. The man says, “Yeah, yeah. Just don’t make a mess.”

      We get in the elevator, and the ride up to the third floor is not the most reassuring I’ve ever had. I am relieved when the doors open on the correct floor. We step out and I decide I am going to find the stairs before we go down. Our room is just where he said it would be. Alex hops onto one of the beds and lays down, stretching out to his full length.

      I grab my purse from the top of my suitcase and the stack of flyers on the dresser as I head for the other bed. I think I want to order pizza for dinner, but as soon as I sit on the bed, a wave of exhaustion hits me. Dropping my purse and the flyers on the nightstand, I pull the covers down and crawl under them. My eyes close almost the instant my head touches the pillow.
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      Sheila

      It is after ten the next morning when I wake. I guess I was more tired than I realized. Alex is sitting on the opposite bed, watching me. I get up and stumble around to get myself together. Once I am showered and dressed again, I ask Alex if he wants to go out for breakfast. He nods and barks.

      “So you’re starving?”

      He barks again, and I grab my purse as I head for the door. One look at the elevator has me trekking the length of the hall to find the stairs. They are dark and a little creepy, but I’ve got a wolf with me that needs to kill men. I figure it will be all right. In the car, we pull out and start driving down the main highway. We find a place to get sandwiches and I leave him in the car with it running while I get our food. I have zero worries about anyone stealing my car with him sitting in it. Some weird lady is staring at him real hard when I get out. She sees me heading for the car and tells me, “You shouldn’t leave your dog in the car like that. It’s animal cruelty.”

      “Lady, he can operate the car better than you can. Mind your own damn business.” I get in the car while she is still shouting about how rude I am. I hope we don’t have to stay here long. I pull out Alex’s sandwich and open it up on the center console. He eats really neatly for a wolf, probably because technically he is a human?

      Pulling out my phone, I look for a place that I can take him so he can wander unleashed. I find a place that isn’t technically a place where dogs can run free, but I figure if we wander off down the lakeside trail I can let him off leash and he can fade into the woods if someone comes along.

      Getting there doesn’t take long. I pay the fees to get in as they eye Alex with more than a little trepidation. Walking past the dog park portions which aren’t far from the entrance, I am sweating already. Fuck. I’ve got a way to go before I can let him off leash. Why is this place so miserably sweaty? Not a single damn breeze to be had.

      Fifteen exercising in a fucking sauna minutes later, we are away from all the people. I see a bench near the lake up ahead. “Alex, I am going to take off your harness and let you wander for a while. I’ll be on the bench over there by the lake. Come back when you are ready to leave, but don’t be all day. Oh, don’t bite anyone out here in broad daylight. Quarantine while they decide whether you live or die will suck. And they will probably decide you need to be dead. So keep that in mind. Ok?”

      He nods and I squeeze the buttons on the clip, releasing them and letting it fall to the ground so he can step out. Alex steps out, looks around, and darts off into the shrubbery. After picking up the harness, I carry on with getting to the bench where I can sit. It is hot as hell here. Even in the shade, it feels like I am sitting between Satan’s sweaty cheeks. How do people live here?

      Staring off into the distance, I can’t help but wonder why we are here. Is there someone that has to die? How long before she leads us to them? I hope we don’t have to stay here for long. I am going to melt taking him out to run and to try and find whatever we are here for. Alex pops up next to me, scaring me half to death. The bastard is grinning. He did it on purpose. “Jerk.”

      His toothy grin grows wider, tongue lolling out. “Come on, let’s get you into your harness. It feels like I have sweated right through my pants.”

      He steps into the harness and I get it sorted. I put the leash on my wrist and remind him again, “If you make me fall diving off into the woods, I’m feeding you kibble for a week.”

      Alex narrows his eyes at me and snorts. “Oh, that’s beneath
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