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      The full moon rose over Blagoveshchensk, and wolves howled to the night sky, rejoicing in their freedom from humanity. I knew better. I hid so their ved’ma, their witches, wouldn’t find me. Luck alone had spared me from being caught in the monthly unveiling in the Russian city. The unlucky were branded with silver so the crescent scar on their cheeks wouldn’t fade. The more fortunate, while still branded, wore their crescents on their brows and were named the wawkalak, cursed but beloved.

      The unlucky bore either the name of bodark, a werewolf by choice to be watched and feared, or sumasshedshiy volk, cursed and mad. My grasp of Russian left much to be desired, and while many spoke English, none would speak of the sumasshedshiy volk, those who were branded on their right cheek and feared by the wise.

      The bodark wore their brands on their left cheek, and the wise pitied them as much as feared them.

      My wolf and I came to the same conclusion within our first month in Blagoveshchensk. The brand’s placement didn’t matter. Only the wawkalak would live, and it was only a matter of time before the bodark and sumasshedshiy volk snapped and killed those around them, for the Russian ved’ma denied them the right to become their wolves in the misguided belief remaining human would lift their curse, or somehow transform them into wawkalak.

      I lived close enough to Blagoveshchensk to hear the wawkalak’s song but far enough away I wasn’t subject to the unveiling. As long as I hid in my cabin deep in the forest with Bodwin’s wolf, I would be safe enough.

      What had I been thinking, venturing to the far eastern reaches of Russia? In terms of being remote, while Blagoveshchensk classified as a city, few outsiders ventured to it. If tourism had been more commonplace, more would know of the supernatural, for the inhabitants believed in their superstitions.

      Their superstitions had substance here.

      As I had from the first day I’d stepped foot in the territory, when I needed to venture into the city, I made certain I was back before nightfall, returning to the property I’d begun building upon my arrival in the spring. Thanks to the proud tradition of bartering, I’d been able to build myself a home from the equivalent of a paperclip, working when I couldn’t buy, buying when I could, and trading what I didn’t need for what I did.

      A wiser man would have abandoned Blagoveshchensk, but with winter soon to come and my cabin almost complete, I’d decided to set down roots rather than test my luck again.

      The still, deep quiet of winter could drive a wolf to madness. The cold killed, and I’d found bodies on my year-long trek across Russia, a warning I refused to ignore.

      Sheltering in my cabin with Bodwin’s wolf would be dangerous enough, as my truck, which I’d salvaged from a junkyard in exchange for helping the owner repair his equipment, had a tendency to break down at the worst possible time. The way I figured, I’d won grudging respect from the locals for my ability to fix just about anything, something I’d picked up from the military and my time on the run.

      If I had the right parts and enough time, I could make it work again.

      My truck had needed a lot of parts, but I’d gotten those from the junkyard, too.

      I liked my antiquated, battered truck, which viewed the journey between the city and my cabin as a challenge to overcome.

      To play the part of a morning person, of someone who would legitimately head home before dark, using an illegal ID I’d picked up on the western end of Russia, I took up part-time work in the mornings to offer the illusion I worked hard while my apparent youth deceived most into believing I attended school in the afternoons to better my Russian and become a useful member of society. It worked, as no one questioned my behavior, allowing me to flee from the city and its ved’ma at night.

      In reality, after confirming I hadn’t been followed, I hunted with Bodwin’s wolf, sometimes as a man, sometimes as a beast. She didn’t mind my traitorous, glowing fur. While I yearned to hunt beneath the light of the full moon, as did she, we resisted and hid from the watchful, suspicious eyes of the locals.

      Where the wawkalak ran, the ved’ma followed, and they branded all they found during their hunts. As long as I stayed in my cabin, hung the expected silver talisman on my door, and remained human in case someone came calling, I would be fine.

      I hated that cursed, silver talisman, a gift I’d received shortly upon staking my claim to the land an hour outside of the city. An older man had brought it to me, held within a beautiful wooden box carved with wolves and symbols representing the elements. The sign of the ved’ma decorated the talisman. The damned thing gave me a headache, and Bodwin’s wolf avoided it. It reeked of silver and magic, and when I drew too close for too long, my scarab armband glowed a bloodied red.

      The howls of the wawkalak drew closer, and I blew out my oil lamp, locked my door, shuttered my windows, and pretended to sleep, with Bodwin’s wolf hunched over my feet and growling while stinking of fear.

      Animals knew when evil lurked nearby, and nothing good could come from meddling in the affairs of the wawkalak, bodark, the sumasshedshiy volk, and the ved’ma who controlled them.
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      No one knocked at my door, but wolves prowled outside my cabin. I’d staged the exterior well, with a doghouse and chain indicating I owned a pet, an animal I declared to be a husky to my boss, Stanislav Dmitrijevich Morozov, who had nodded and grunted his approval upon learning I believed my girl to be Russian bred.

      The wolves left, and the hours dragged until the early dawn. When I emerged from beneath the covers, I peered through my windows to check for any sign of unwanted guests. Nothing seemed disturbed, so I opened the door and whistled for Bodwin’s wolf. For an hour, while I made myself a pot of tea and watched from my cabin’s porch, she would run and pretend she still lived on the snowy peaks of the master she still mourned.

      She began her ritual with bolting for the trees, skidding to a halt, and charging back my way. The ground, marred with the new prints belonging to the wolves, confirmed they’d paid me a visit.

      I wondered what they thought of me, an American who claimed to be part Russian. Bodwin’s wolf spent a few minutes checking the woods surrounding the cabin. Now and then, she growled loud enough for me to hear. She disliked the smell of wolves, but it would be a few more nights until the full moon’s call eased and the wawkalak returned to their city and lived their human lives.

      Then, safe from the watchful eyes of the ved’ma, we would run far and hunt together, and I would ease my wolf’s discomfort. Resisting the urge to transform exhausted us, but he understood the price of failure as well as I did.

      The rumble of an engine warned me I had a guest, and I worried who might come calling so early in the morning. I gave Bodwin’s wolf as long as I dared before whistling to call her in. Instead of her usual resistance, issued in warbles of complaint, she bolted inside as though some devil nipped at her tail.

      “Good girl,” I praised, speaking in English, as the locals expected of me when at home. Then, to make sure we both stayed safe, I locked her inside.

      “Sergei Sokolov, when you tell me you have Siberian, you did not tell me how magnificent and well trained. You have done well by her,” the rumbling voice of my boss greeted, his English far better than my Russian.

      When I’d drawn up my paperwork, I’d made a mistake, one I blamed on my American upbringing and my real lack of a father; I lacked a patronymic, which resulted in more attention and awkwardness than I wanted. Sometime soon, I expected someone would assign me one, as the residents of Blagoveshchensk clung to their traditions, and patronymics played a crucial role in how they interacted with each other.

      Playing to the expectations of those around me ruled my life, and I switched to my broken Russian in an attempt to prove I did as I should, I was as human as I appeared to be, and that there was nothing unusual about me or my wolf who masqueraded as a husky. “Stanislav Dmitrijevich Morozov, I was about to leave for the mill. Is something wrong?”

      The dance began, and I waited for Stanislav to correct me. He did, although I’d done better than usual, mangling only one word, so he didn’t plead for me to speak in English rather than continue to butcher his beloved mother tongue.

      Continuing in Russian, he said, “You’re doing much better. You’re a quick study, and you have been practicing. Good. I came to tell you that the mill will be closed for the rest of the week. There has been an unfortunate accident, and the ved’ma wish to cleanse it. We are being paid for the work they know we would do. I volunteered to bring yours to you, for you don’t have a phone.”

      “One day,” I replied, and we both shrugged, knowing that day wouldn’t come soon. “Thank you. It’s a long way to have come.”

      Eventually, Blagoveshchensk would grow, and the powers-that-be would bring telephone lines and electricity my way, but until then, I used a gas-powered generator for the things I needed electricity for. I’d planned my cabin well, prepared to use wood to get me through the winter while the generator handled my few modern luxuries.

      Every night, I chopped more for my supply, and I’d built an awning over it, which led to my porch, offering me a way to access it when it snowed. I’d been promised by the residents not much snow fell in the area, but I would be prepared if the weather surprised me.

      The local Russians had a dry, biting sense of humor, and I’d learned to be prepared. If I did fail to prepare properly, men like Stanislav would surely show up, correct me, and hover until I did things in the proper Russian way, after which they would offer vodka in copious quantities. Sometimes, the vodka came out before they finished correcting me.

      My ability to handle their liquor had won me more than anything else, and the wise had stopped attempting to win against me when their drink of choice was involved.

      I still made stupid choices when drunk, but it took a lot of vodka to get me to that point.

      Stanislav regarded me with somber interest. Initially, I’d found Russians to be disconcerting and standoffish, until I’d learned they only smiled when they meant it, rather than Americans, who smiled because it was expected of them.

      “Coming here is an appreciated escape from the city’s noise. Did you hear the wawkalak sing last night?”

      Every month, he asked a similar question, and my answer changed little by little, accounting for the new things I learned. I wondered if—or why—he tested me, but I’d given up making guesses. He remained a mystery. “A little, but then I slept. I’ve grown used to their song.”

      “This is good. It is important that you feel welcome among us.”

      It took me a moment to realize we both spoke in Russian. “I do, thank you.”

      “Do you like it here in our Blagoveshchensk?”

      In truth, I longed for America and its comforts, familiarity, and luxuries, but I doubted I’d see my homeland for a long time. In a few years, Sergei Sokolov would become real enough to pass scrutiny when the Russian government issued cards for me, my subterfuge finally working its way through the system. Then, with the right care, I could travel again, leaving Declan McGrady and all my other aliases behind.

      One day, I might be able to live a life that wasn’t a lie. “I do. I enjoy when I visit the city and work, but I more enjoy the peace I’ve found here.”

      I spoke the truth, almost. Some days I forgot about the death, the guilt, and my regrets when hidden deep in the woods from prying eyes

      Stanislav approached, holding out an envelope, which I accepted. I considered if I needed to invite him in, decided I’d have to in order to be properly welcoming, but I hesitated when the man stared at the hated talisman hanging on my door. “Did I do something wrong? I wasn’t sure what else to do with it,” I confessed in English, hoping I hadn’t made some sort of error destined to end with a brand on my face.

      “No, not at all. I’m surprised is all. It is a good place to hang it. You’re respectful of our customs. This is good.” The handshake I expected came along with the oddly friendly scowl the local Russians made, since they believed smiling should be reserved for rare and special occasions. Even laughter in Blagoveshchensk had rules, a time, and a place.

      One day, I would figure it out, just like I’d figured out higher ranked men led off any handshaking.

      “Thank you for bringing my wages,” I said.

      “You’re welcome.” Once again, Stanislav hesitated. “Perhaps I should tell you more of why.”

      Interesting. I took that as my cue to play the next stage of host. “May I invite you in? I’ve drink to share, although my home is small.”

      “I believe it would be wiser if I showed you some of it, or we walk somewhere quiet while we discuss.”

      His request worried me, but as I saw no reason not to go about my normal day, I replied, “I could use a day in the city for supplies and studying. Where should I meet you?”

      Stanislav’s gaze focused on my cabin. “The mill. Your trim needs work. We’ll appropriate scrap that would otherwise be wasted, so should someone ask, you came to the mill at my suggestion.”

      By implying intrigue, Stanislav skirted a dangerous line, a game many in the area enjoyed playing with each other and the local police force, the politsiya among most, although I’d heard some whisper and call them the militsiya. I wasn’t sure what the difference was, but I opted to use the more common politsiya if I needed to reference the police at all. I wondered what the city’s mayor, who valued order and controlled how werewolves were branded, would think of Stanislav’s attitude.

      The oddity reminded me, yet again, I needed to take care, make certain I kept cinnamon, cloves, and nutmeg close at hand, and drink teas smelling strongly of spice, so no one could detect I was more than I appeared to be.

      I had enough problems without Stanislav adding to them.

      “All right,” I agreed. “I’ll meet you there.”

      With a nod, and his usual scowl fixed in place, Stanislav turned and marched away, disappearing into the woods following the packed dirt road. The engine of a big truck roared to life, and only when I heard it fade did I go to mine, a far inferior vehicle. I would squeeze every last kilometer out of it I could before resurrecting it with parts salvaged from some junkyard and beginning the process all over again.

      It kept me busy.

      Over an hour later, I parked in the employee lot to discover an alarming number of government vehicles and military present, and they swarmed me the instant I killed the engine. My employee badge would help somewhat; it marked me as a residential transient of Russian heritage, explaining why I had only part of a Russian name.

      I regretted having not understood the importance of patronymics when creating my identity, although I held some hope the frequent dance about it helped give credence to my charade.

      The questioning started with the basics, but my answers didn’t satisfy the uchastkovyi, someone of importance within the politsiya, although the specifics baffled me. As far as I could tell, he didn’t count as a police chief, but he wasn’t a standard officer, either.

      One day, my ignorance would get me killed.

      “What do you do here?” The uchastkovyi asked in Russian, holding up my employee badge.

      Finally, a question I could answer without stressing over how the man would perceive me. Leaning against my truck, I pointed at the log loader responsible for starting the milling process. While my Russian made people grimace, I did the best I could, and the uchastkovyi neither corrected me nor seemed to care I struggled with his language. “I help load that machine.”

      “Are you an operator, then?”

      I shook my head. “I’m labor. I help line the logs, load them, and remove the securing lines so they can be fed into the machine. The operators handle the heavy machinery. I work the ground and do as the operators tell me to do.”

      “How long have you been working here?”

      “I have worked here for four months. I work the morning shift. I am still learning Russian, so I study in the afternoon or work on my home. I built it myself.” I allowed a hint of pride to reflect in my voice and remembered not to smile. “I have land rights about an hour from here.”

      “Is this your first winter here?”

      “Yes.” I spoke the truth, too. It had taken me and Bodwin’s wolf over a year to reach Blagoveshchensk, surviving through the bitter winter somewhere a hefty distance west of the city. “My overseer, Stanislav Dmitrijevich Morozov, suggested I come today to look at some scrap he thinks may be useful for my home, for the trim, which needs work. I’ve much to do to prepare it for the winter.”

      “Yes, those new here underestimate our winters, and ours are mild compared to others.” The uchastkovyi returned my badge. “How well do you know Andrey Alekseevich Fedorov?”

      “I do not know him well. He works inside. I have spoken to him a few times, but only enough to know who he is. He works hard, on extended hours, learning to become an operator. Did something happen?”

      The uchastkovyi scowled, and I’d grown so accustomed to surly Russians I waited with the passive patience expected of me. In some ways, I liked the people of Blagoveshchensk. They came across as hearty, stubborn people who thrived in adverse conditions.

      “Andrey Fedorov is dead, killed during the night by a sumasshedshiy volk, who broke free of his ved’ma and turned on his family. Andrey Fedorov was kin, a cousin.”

      When I had first learned of the local werewolves and their brands, I’d also been taught the local way of warding away evil, an old gesture used as a respectful gesture of respectful worship in other parts of the world. With it had come a warning: should an official speak of wolves, the wise protected themselves.

      It sickened me to use it, but my discomfort, which I couldn’t hide as well as I wanted, bore unexpected fruit. The uchastkovyi’s expression softened. “You are unaware Andrey Fedorov called a sumasshedshiy volk kin?”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “It is whispered he meant to become a bodark to show his loyalty, and his own flesh and blood turned on him in a fit of jealousy, first murdering the ved’ma meant to save his soul before killing his family and dragging their bodies here. We can only assume the cursed beast, twisted as he is, believes this is now his territory.”

      The uchastkovyi’s words reminded me of Desmond and his son-in-law, Richard. Both had worried about my control over my wolf.

      I feared I now understood the reason why.
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      An hour after he started grilling me, the uchastkovyi introduced himself as Timofey Matveevich Vasiljev, and he was in charge of all incidents involving werewolves within the mill quarter of Blagoveshchensk. No one had seen Pyotr Alekseevich Fedorov following the rise of the full moon and the murders of his family and ved’ma. The politsiya believed the wolf hadn’t finished killing yet.

      Worse, all employees of the mill were considered to be possible targets. I heard ‘conspirator’ instead, which I blamed on my long history within the United States military. My boss arrived not long after I’d been warned for the sixth time to be careful and contact the authorities if I saw anything suspicious.

      “I apologize for being late. I was delayed on my way here,” the mill’s overseer said, jumping out of his truck and slamming the door.

      I could smell his lie, and thanks to the Russian way of remaining impassive and expressionless, I hid my reaction. “Of course, Stanislav Dmitrijevich Morozov. It’s no problem.”

      We shook hands, with the uchastkovyi leading the ritual, and both men gripped my hand in a borderline painful manner. Stanislav’s arrival ended my questioning, and when he supported my claim he’d invited me, the uchastkovyi shook his head. “It’s too bad in there for now. The wood must wait. My apologies, Sergei Sokolov.”

      “Unfortunate,” my overseer murmured, unusual compared to his normal, boisterous voice. I didn’t need my nose to detect his lie.

      I’d been lured to the site for questioning, and I didn’t understand why. While I’d scented other werewolves in the city, I avoided them. I avoided anyone I believed might be a ved’ma, too. Had someone noticed me despite my precautions?

      I would need to be even more careful in the days to come, and I would push off transforming for as long as my wolf could handle, which could be years if necessary. I checked my watch. “If you don’t require anything else from me, I should take care of some other business. I do need to study before the library closes, and I have other errands as well.”

      “Go,” the uchastkovyi ordered.

      The hardest part was walking to my truck. I wanted to bolt and escape them, but I needed to be brisk at the same time.

      I needed to walk a fine line.

      I wanted to floor it and burn rubber in my hurry to escape, but I drove with the caution of someone who knew his truck might fall apart if pushed too hard. In case someone followed me, I went to the general store and stocked up on supplies, getting enough for the week. On my way out, I’d stop for some fresh meat and a new bone for Bodwin’s wolf.

      I needed to give her a name and lay the past to rest.

      To keep myself busy, I purchased the mortar I’d need to finish my fireplace in the cabin. It would be large enough for me to, if I wished, cook over it or give Bodwin’s wolf enough space to enjoy the fire with me without venturing too close to me.

      She tolerated me, she even obeyed my commands, but she did not appreciate when I didn’t keep an appropriate distance.

      Working on the fireplace also supported my story about what I did when I wasn’t working.

      One day, I would be able to live without having to cultivate every moment to trick those around me. One day, I would be able to return to the United States and disappear in a crowd. Maybe I’d even get that cabin I longed for and the mate my wolf desired. Learning packs of werewolves existed would haunt me.

      I wanted what they had, as did my wolf.

      For now, I would wait and work hard to disappear, fading from memory until nobody remembered I existed.

      I kept to my usual routine after work, braving the city to visit one of Blagoveshchensk’s three libraries. Compared to the United States, the government controlled information as their way of controlling the people. On the other hand, I marveled at how well educated the Russian people were, valuing what they could learn with a relentlessness I admired.

      For the next few hours, to maintain my cover, I would agonize over piecing together Cyrillic script. However, instead of delving through more modern texts, I hunted new prey: Russian folklore, as seen through the eyes of Blagoveshchensk’s people.

      In a world where werewolves didn’t exist in the open, how did Blagoveshchensk have a population who knew the supernatural existed, branded their faces so all would know what they were, and controlled them? I picked several books, took them to a table tucked in a shadowy corner, and armed myself with my translation dictionary. The first two, judging from their table of contents, contained nothing of use.

      The third was a gold mine of information about the ved’ma, spirits, and general folklore, ranging from the legends surrounding Baba Yaga to the vucari, which translated roughly to lycanthrope in other parts of the world. Vucari were similar to bodark but not quite the same in Blagoveshchensk folklore, although the book didn’t explain the differences. I wasn’t sure how other parts of Russia viewed werewolves, but something learned was better than nothing.

      According to the text, written over fifty years ago by a local, the vucari, unlike the bodark, had incurred the Devil’s wrath, and in an effort to protect the people from the werewolf’s curse, the church had crafted talismans to ward homes against them. The volume claimed that if a vucari could atone and resist the curse for a period of five years, they would rise to become a hound of heaven, a servant favored by God.

      Why did Blagoveshchensk have bodark but no vucari? Did they attempt to cultivate the bodark to become vucari? The wawkalak seemed closer to the vucari to me.

      Trying to wrap my head around the collision of the supernatural and the church, which I presumed to be Russian Orthodox, gave me a headache. I could deal with the supernatural and superstitious, but religious fanatics of all stripes terrified me. Sense, humanity, and fact meant nothing in the face of fanaticism.

      Fanatical mothers and fathers would brand their children with crescent moons if their religion demanded it of them. They would do more than merely burn their children with silver brands.

      They might kill them.

      I forced myself to return to my reading, my eyes widening when the entry on the vucari delved into cures for those inflicted with lycanthropy. In refreshing honesty, the book acknowledged few who fell to the curse could be restored. It also declared that for a vucari to return to human form and spirit, he or she needed to be humanized.

      It began with the gift of a name and ended with love and acceptance.

      Love broke many curses in folklore, but I also recognized the truth. When my wolf hunted, there was no room in him for such emotions. Neither one of us had opened that door since our mother’s death, and we agreed. Until we no longer had to run, we couldn’t afford to love anyone.

      My wolf sighed, and I felt as much as heard his longing.

      I closed the book, returned it to its shelf, and resolved to put the problem of Russian werewolves behind me. I was no wawkalak, bodark, vucari, or sumasshedshiy volk. I wasn’t Fenerec, either.

      I defied such easy categorization with my glowing fur and a wolf I didn’t need to control, for he controlled himself. I could go years without shifting. I had gone over a decade without shifting when working within the military.

      If I’d believed in what the book claimed, I’d earned becoming one of the so-called hounds of heaven twice over.

      But, until I moved on, I would listen and learn, but I would avoid the issue of other wolves.

      It wouldn’t prevent me from snatching up the single grain of hope I’d found since stepping foot into Russia. Maybe I wouldn’t be able to humanize Bodwin’s wolf, but I would try.

      She needed me, and she deserved a name.
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      A gray, rusted-out car followed me from the library to the butcher. I haggled with the man and bartered to have a look at his truck, which was broken. I pulled my toolbox out of the bed of my truck and fought with the damned thing for almost two hours before locating the culprits, a loose bolt and a dead spark plug. The spark plug I’d identified early, but it hadn’t matched the symptoms of a dangerous rattle. He lucked out; a hobby of scrounging parts meant he had the right plug for his truck. A spark plug install, an oil change, and precautionary check of the rest of the truck later, I had the engine going.

      He gave me a discount and extra meat along with two bones for my wolf and a promise of better for my big dog next week along with all the scraps she might enjoy.

      For the first time since my arrival, a Russian invited me to call him by his short name, Tyoma. I delighted in sharing the same courtesy with him, and as he knew I’d grown up far from Russia, he taught me my informal name was Seryozha, and he would call me that so I might feel more welcome.

      Bemused, I packed my tools, loaded my truck, and headed for home.

      The same gray car followed me to the city limits before turning a different direction, and I wondered who would want anything from me. Like the other laborers, I’d let my beard grow, which changed my appearance enough I sometimes didn’t recognize myself in the mirror.

      I worried the entire drive home, and when I arrived, I checked my property, but everything seemed to be in order. I released Bodwin’s wolf, chuckling at her antics when she rolled on the lawn and stretched her legs. Life as a lazy cabin wolf suited her. Her coat had grown in thick albeit coarse, far rougher than most dogs. While she sometimes permitted me to scratch behind her ears, she preferred if I didn’t touch her often. When pleased with me, she rubbed her nose against me and sat at my feet.

      Most days, she bolted for the woods to hunt, but some days, like today, she stayed close, limiting her range to the yard I’d cleared of trees while I unloaded the truck. I checked my gas generator and its nearby tank, pleased with my fuel levels. In a few weeks, I would top the tank and install the exterior heaters meant to keep the fluid from freezing should it become excessively cold. It powered my chest freezer, the water heater, and refrigerator, the only appliances I needed electricity for. In winter, if it became as cold as the locals claimed, I’d craft a natural ice box to store things and hunt in the woods as a wolf should the snow prove too deep for my truck to venture through.

      I hoped it did.

      Before I finished my work, Bodwin’s wolf headed inside, and she took over the fur rug I left on the floor for her. With no reason to wait, I hauled in the first load of stones for my fireplace and went to work.

      My conversational Romansh needed work, but I used it anyway, struggling with my limited vocabulary to speak the language Bodwin’s wolf knew best. I even apologized for not knowing any good Romansh names to give her, forcing me to pick from a different culture or my past.

      My mother’s name had been Gabriella, and sometimes, she had spoken fondly of a woman she’d called Petra. For no reason other than my mother’s smile, I made the first decision to chase after a folklore, wondering if there was more to Bodwin’s wolf than a cunning animal used to living with humans.

      My eyes told me no, as did my common sense, but her coarse fur told a different story.

      No mundane dog I’d ever pet had a coat so coarse.

      “Your name is Petra,” I said in Romansh before repeating my words in Russian and English. Bodwin’s wolf stared at me with her wolf-gold eyes, one ear twisted back.

      The newly dubbed Petra turned her head and seemed less than thrilled with her new name.

      “Flea-bitten titmouse,” I muttered, and since no one but her could see me, I smiled.
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      With the sawmill closed, I spent the new few days at home to save on gas, built my fireplace, and enjoyed the peace and quiet. When I refused to visit Blagoveshchensk, it visited me. The crunch of tires on gravel warned me I had a visitor, as did Petra’s single bark.

      “Stay,” I ordered in Romansh. The wolf turned her ears back at my edict, but she snatched her bone and dragged it to the corner before pinning it between her paws. Her defiance amused me, although her choice to head deeper into the cabin assured me she would do as told. Covered in mortar, I headed to the door, relieved I hadn’t bothered removing the troublesome talisman. Better yet, I’d wrapped the scarab cuff to protect it, which transformed it into an odd, homemade brace of sorts, so unless my guest opted to be rude, my jewelry would remain a secret.

      A car marked as belonging to the politsiya parked beside my truck, and Timofey Matveevich Vasiljev stepped out.

      As often was the case with the locals, I couldn’t tell if he scowled for a reason.

      “Good afternoon, Timofey Matveevich Vasiljev,” I greeted, hoping my formality would appease the uchastkovyi, regretting I wasn’t aware of how I should address him.

      “Good afternoon, Sergei Sokolov,” he replied, and if my lack of a patronymic bothered him, he didn’t show it—or he’d believed my story about how my name had been butchered in the United States. “I would have called, but you don’t have a phone.”

      “It’s the price of living so far away from civilization. I’m sorry you’ve had to come all this way. How can I help you?”

      “I have some questions.”

      I took that as my cue to invite the man in and begin the odd dance the locals enjoyed when welcoming someone into their home. “Please come in.” The American in me demanded I add, “Pardon my mess. I was taking advantage of the time off to work on my fireplace.” I held up my mortar-covered hands. “My dog’s inside, and
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