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Chapter One

My entire family is of the
werewolf persuasion. We’ve been that way since some time in the
mid-thirteenth century. That was when my
several-times-removed-great-granddaddy, who lived in a village in
what is now called The Gambia in West Africa, pissed off the shaman
in a neighboring village by stealing his prized goat.

The shaman laid a curse on him that went
somewhat awry. He was trying to turn him into a gnat so he could
easily whack him, but the guy wasn’t up to snuff on his curses, and
managed to turn many-times-removed-great-granddaddy into a wolf
instead.

When he saw what he’d done, the shaman
immediately started going through spells trying to get
a-lot-of-times-removed-great-granddaddy to gnat-hood, but as
great-granddaddy was running him down at the time, he couldn’t
quite get his act together, and as the story goes, he laid down so
many curses that great-granddaddy suddenly found himself in human
form again.

When the shaman--who was halfway up a tree
by then with great-granddaddy snapping at his ass--saw that, he
wiped the sweat off his brow and decided to quit while he was
ahead. At least the giant black wolf great-granddaddy had turned
into was gone and wasn’t chasing him anymore, and great-granddaddy
was so relieved to be back in human form, he turned and high-tailed
it for home vowing never to steal again.

But, many-times-removed great-granddaddy
found himself involuntarily turning into a wolf at the first full
moon. He changed back the next morning, but he was so ticked off
about it that he went back to look up that shaman so he could
strangle him.

The shaman knew he’d made a huge boo-boo,
and his change spells didn’t work so hot, so he begged for his life
promising great-granddaddy he’d fix everything if he just let him
live. And being the generous, reformed thief he was,
great-granddaddy only roughed him up a little, then agreed.

And to his credit, the shaman worked his ass
off, trying everything he knew, consulting with shamans from other
villages, mixing up all kinds of gunky potions until one day, he
had one that he figured would work.

And it almost did. Great-granddaddy still
changed involuntarily at the full moon, but he could also change
whenever he wanted at any other time. And, he was much
stronger as a human than he’d been before; any injury he got was
healed when he was in wolf form. He didn’t like the involuntary
changes but was cool with the other.

So he took to studying magic himself, hoping
he could find a way to stop the moon changes, but keep the
advantages of his wolf form. After he took a wife or two and had a
crop of kids, he noticed about half of them could change into
wolves after they reached a certain age, and they weren’t
bothered with the can’t-help-it change at the full moon.

Well. This made him very happy. And he got
even happier when one of his wolf daughters gnawed on a boy she was
mad at one day, and lo and behold, the boy started being able to
change into a wolf.

This made him think and seek different
solutions to his problem, and somewhere in there,
several-times-removed-great-granddaddy learned how to control his
moon changes, and the rest is family history. And another story.
Which several-times-removed-great-granddaddy will tell you if you
ask him. Yeah, he’s still around. We werewolves can live a
loooong time--unless, of course, somebody or
something kills us first.

Makes you kind of wonder why the world isn’t
swimming in werewolves, doesn’t it. Well, there are reasons for
that. One of which is a lot of us get snuffed early on due to
things getting highly exciting sometimes. I almost went the way of
the “lost werewolves,” as my daddy calls them, a while before Sam
and I got married. Thus the wicked scar down the right side of my
face. It’s slowly fading, and if I can make it another ten or
twenty years, it’ll be gone altogether. I dunno. I’m gonna kinda
miss it. Gives my face character.

If it hadn’t been for Sam, I probably would
have bought it back then. But that isn’t what this story is about.
Well, not totally. I only throw that in because that’s when I met
one of my now best friends, Pandra “Pan” Fontana--or two best
friends if you count her husband, Azrael, or just “Az” as he
prefers. Don’t call him “Azzie,” though. He hates that and never,
ever slip up and say “Ass.” You wouldn’t want to piss
him off.

Anyway, Sam and I got mixed up in a huge
brouhaha involving demons and various other bad guys, and those two
showed up to--as they put it--“contain and dispatch.” During the
battle, my face and head got laid open. Az, bless his heart, was
about to do his “separating the soul from the body” feature when
Sam dropped to his knees--by the way, this was all told to me later
as I was way out yonder in Bilha at the time--and did a serious
piece of begging, and Az, who’d been real impressed with our
fighting, and was a tad reluctant to do the separation thingy
anyway, found a loop-hole and left my soul right where it was.

He and Pan carted us home with them, and we
all got acquainted while I was healing. Pan helped out with that as
it was a bit overmuch for my wolf form to easily repair. I mean,
brains spilling out can be hard to fix. Not to mention retrieving
the memories contained within said brains. Poor Pan had to chase
all over to Hell and gone to catch those and put them back in my
head, and she managed to get them all, too--I think. Well, as far
as I can tell. If she missed something, I suppose I wouldn’t
remember, would I? Don’t seem to have any holes in my
memory.

Anyhoo, I am forever grateful to the both of
them-- and to Sam for his eloquent pleading on my behalf. That’s
how he saved my life.

Then, I heard through a mutual friend that
Pan and Az were expecting. Well! Who woulda thunk it! We haven’t
seen them in a while--they’ve been off doing their… thing… which I
can’t get into right now, ‘cause if I did, then I’d have to kill
you. Seriously. Anyway, when I found out Pan was preggers, I called
them up to give them my congrats, and both were still in a state of
shock about it. Especially Pan. It wasn’t something they ever
expected to happen.

“Heh,” I snickered. “Didn’t anybody ever
tell you two how to prevent that?”

To which Pan replied, “How the fuck was
I supposed to know he was fertile? Or that I would
be! Nobody said jack-shit about that!”

Good thing sharp-eared Annamae wasn’t around
to hear that. She’d have been just thrilled to get more quarters
for her cuss jar. And just because Pan wasn’t actually there at the
moment didn’t mean she wouldn’t collect. She would extract an oral
IOU from Auntie Pan and make her pay up the next time she came by.
In fact, her jar had just about gotten filled all the way up the
last time Pan was here. The woman has a real mouth on her. Sweet,
though. And she’s crazy about Annamae, and promised to curb her
expletives the next time she’s here.

I guess I can’t talk about her bleepable
language considering how I’m always having to catch myself.
Annamae’s cuss jar has seen its share of my quarters, too. I’m
getting better, though, and right now, the jar is only half full;
it just has the ones left in there from the recent visit from my
in-laws, and none of them are mine. But it’s a good thing Annamae
can’t read minds. She’d charge you just for thinking it.

I suppose Pan’s surprise about getting
pregnant is kind of understandable considering who Az is and how
she got to be who she is. But, that right there is
really another story, and definitely not mine to tell. I
could tell, however, that she was kind of excited about the whole
baby thing and was actually looking forward to being somebody’s
mama.

I decided right then I would surprise her
with a knitted baby blankie for her upcoming little bundle of joy.
Of course, it was going to be a challenge because this child was
going to be something special, and I was going to have to procure
some vastly different materials for the project. I didn’t care how
much trouble it would be, though. After all, they’d given Annamae
such a nice gift when she was born.

After I hung up from talking to Pan, I went
into the kitchen to start fixing lunch for Sam and Annamae, who
would be coming back from the park soon. I couldn’t wait to tell
Sam the good news. As I worked, I thought about the project, trying
to imagine just what kind of yarn I needed and who to ask.

Then, it flashed in my head. Aunt Nayah.
She’s the daughter of great-great-great--ah hell--a whole
lotta-times-removed-great-granddaddy, who, for the present,
we call Grandpa Zu. He’s been called many names over the
centuries--some of them, I understand, not so pleasant and awfully
bleepable.

He’s our head, or in some circles, he would
be referred to as the alpha male, but we don’t use that term ‘cause
it’s not especially accurate; he’s more of a… well, we call him a
coordinator, and he’s not always the head, just off and on, and
right now he’s on.

He’s just Grandpa Zu to me, no matter what.
A sometimes grumpy old guy who ordinarily doesn’t look a day over
thirty-five but has been slowly aging himself publically over the
last sixty years or so to actually resemble somebody’s
great-grandpa. He’s tired of what he’s doing right now, though, and
is ready to try something else. One day soon, he’s going to “die”
and take on a new identity. Probably as his own great-grandson
again. He’s done that one before, as well as being his own
grandson--or son.

Anyway, Aunt Nayah lived in the same town as
Grandpa Zu, and she would know what I needed and how to get it. If
she didn’t know how to get the materials, Grandpa Zu would. He’s a
very smart man. Had to be to last this long. He taught me, my
sister and brother, and cousins, some stuff when we were
younger. Magic stuff.

Remember that shaman from long ago? He
taught Grandpa Zu everything he knew about magic and recommended
other folk he could learn from as well. In fact, Grandpa Zu finally
allowed the shaman to be turned after he copped a vigorous plea so
he could marry one of Grandpa’s daughters, namely Aunt Nayah.
Between the three of them, there’s some serious magic flung around
sometimes.

I left before I learned a whole lot, but
have been meaning to go back for some more lessons. Just haven’t
had the time yet. My friend, Sandy, knows about them, of course,
but not about all their magics. I’ll bet she’d be interested in
some of their spells, seeing as how she’s a witch.

I was just putting the plates out on the
counter when Sam and Annamae trooped in through the back door.

“Hey, you guys,” I yelled. “Go wash up.
Lunch is ready!”

They both hollered “Okay!” and showed up in
the kitchen a few minutes later with clean hands.

“Sam, guess what?” I said as we ate.

“What?” he said, watching me warily with his
fork half-way up to his mouth.

“Nothing bad, honey. Just that I was talking
to Pan today.” I couldn’t help it. I started to giggle, “She’s
pregnant!”

“Whaaat?” went Sam, his eyebrows almost
meeting his hairline. “I didn’t know they could --” he shot a quick
look over at Annamae, who was blinking owlishly at the both of us.
“I mean, er, um… that’s wonderful, Honey. When is the blessed event
to occur?”

“She didn’t say, but they just found out
about it, so I would assume not for some months.” Though, after I
thought about it, considering what they were, I probably shouldn’t
have assumed. I figured I’d ask the next time I talked to Pan.

“How is Az taking it?”

“Well, they’re both kind of la-la’d about
it, right now. I’m sure he’ll come around, though. You know he
loves kids.”

“Mom,” piped up Annamae, “Does that mean
Auntie Pan and Uncle Azzie are having a baby?”

By the way, Annamae is allowed to call him
“Uncle Azzie” without him getting mad about the “Azzie.” He just
gets all mushy when she says it. Annamae has that effect on
people.

“Yes, dear.”

She ticked her head over to one side,
puzzling it over. I could tell Sam was holding his breath, scared
she was going to start asking questions he didn’t want to answer
just yet. Ha. I could have told him that Annamae already knew the
answer to certain things, but I didn’t. I’d just let him go on
being the innocent he was, for now. I mean, she’s known some stuff
since she was six and wondered why Mrs. Boldair down the street was
getting so fat around the middle.

She broke into a happy grin. “Oh! I really
love little babies! Will they bring it around to see us
after it’s born? Do they know if it’s a girl or a boy yet? Oh, I
hope it’s a girl! Mom, we’ve got to get it a gift!”

I chuckled, especially at the look on Sam’s
face. He was beginning to get an inkling that perhaps Annamae knew
more than he thought she did.

“Yes, sugar. I’m sure they’ll bring the baby
to see us, and they do know which sex it is. Sorry, they’re having
a boy. And you’re right, we do have to get a gift.” I told them
about my plan to knit a special blanket for the baby.

“That’s okay, Mom, I like boy babies, too,”
said Annamae happily. “And a pretty blanket would be perfect!”

“But Cady,” said Sam, sounding worried.
“Isn’t that going to be kind of difficult to do? This isn’t likely
to be just a regular baby, you know.”

We had finished eating lunch, and Annamae
was clearing the table and putting the dishes in the dishwasher.
Sam grabbed the Clorox wipes from beneath the sink and started
swabbing down the table and countertop while I got out the broom
and dustpan to sweep.

“Mmm, yeah, it’s going to be kind of tricky,
but I can do it. I just have to find the right materials
first.”

“Do you have any idea of what those would
be?”

“Nope. But I know someone who would. Aunt
Nayah and Grandpa Zu.”

We had decided after the ruckus at Eloise’s
place last month to stash Annamae with my parents for a while as
soon as school let out. Thank God nothing else had come up since
then. Vladimir was keeping an eye--and anything else she’d allow,
incidentally--on Eloise. He would have called for help if it had,
and we would have pulled Annamae out early and airmailed her to
Boston. School would be out the following week, so we were going to
take the train to Boston with her.

Yeah, I know. Quicker to fly, but we aren’t
fond of airplanes, and we wouldn’t be in that much of a hurry,
anyway. Sam and I were taking our four weeks of vacation. Never
could tell when we’d get the chance again.

“Can I go with you when you go to visit
Auntie Nayah and Grandpa Zu?” asked Annamae.

“Well, yes, I don’t see why not.” She loved
our many-times-removed-great-grandpa and aunt, and her husband,
Uncle Kambu the shaman, and they were right fond of her, too. She
usually spent some time at Grandpa Zu’s during the summer
anyway.

Annamae looked at her Dad, thoughtfully. “Do
you think I could go see Grandma Jackie and Grandpa Stephen, and
‘specially Uncle Stevie while I’m there?” she asked.

She had found out his parents lived in
Massachusetts, too. And bless her heart, she didn’t question why
they had never come to see her before showing up on our doorstep
the month before. She was just happy to have another set of
grandparents and another uncle, now.

Sam studied her little face for a moment.
Then he nodded. “Okay, Annamae. I’ll let them know you’re going to
be there all summer.”

“Yes!” she hollered. “That means I’ll get to
see everybody!” She happily finished loading the dishwasher,
then took off out the side door toward her best friend Shauna’s
house next door.

I knew she wanted to tell her friend about
her impending family reunion. I smiled as my highly energetic
nine-year-old tore out the door. Sam shook his head, grinning.

“Wish I had that kind of enthusiasm,” he
said. “I just hope my folks don’t beg off seeing her.”

“Oh, don’t worry, they won’t, Hun. Didn’t
you notice? She wormed her cute little self right on
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