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In Crescent View, the night air was crisp. The sound of grinding chainsaws echoed in the woods. The sound of them droned into the moonlit night of the mountains. The men on the site used large equipment. There were automatic saws, backhoes, and trucks lined up for lumber. They made quick headway in a fresh clearing. Tree by tree went down. All the night creatures were out making little nighttime noises, screeching and chattering as they flew and ran for their lives. A couple of hours ago, it was a matter of ignoring the humans while they set up their machines. Soon after that, it was a mad dash. Habitats and homes buzzed down to the ground as families scampered for it while the sky opened up. As trees came down, more of the dazzling moon shined on everything.

The men sat, operating their machines. Some were women, but most were men, wearing checkered shirts with hats and orange vests with reflective stripes, making them easy to see.

A bear lumbered into the night. Its den lay in ruins. She carried three cubs with her across the field. She thought of standing up to scare the pants off one man. She moved her cubs to a new home in the woods to avoid disturbing him with the loud noise from his machines. She left them at the dumpster behind the pancake house. She was one animal who had it better. 

Many animals lost their homes when the trees fell. 

The men wore earplugs to drown out the sound of their machines and the wildlife trying to escape them.

The men were doing their jobs, one tree after another. As they opened into the woods, they opened up a grand view of the sky in this new clearing near Crescent View. There was little light here to obscure the stars. After several hours of work at night, they could see an elegant group. There was the deep band of the Milky Way, and the moon rose above them. It was almost complete enough to work by without so many spotlights, which they used to point at stumps and operate on with the main diggers. 

The workforce in the forest of about twenty crew members labored through the evening. Five machines did the significant cutting, with three smaller ones working the stumps. The rest of the men lopped small limbs, climbed trees to tie them down for safe cutting, or worked the spotlights. There was a line of plastic portable restrooms and a tent where an older gentleman was brewing coffee and making sandwiches. He was making cold ham, cheese, and turkey sandwiches but wanted grilled sandwiches. His grill had stopped working half an hour ago. He was too busy with people to think about it. They kept coming in and out of his tent like a revolving door. He could tell that they were bringing down a lot of trees. The racket was terrific. He could hear and feel the thuds of the trees.

He understood they were working but was confused about why they couldn’t let him check his cords and start grilling the sandwiches as he preferred. The later in the evening it got, the more the guys, and a few gals he remembered, would appreciate something hot to eat when it started getting chilly.

The wind was picking up, and he realized he was in a lull and had been staring into space, thinking about it while he sat there, not checking his cords.

Coffee was bubbling. 

From under the table, just at a glance, he saw two furry, clawed feet. It looked like they belonged to a gigantic dog, maybe a mastiff. Where were the other paws? He pushed up, using the table to help him. Whatever it was, it had gone. 

He felt like there was someone otherworldly in the tent with him. 

“Grill working yet?”

“Nah, I got nothing. What else can I make for you?”

“Just water.”

He pulled one from a cooler filled with them and handed it to the guy. Was he a regular? He blinked his eyes. He was a little taller than the rest of them. Too much facial hair? Too little? The mustache was new. He might win a contest on a 1970s night. His hair was extended in the back, packed full and fluffy. It was creeping out of his shirt, where the buttons stretched the fabric. The hair was thick, even for chest hair. It was more like a shaggy carpet, and then he realized that the man’s chest hair, mustache, beard, and sideburns were growing alarmingly. It flowed out of him like the water he was drinking until he was no longer drinking it but lapping it more as he poured what remained on his face. His hands were closer to claws, his face closer to a dog or wolf, and then his shirt ripped down the middle, and he shook off what clothes remained. 

Tom stood dumbfounded while the werewolf towered over him, a hairy seven-foot-tall mess of fur, teeth, and claws, and howled. It was so loud that he could not only hear it over the machinery, but it seemed like the machinery itself could hear this howl.

The werewolf smacked the table, knocking the defunct grill into the side of the tent. It tore into the tiny fridge, knocking it into the guy, and stepped into the cooler, shaking it off. Tom stood there mesmerized as the creature who could not exist tore his tent apart. He must be dreaming. He held hope that this was not real. 

“It’s not possible.”

The werewolf tore a gash across his stomach, and he started screaming, but no one working the clearing could hear him over the rest of the logging equipment. It tore across his neck, his chest, and his arms as Tom held them up to defend himself. It lunged its claws into his stomach, and Tom fell on his knees. He felt his consciousness wavering. Was he too sleepy? It wasn’t time to go yet. He started thinking about Christmas cookies, cinnamon, and baking nice fresh bread as the blood ran out of his system. The last thing he could hear was howling. He could hear them all around the work site as he went down. The werewolves ran across the clearing, jumping on logging equipment and knocking chainsaws out of people’s hands. Upon landing, the majority stopped working. However, a few remained attached to their user’s arms, who had passed away but clung to the button and stayed embedded in the ground. The werewolves slipped into the cabins of the work machines next. Pawed feet first, they kicked their users out the door. The workers screamed, landing twelve feet to the ground below, where another werewolf ran by, sideswiping them, stomping their faces, and biting them on the neck. Most died, but they left a few alive and severely scratched up. 

The werewolves dragged the dead into the middle of the field and piled them up. They carried the injured, either unconscious, delirious, or wanted to be, and brought them out under the moonlight. They set a fire and returned to normal. Their human faces looked fresh under the moonlight. They had torn their clothes when they transformed. Naked under the moon, they pulled clothes from hiding places around the clearing. One pulled on a sweatshirt, some pulled on their pajamas, another a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. They made themselves presentable and fueled the bonfire.

All the dead went into the flames. 

They were changing their bodies in the moonlight. It worked much more slowly without the full moon. The best part was their backs didn’t hurt anymore. They all slept like babies under the moonlight when they had trouble sleeping. One advantage of the curse is that their hips and muscles never hurt. Their cavities went away as their teeth expanded. Their muscles tightened up, and they ripped out of their clothes as they transformed into werewolves in their sleep. They grew until they were seven feet tall and continued until they were in wolf form, curled up in a pack with the other fresh werewolves. They sat around the fire in their human forms until they said goodbye to each other in the wee hours of the morning, with no memory of what happened the night before.

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two

[image: ]


Nancy reached high with the star in her hands, higher than the step stool would each get. She nestled the star on the top of an artificial Christmas tree. She wedged it in, folding two branches made of stretchy rubber and bendable fibers. She plugged the star into the top, connecting it to a series of LED lights at the end of the chain. She came back down the step stool and stood back. She and her father, Ted, were there. Boxes were everywhere. 

“Let's turn it on,” said Ted.

Nancy stomped a large, red switch made of rubber, and the tree lit up. It was covered in brightly lit little sparkles of light. They were multicolored green, red, blue, purple, and yellow, and they blinked and flashed and faded left and right. Other lines of light, pale white, remained on all the time. If anything, the tree was light and happy. It was covered in family-made ornaments, Little characters, and things from Nancy's childhood. Each year, they always added something new to the tree.

“Let's turn out the rest of the lights,” said Ted. 

Nancy hit a switch by the door and turned the rest of the lights out. It was a moment she looked forward to every year. She sat with her father, under just the lights of the tree, on the couch in the living room of his condo. The sliding door was open so they could hear the ocean. She was there with her daddy, and for just a moment, nothing was wrong. Nobody had to fight about anything, nobody had to fight a crazy monster in the middle of everything, and things were peaceful. All was calm. The coffee maker started up. They listened to it brew, smelled it brew, and heard it bubble as they watched the Christmas tree glow together—the twinkling light.

Boxes were everywhere, tissue paper was all over the floor, wrapping paper was all over the table in the little kitchenette, and the nativity scene was already up on a shelf to the side of the tree. In a box nearby was a train they meant to put together but never had. They didn't care; they sat there under the lights. Later, they had their coffee and kept enjoying it. When they were done, they drank their coffee. When they were done and had had their moment, they turned on the lights and cleared away the boxes. She put them away in a closet they weren't using for much near the front door and went onto the balcony to sit for a moment while her father went to dig in his closet.

Zack stood out on the balcony. Translucent, like the ghost he was. He was shimmering slightly blue. He adjusted his hat, stroked a beard he never had to trim anymore, pulled a full cup of coffee from his pants pocket, and waved at Nancy. She waved back and leaned against the railing with him. Both precariously dangled their coffee cups over the edge. The difference was most people couldn't see Zack, and if he dropped his, it would never get to the ground. Hers would smash on the concrete pad in front of the Johnson’s place. She looked at the water and watched the waves break in the moonlight. 

“Is it a full moon?” she said.

“That it is,” he said.

“I always figured we'd be off on some crazy case when the full moon hit.”

“You do not know. Not yet, anyway.”

“So, is it all true about the full moon?”

“Is what all true? Vampire hunter? Werewolf hunter? Not too long ago, you didn't know you had the knack for that, right?”

“True. So is it?”

“More is true about the full moon than you know. I figure we'll be hearing from Margie soon about something. I've rarely seen a full moon go by without something happening.”

She sipped her coffee.

“The trouble is with the full moon,”

“Yeah?”

“It’s always full somewhere.”

“So She should call us any minute?”

“I would think so, yeah.” He sipped his coffee. 

They turned around as Ted lumbered back into view. Nancy saw him wearing a terrible sweater she had helped pick out and wrap as a gift. 

The sweater was red. That was an understatement. It was all the colors you associate with Christmas, but red was the most prominent. The vague outline of a Christmas tree was on his tummy, with a star up under his neck. It was covered in lights that blinked and flashed, connected to a battery pack in his back pocket. The threads were frayed and popping out here and there, and the tree was also covered in actual Christmas ornaments hanging from him. The back was covered with a crazy pattern of zigzags of gold and green, just the wrong shades of orange, so every color clash seemed to insult the eyes. The left arm was solid red, but the right arm was chartreuse and covered in a series of little plush teddy bears. 

She smiled, stifling a laugh. 

“What?” He took a sip of his coffee. “I love this sweater.”

She came back into the living room. Zack was nowhere to be seen. She figured he'd just left. She still wasn't sure how he came and went, why he stayed, when he was gone, or how all that worked. She didn't even know if there were any other rules. 

“I'd like to take a trip this December,” she said. “I want to get you out of the house a little.”

“What’s wrong with Christmas at the beach?”

“Nothing, I'm just thinking. You stay in a lot.” 

“I'll be fine.”

“I know; I just want to think about it briefly and see your thoughts. No, yes or no yet, think about it.”

“I...”

“For me.”

“Okay, you know we just got settled. First Christmas here and everything.”

“Just think about it.”

“You got something in mind?”

“Nothing yet, just a thought. It just came to my mind this minute. I want to see some snow.”

“You know they have snow in Orlando, enormous machines on the roof, blow snow all over the place.”

“Dad, those things pump out bubbles that look like snow.”

“Is that what those things are..? It always looks like snow to me. Seeing it on TV always makes me want to find my sweater, you know?”

“Can you imagine burning up in the Florida heat in a sweater under snow that tastes like soap?” 

“Now that you put it that way, I want to get this thing off.” He pulled off the sweater, revealing a black T-shirt, and tossed it on the little kitchen table.

“Go hang that up.”

His smile faded. He grabbed the sweater, hung it over a hanger in the front closet, and closed the door. 

“Happy?”

She nodded. 

He went into the kitchen and started looking under the cabinets. “I still don't know where I've put anything. “

“That's because I unpacked most of the place. What did you want?”

“The mixer?”

“Here.” She gestured to the cabinet that was open already. The mixer was in plain sight. 

“Oh, right? Thanks.” He pulled the mixer out and started getting ingredients down to make cookies. Soon, he had flour everywhere and cranked out some peanut butter cookies. The entire house smelled of them. He had a plate of them made up when he realized he'd eaten nothing for dinner. 

“This is it tonight?” she said. 

“I got carried away. Sandwich?”

She took a cookie instead.

He took another one. They ate cookies for dinner and didn't care what anybody thought of it. 

He flopped into his bed, face down, and talked into the pillow. Nancy shut the door and went into her room. She slept a little late, but she had to try. She felt like tomorrow would be busy. 

In Ted’s room, he could see and hear the ocean. The moonlight filled his room. You could practically read by it.

“What was that? I didn't catch it,” said Sally, his recently deceased wife. She sat at the end of the bed, watching over him.

He didn't hear her, couldn't see her, yet he turned over anyway and flopped on the bed facing the ceiling. “I just miss you, Sally,” he said to no one, he thought. She smiled. She couldn't be there for him but was trying to be. A hectic life fighting for the cause was what she had. Death. She felt sorry that she didn't miss him as much as she wanted to. In death, she felt more alive than she ever had. She thought if maybe he just died, things would be better, but she rejected that right away. She didn't want that either.

He felt around on the bed to convince himself, but he never found her. She was just out of reach whenever he padded his head where she might be. “I wish you'd find someone. I want you to be happy. Please find someone who won't be off on missions all the time like I was and like Nancy soon will be. There is so much I can teach her.”

He was dozing. “Let's sleep tonight, Sally.”

“Ted?”

“I know you train her through the night sometimes. Give her a break.”

“Ted, can you hear me?”

He was snoring.

“I'll do what I can.”

She kissed him, though she couldn't touch him. Asleep, he was puckering his lips to the open air.

The following day, they woke up to the sun in their faces and the phone ringing. He had to reach for it from five feet away. 

Ted could see it blinking and mocking him some feet away. Nancy could not find hers at all. It was ringing under her bed. She felt suitable for once and flopped onto the floor, where she found her phone hidden under a fuzzy slipper and a towel. 

“Hello?”
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They drove all day and into the night. Ted was asleep, his head lolling on his headrest in the car. Nancy was driving in her Jeep. Behind them, spread out in the seat, were their hastily packed bags, thrown inside the vehicle after Margie's call. Around them, the flatter lands of Florida had gone, and the hills of North Georgia had arrived. Food wrappers, takeout paper bags from Captain Tacos, and coffee cups from Piranha Bagels surrounded them. Ted hadn't understood, but he went along with it because living with Nancy's mother had, more often than not, been all about rolling with the punches. At least this time, he got to go on for the ride. 

Nancy remembered falling out of bed and landing on the floor to find the phone. She'd answered it, and it was Margie's voice. 

“Nancy, are you awake?”

“Yeah, of course.” She sat up, still wrapped in her blanket. 

“Listen, I need you to go on vacation. Bring your dad.”

“What?”

“I need you to visit a little town in North Georgia. It's a tourist trap, but you'll love it.”

“What is this place?”

“It’s a small spot called Crescent View in the mountains. Theater, a couple of museums, a haunted house, an aquarium, that kind of thing; I've been hearing some strange stuff going on up there. Need you to check it out.”

“Where is Zack? Why didn't he contact me?” 

“Cause that's my job. I'm still tracking him down. He'll probably find out before I can find him, anyway. You can text me and tell me when he finds you.”

“Okay, should I...”

“No, don't drop by the lair on your way. We’ll catch up. Just pack regular stuff, and bring a jacket. It's cold up there sometimes for Christmas.”

“What about...”

“I made reservations. I booked you for a week. Tell Ted the company wants to send you both on vacation.”

“What do you mean you'll catch up?”

“You'll see.”

She kept the car in a slightly lower gear, twisting and turning into the mountains. Fantastic views were everywhere around them. She had to keep her eyes on the winding road, and her father was missing it, too. He rolled his neck to the right and settled back down after a bump nearly woke him. Nancy wound around creeping curve after sweeping curve, listening to shows downloaded onto her phone. 

At one point, she pulled over in a short spot on the side of the road. It was a small parking lot with a glorious view of a deep valley surrounded by the mountains they were climbing through. Down a brief few steps carved out of the rock of the mountain, there were picnic tables—a coin-operated set of tall, chrome binoculars with eyeholes by the picnic tables. 

Nancy stopped the car to get out and appreciate the view. 

Ted rolled his head the other way and opened an eye. Noticing he was in the mountains and stopped, he saw Nancy plunking a quarter into the binoculars. 

She looked through them after they started up. She could hear a quiet whine of a timer inside the machine before it would shut off again. Across the valley, she could see houses with chimneys bellowing smoke. She saw birds, mostly ravens, flying around, and then she saw the flamingo standing in a small lake behind a set of houses.

She refocused. That couldn't have been what she saw. When she got the vision in front of her again, she saw two ghostly eyes looking back at her.

“Boo!” said Zack.

“Nice,” she pulled back from the coin-operated binoculars with a slight yell and found Zack’s pale, ghostly form staring back at her from the other side. 

“It’s just around the bend a little way,” said Zack.

“What is?” Slowly, she was stepping back. She didn't like how close to the edge she had been. She turned around to see her dad outside of the car, stretching. He waved at her. Behind him, a pack of men and ladies rode through on motorcycles. They were all kinds: big bikes with large chrome pipes sticking out at odd angles. Some folks wore full helmets, others wore half helmets, and a few wore none. The pack leader, who wore a half helmet, also had a red beard that hung down to his waist. You couldn't tell he was wearing a shirt except for the tank top sleeves? Visible on his shoulders. They all wore dark sunglasses.

She waved at her father as they passed by before returning to look for Zack before he disappeared again. Her father didn't know if he should look at her or watch the motorcyclists passing by. He didn't see Zack. 

“Crescent View,” said Zack, waving his arm sweepingly. “Tourist trap out of nowhere.”

“What does that mean?”

“There' are lots of these little towns, but this hasn't been visible for long. Very interesting.” 

“What's going on here?”

“Don't know yet. Good thing we're here, right?”

She wasn't having any of that.

“Okay, a few nights ago, a logging company called LRJ. I don't know what that is yet. Loggers were taking down a mess of trees late into the night, and they ticked someone off. Not sure who yet, but since they are all dead, they must have done a good job of it.”

“Bodies everywhere?”

“Everywhere. All over the field, they were working.”

“Any suspicions?”

“Nothing definite. It was the full moon, though, so that's always fishy.”

“Eh? Werewolves?”

“Maybe. Lots of creatures have a messy moon cycle.”

“Hey,”

“I could tell you stories.”

She folded her arms. He sighed, which made her madder.

“Margie's going to make contact. Get up to town and start getting the lay of the land. I'll be nearby. I’ve got to get stuff together, and I'll see about getting us into the crime scene.”

She dropped her arms.

“Your mom says hi.”

“I wish she'd show up more often.”

“She shows up in your dreams, more than you know.”

“Now I wish I remembered more of them, thanks.”

“Sorry.”

“I know.”

With a smile, he was gone.

She waved at nothing and then turned back to the car. Her father was leaning against the Jeep with a plastic coffee cup. On the hood, there was an open box of donuts. She took a little bite-sized one and stuffed it in her mouth. 

“Zack?”

She nodded. 

“Well, we’re getting close. I guess it's time for him to show up.”

“How did you know we’re close?”

“You're over there talking to a set of coin-operated binoculars, and I looked at the map you keep in the pocket behind my seat. Strangely, I don't remember seeing Crescent View on the map yesterday, yet here it is. “

He held it up and tapped on the map.

She took the map, a little road atlas, and looked at it.

“It looks normal to me.”

“Come check out your phone.”

They both opened the doors and sat in the Jeep while another band of folks on motorcycles rode by behind them. 

“Check it out,” he said. He entered the location they were heading to, but the map on her phone showed a blank space, and the city looked like it was on a non-existent hill on the atlas.

“It keeps telling me I'm off the road.”

“It, the phone, is freaking out because it either thinks we are floating way up in the sky
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