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Part Four

"If we die, I want you to know I'm really glad I got to meet you!"

I had to fight the urge to turn and look at Brenden. It was a sweet thing of him to say, considering the circumstances. "Yeah, me too," I said. "I hope I get the chance to return the killer head you gave me."

"Nayelle!" Dana hissed.

I ignored her. Sure, she was one of my best friends, but I was seconds away from facing the first of the werewolves that was climbing up the stairs to the deck. This one was grey and tan and he looked big enough to outweigh me by thirty or forty pounds. Two others were close behind while a fourth was moving towards the window he'd just thrown a rock through before he shifted into his furry form.

"Last chance to come up with a way out of this," I said.

The lead wolf was one step from climbing onto the deck when Justin cried out, "The garage!"

"Your truck's outside," Mallory said.

"My dad's car," he said.

I wanted to smack him upside the head with the sharpened stick in my hand, but I couldn't. The wolf was there. He watched me from the deck, less than ten feet away. The sliding patio door was the only thing between us, but the three panes of tempered glass had shattered into tiny chunks. He snarled and crouched.

I shifted, moving my left side forward and moving the stick back and forth in front of me. I could lash out at a second's notice, but the point of the stake wasn't to hurt, it was to distract and deflect. The strike would come from the knife in my right hand. My move made the wolf pause and watch me.

He was looking for a pattern. A weakness he could exploit. He might look like an animal but I knew the mind of a calculating hunter lie beneath. What the wolf didn't know was that the longer he waited, the more confident I got. It validated my years of sneaking around and learning how to defend myself. Of course it didn't mean shit if I ended up getting eaten.

"Nayelle!" Dana whimpered. "What are we doing?"

I took a breath and said, "Where's the—"

Somebody, either Dana or Mallory, screamed. I cleared the patio door and swung the stick straight into the snapping jaws of the wolf. I pushed his head to the left and myself to the right, twisting around him while I wrenched on the stick and forced his head up and away. I jammed my knife into his side, sliding off his bottom rib and plunging in until my fingers brushed against his fur.

The wolf let go of the stick in his mouth as he leapt away from me. He yipped and snarled, twisting and staring at the blood that poured from the wound in his belly and onto the deck. 

One of the other wolves, a mottled charcoal beast, lunged at me. I was twisting away already. I knew to keep moving. Movement made it difficult to pin me down. Difficult enough that I slipped past the leaping wolf while he snapped at my swirling coat. I leaned back and threw my shoulder into his haunch. The contact bounced me back, keeping me on my feet. The wolf hit the ground off balance and slid on the snow covered deck.

I twisted back around, throwing one leg out for a wide stance to keep from sliding on the snow. The tail of a werewolf disappeared through the window into Josh's family room. My friends were in trouble. Hell, I was in trouble, but I'd accepted what was going to happen. I'd been here before, surrounded by hungry werewolves that butchered my parents and tried to kill me. I got lucky and escaped their fate by a stroke of luck.

The final wolf scrambled up the stairs and rushed at me. His jaws were open and he looked like the most demonic thing the earth had ever seen. The claws on his hind legs dug into the wooden boards and lifted his front paws free to reach for me. 

I hesitated. I knew my stance was too wide to let me move or strike effectively. I had to swing anyhow, but it was too little and too late. My stick glanced off his ear and made him jerk his head down and twist it enough to ruin his aim. My knife slide across his back, scratching the wolf but doing no real damage thanks to his wiry fur.

He crashed into me, barely fazed by my attack. I fell back and rounded my back so I could roll when I hit. I had to throw my arms down to drive the bottom of my arms and fists into the frozen deck. I kept going, lifting my hips and legs and rolling into a reverse somersault. The wolf that was on top of me tumbled and rolled off, sliding across the snow while I pushed myself up and over my shoulder and landed hard on my knees.

The charcoal wolf growled and pushed himself towards me. I tried to leap to my feet but got distracted by a blood curdling scream coming from the patio door. I looked at it, terrified my friends had gotten hurt, and saw the stoner, Jared, running out the door with a sharpened wooden stick in each hand.

"Jar—" I started to shout at him. He slammed into the distracted wolf and drove one stick in behind the wolf's shoulder. The other glanced off his hip, but that didn't matter when Jared slammed into him and wrapped an arm around the furry hunter. They crashed and slid across the deck, even bouncing and rolling down the stairs together.

I stared, dumbfounded, and felt the snow I'd rolled in. It set in and chilled me to the bone. The wolf I'd rolled with swung his head around to watch the two wrestling. The one Jared tangled with was snapping at Jared while he kept flailing and trying to stab him with his sticks. His short spears did a number on the stone pavers they rolled on but had a hard time finding the wolf.

The werewolf near me turned and snapped at my hand. I jerked it back but he found the stick and pulled on it. I cried out and stumbled towards him. I lashed out with my knife but the wolf saw it coming. He jerked me off balance again, forcing my swing to go wide. The stick between his teeth cracked and twisted in my hand. I drew my right hand back and jabbed out, nailing the wolf in the top of the head with the steel of my knuckle knife.

He yelped and fell back, letting go of my broken stake. I flung it at him and went after him, pressing my advantage. My knife hand raised so I could lash out and tear into his neck. Before I could unleash the killing blow two heavy paws hit me high on the back and slammed me face first into the dirty and bloody snow.

I felt stinky hot breath wash over me. Hot saliva dripped on my neck and ran down, marking where my skin was about to be ripped apart. I froze, breathless and terrified. I was dead. They'd found me. I spent eight years waiting for them to finish what they'd started. First my family and now me.

The wolf's jaws snapped shut, but not around my neck. I was jerked across the snow covered deck, sliding through the gore covered snow more than a foot. He had the collar of my coat between his teeth and was using it to drag me away from the house. They were trying to separate us, like wild wolves hunting a herd of moose.

Of course I struggled. I pushed against the ground and tried to swing my arm back to cut the wolf with my knife. My stick was gone but the knife wasn't so easy to lose. My fingers were wrapped by the steel knuckles on the grip. None of that really matter with my chain slamming into the deck every other second. I couldn't think straight or figure out where to kick or punch.

Bad became worse. I saw the edge of the stairs and the blood that was splattered across them. Jared was staring up into the dark sky, except the bloody mess of his throat and chest meant he was seeing a different kind of dark. The eternal kind. And I was about to join him.

The wolf heaved and dragged me over the edge, sparing my face from the three steps to the ground. Instead my cheek crashed into the frozen pavers and made me bite my tongue. Jared's body was in the way, but so was the wolf he'd ran into. I reached out, grasping for anything I could to hold on. I had to rip free of the wolf. If I could get free and get on my feet, I stood a chance. Not much of one, I admit, but it was better than nothing.

I heard and felt the heavy stitching in my coat tear as the wolf jerked again. My coat! It wasn't zipped, I just had to get out of it. I'd been fighting the wolf and pulling away from him all this time, making his job easier. I kicked with my feet to shift onto my right side more and lifted my left arm over my head. He growled and pulled, yanking the coat over my shoulder and off my arm.

I was free enough to roll and raise my right arm. I flung the coat off, sliding my knife through the sleeve by twisting my wrist. The wolf stumbled and stared at the empty coat, even more surprised than I was. He spat it aside and spread his legs, digging in so he could come at me again. I rolled next to Jared and climbed to my hands and knees.

The wolf lunged but I slashed across with my knife, driving him back. I tasted blood, my blood, and I was shivering from the snow and the cold. But I was alive. That was more than could be said for the wolf lying beside Jared. I noticed the wolf's tongue lolling out. He looked at me and tried to whimper, but blood bubbled and splattered around the stick that impaled his side.

The wolf closed his eyes and tried to take another breath. He shuddered and let it out, his body twitching and then falling still. I jerked my gaze up to the wolf that had tried to drag me into the wilderness and saw him glaring at me. He snarled and shook his head. It was really dark outside but I could still see an unholy menace in his eyes that told me he was pissed and he blamed me.

Movement out of the corner of my eye made me look down. The wolf that had just died was melting before my eyes. I gasped and blinked, only to see that he wasn't really melting. He was changing. Shifting. Turning back into a man. A naked man with long dark hair on his head and enough on his chest and back to be considered a sweater. A man I recognized— he was the junior high school art teach, Mr. Hawkins.

That explained why he'd taken such an interest in me when I'd been in his class. I was just back in school from therapy and he seemed extra nice, which was creepy at first. Later, I started to appreciate and look forward to class with him. He'd have a smile or a kind word to share with just me, something that made me feel special. I'd wondered if it was something sick and twisted, but he never
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