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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, incidents, and dialogue are products of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.






Cherokee Glossary

A few stories within this series contain words in Tsalagi, the language of the Cherokee Nation. Rather than explain each word within the text, which could become cumbersome, I’m including a list here for reference with pronunciation and English translation (which I think are correct but can’t guarantee as my sources weren’t all in agreement - possibly due to changes in the language over time and/or differences in regional dialects).

 

aduyastodi - ah-doo-yah-s-toh-dee - promise

anagisdi - ah-nah-g-ee-s-dee - go (the “g” in Cherokee is pronounced like the “g” in the English word “go”, with a hard sound similar to “k”)

Ani-unega - ah-nee-oo-nay-gah - white people

Ani-waya - ah-nee-wah-yah - the wolf clan - one of seven clans within the Cherokee Nation. Inali is a member of this clan. His wife’s clan is never given, but she could belong to any of the other six clans. Members of a single clan weren’t permitted to intermarry.

Aniyvwiya - ah-nee-yuh-wee-yah - the Cherokee name for their own people; translates as “the Principal People” (the “v” is pronounced like the “u” in “uh” with a nasal quality)

atsiyehi - ah-t-see-yay-hee - wife (there’s more than one word for wife; I chose this one for ease of spelling and pronunciation)

Awiya Gadoga - ah-wee-yah gah-doh-gah - Standing Deer
Ayita - ah-yee-tah - First To Dance
ayohuhisdi - ah-yoh-hoo-hee-s-dee - death (of a person)
Do u sdi? - doh oo sdee - What is it?
doyahena - doh-yah-hay-nah - go outside
duhasata - doo-hah-sah-tah - dead
ehena - ay-hay-nah - come
eluwei - ay-loo-way-ee - quiet

Galagina - gah-lah-gee-nah - Buck, male deer

galuga - gah-loo-gah - comes
halewista - hah-lay-wee-stah - stop
howatsu - hoh-wah-tsoo - please
Inali - ee-nah-lee - Black Fox
Inola - ee-noh-lah - Black Fox (feminine)
ka - kah - now

lex talionis - lay-x tah-lee-oh-nees - Blood Law, the Cherokee version of an eye for an eye, a life for a life; they would exact revenge upon those who wronged a loved one, including killing someone who had killed a friend or relative

oginali - oh-gee-nah-lee - my friend
osda - oh-s-dah - good, or sometimes “It’s all right”
Si’tiku - see-tee-koo - one of the “Upper Towns” in eastern Tennessee Cherokee territory
tla - tlah - no

tla osda - t-lah oh-s-dah - no good

Tsalagi - tsah-lah-gee - the name the Cherokee have long used for their native language
tsunalii - tsoo-nah-lee-ee - friends
Unequa - oo-nee-qwah - the Great Spirit
usinuli - oo-see-noo-lee - quickly
wado - wah-doh - thank you
Wampum - a specific type of bead made with shell; valuable currency to the Cherokee
waya - wah-yah - wolf

Waya-Ulsiga - wah-yah ool-see-gah - Dark Wolf







German Glossary

Most of these are explained, at least in part, within the text, but I wanted to include the full translation for each one here. Better than translating every bit in the story itself.

 
Altmarkt - Old Market Square, a specific market square in the center of Dresden just south of the Elbe river
Danke - Thank you.
Es war keine absicht - It was an accident.
Es war meine schuld - It was my fault.
Frauenkirche - Church of Our Lady, located between the Altmarkt and Kreuzkirche
Guten tag - Good day.

Hauptbahnhof - the “Main Station” for the railway, located south of the Elbe river

Ich habe sie nicht gesehen - I didn’t see you.
Ich heiße - My name is….
Ich muss gehen - I must go.
Kreuzkirche - Church of the Cross, located across from one corner of the Altmarkt
Liebe - love
Opernhaus - Opera House, located along the Elbe, west of the Frauenkirche and northwest of the Altmarkt and the Kreuzkirche
Tut mir leid - I’m sorry.







Beginning: September 1814

So the LORD said to Satan, “Behold, he is in your power, only spare his life.” - Job 2:6

 
Monday, April 23, 2018
Home of Brett & Kelly Mitchell
Campbell Wildlife Preserve
Outside Flagstaff, Arizona
 
“I remember the first man I killed, the look of horrified shock on his face as my knife slid through his ribs and found his heart. Blood glistened in the sunset as it dropped from the blade to quench the ground. The red fabric of his uniform made spreading blood almost invisible in the fading light of dusk.

“I carry no guilt over the coward’s death. Never have. Only one regret passed through my mind at the time—I hadn’t killed him fast enough. When a man drops his guard to commit rape, he deserves what he gets. Besides, he was a British soldier. The enemy of everything good, including religious freedom. I hadn’t officially joined the war effort yet, but the taint of British blood on my knife, and the cries of the young woman that soldier raped ringing in my ears, made my heart yearn for battle.
“I wasn’t yet a full-grown man, only seventeen. Not that war cares about such things. The enemy comes. It’s kill or be killed, regardless of age. I learned that lesson with the arrival of the servants of the British monarchy I’d only heard stories about. Desiring to escape their reign and having heard that the Americans had defeated the British in their War for Independence, my grandparents had fled England and Wales for the New World, bringing my parents and their siblings a decade or so before I was born. My parents were in their teens then and married soon after they met. My father is English, my mother Welsh.”
He took a deep breath. “Unfortunately, the enemy returned after the turn of the century, apparently having forgotten the butt-whooping they’d gotten the first time around. Mam and Pa watched with pride and fear as I left their home in Pennsylvania to fight the invaders and defend the freedom they’d struggled so to attain—‘the late war’ many men called it then. America had won her independence during the Revolution. She just had to prove she’d fight to hold onto it. I wanted to be part of that.”
A soft laugh interrupted the flow of Brett’s thoughts. He glanced at the woman sitting on the couch cattycorner to his upholstered leather chair. “Is something amusing?”
Tanya Campbell, the daughter-in-law of his pack alpha and best friend, smiled. “As I’m listening to you, something occurred to me. The way you describe things… why don’t you write your own stories?”
Brett grinned. “Because telling the stories is easy, relatively speaking. Writing, editing, and publishing them is the real work, and I’d rather let you do that.”
“Oh.” She laughed softly.
“Anyway.” He pinned her with a semi-stern look. “You asked about my Turning. I told you about the first man I killed, and my parents, because it’s important to understand what motivated me to wade into war. That choice led to my Turning and everything that’s happened since then.”
She nodded, pen poised over the spiral-bound notebook on her lap.
“Now, where was I? Oh, yes, I was about to get to the night my life changed.” He narrowed his eyes. “Assuming you’re through interrupting, of course.”
“Please, continue.”

 
~~~

 
North Point, Maryland
Tuesday, September 13, 1814

 

Weary from helping to build defenses for Baltimore at Hampstead Hill, Brett stared into the night, ignoring the faint drone of conversations of the men in camp some distance away. A heavy boom could be heard with alarming regularity from the direction of the Patapsco River and Fort McHenry only a handful of miles away, accompanying fiery red flares against the clouds overhead from rockets and the explosion of bombs. Only time would tell if the Fort held out against bombardment by the British fleet. If it didn’t, Baltimore was in serious trouble.
Some of the Maryland militia who had fought with the British earlier that day between the city and North Point had made it back to Baltimore after Brigadier General John Stricker signaled retreat. There was little doubt that the enemy would follow come morning. We have to hold Baltimore. If not….
It was still hard to fathom that Washington had fallen in late August, pillaged and burned by the enemy. Word had come that President Madison had reached the safety of Brookeville. Relative safety, anyway. Until the British were routed once and for all, nowhere would truly be safe.
A breeze flitted across Hampstead Hill. The absence of the moon intensified the darkness, deepening the shadows. Even if the moon had desired to show its face, heavy clouds had rolled in. The scent of coming rain hung in the air.
A faint howl between cannon blasts and explosions of rockets and mortars sent a chill up his spine. A muffled voice called out, too distant or quiet (he wasn’t sure which) for him to make out words. Too reminiscent of odd whispers and indistinct cries he’d often heard in the night as he lay in bed as a child. He shuddered again.
Brett gritted his teeth and shook his head. Now’s not the time to fall all to pieces. They were only stories Anyon told to frighten you, mean-spirited scoundrel that he is. His older brother’s ghost stories had tormented his nights all through childhood. Surely you’ve outgrown belief in such nonsense.
Whap! Wood knocked hard on wood, making him jump a good foot off the ground as he whipped around to face the darkness, his musket aimed toward the source of the sound. Knock, knock, knock.
Brett sighed and lowered the rifle. Just wind blowing a couple of branches together.
Wait. Were there any trees out there close enough for him to hear such a thing? He tried to visualize in his mind the lay of the land beyond the sentry line. Nothing to reassure him. He’d been so focused on helping with fortifications during the daylight hours that he hadn’t noticed where the nearest trees were. Foolish oversight. He should’ve paid more attention.
The faint scuff of a footfall to one side and slightly behind sent a jolt through him. He swung to his left, yanking the musket up again.
“Whoa.” About ten feet away, Caddoc froze and raised his hands shoulder high. “What’s got you so spooked?”
Brett let the musket barrel fall and flexed his shoulders to ease some of the tension there. “Don’t you know better than to sneak up on a man standing watch? You could get shot. The enemy’s too close to be careless.” Caddoc had been his best friend practically since birth. True to his name, the man had an eagerness for battle that had proven to be a bad influence. It had been Caddoc who’d talked Brett into joining the Pennsylvania militia. Not that he’d needed much convincing after seeing and hearing about what the British were doing to the only homeland he’d ever known.
“Sorry.” His friend approached and glanced up at the sky, not that there was anything to see. Even the stars had gone into hiding. “It’ll rain soon, I think.”
“Yes.” Brett grinned. “You suppose it’s wrong to pray that the British drown?”
Caddoc chuckled. “I’m pretty sure the Lord would understand such a prayer, given the circumstances.”
A drop of water hit his nose. Brett reached up. Yep. Rain.
It patted the ground, lightly at first then gradually increasing in frequency.
Another dim cry reached through the night.
He shivered and turned toward it, his heart pounding. In the direction the invaders would come from. “Tell me you heard that.”
“I heard it. Like someone calling for help.”
“Probably a British trick.” He certainly wouldn’t put it past them to try such a thing.
“I don’t know.” Caddoc squinted, trying to see into the darkness and rain. “The voice sounded familiar.”
“Are you sure?” With artillery sounding off and his heart thrumming in his ears, Brett doubted he’d have recognized even Caddoc’s voice in the same circumstances.
“Help!”
Though it lacked strength, Brett definitely heard and understood the word that time.
Caddoc took a step in the direction the voice had come from. “That sounds like Jeremiah from the Twenty-Seventh Maryland Regiment. We need to go get him. We can use the cover of the rain to do it.”
Just as easily as the enemy could use the rain to conceal an ambush. “I’m not sure this is a good idea.”
“Please… someone….”
“Come on.” Running low and scanning around him, Caddoc jogged toward the voice.
Brett shook his head and went after his friend. Someone had to watch the man’s back, or one of the enemy just might put a hole in it.
A hundred yards from where they’d stood, Caddoc dropped to his knees beside a fallen man.
Brett halted beside him, continuing to study their surroundings through the haze.
“Jeremiah, what are you doing out here all by yourself? Don’t you know there are lobsterbacks about?”
The militia man chuckled then grunted. After a few seconds, his voice little more than a whisper, he said, “You’d think I’d know something that important.”
“Wouldn’t you though?” Caddoc leaned over him. “Let’s get you up and out of here. You’re only about a hundred yards from safety.”
Safety. Like there was such a thing at the moment. As his friend helped the wounded man to his feet, Brett put himself between them and where the British were sure to be camped.
“Let’s get out of here, Brett.”
“I’m all for that.” He glanced around then backed in the direction the other men were going, scanning the dark rainy night for any threat. Rain dripped off the brim of his hat, even as water soaked into his clothes. The chilly night would be miserable in a wet uniform, but it couldn’t be helped. He’d survived worse.
A low rumble put the hair on the back of his neck on end. He stumbled and halted. That hadn’t sounded like weapons fire. Was his heart pounding that hard? He squinted into the wet night but saw nothing except darkness and lots of rain. He retreated another step, backing in the direction Caddoc had gone.
Then he froze. Was that movement?
Not quite straight ahead, a vague shape appeared to move through the blackness. Like someone crouched low and sneaking around. Or maybe someone who wasn’t wholly real.
A chill shuddered through him as Anyon’s stories shot through his mind in rapid succession. Don’t think about ghosts! It’s not a ghost. It’s probably a British soldier. Maybe a scout.
Another rumble sent a new shiver through him, and the darkness coalesced into a large canine a few yards away. Wolf? Why hadn’t it been frightened off by the sounds of battle?
The creature flashed huge white teeth, gathered itself, and launched at him.
Brett raised his musket and fired. Clack. He had only a moment to realize the rain had soaked the powder in the pan, despite precautions. The flint needed dry powder to ignite. The rifle wouldn’t fire. He shifted his grip slightly to make use of the bayonet on the end of the barrel, barely deflecting the wolf’s charge at the last second. His blade dug into its side, but it made no sound of protest.
The wolf disappeared into the night.
Brett put his back to camp and headed that way as fast as he reasonably could while hurrying backwards.
Not fast enough.
There was no sound when the wolf attacked the second time. It hit Brett from the side, knocking him off his feet. The musket slipped from wet hands and flew out of reach. He barely got his left arm up in time to protect his face and throat.
The huge animal bit down hard on his forearm, its teeth only inches from his face. Hot breath blasted him.
Agony flared up his arm as flesh tore and both of the bones gave way with a series of sickening crunches. Long, sharp claws of the wolf’s front paws dug into his chest.
Despite pain making him see stars that weren’t in the sky, Brett suppressed rising panic. If he panicked, he was dead for sure. Keep your head, and you just might keep your life.
He forced his arm deeper into the wolf’s mouth and grabbed with his right hand for the hunting knife he carried at his waist. It slid free with ease. He plunged it into the animal’s shoulder and side again and again, not relenting until it released him.
The wolf hopped back, only to dive on him again before he could get to his feet. It sank its teeth into the soft tissue of his belly, rending the layers of fabric of his uniform.
He shoved the knife into its neck. Once, twice, three times. Blood splattered his face. His or the wolf’s, he didn’t know. It didn’t really matter. The pain threatening to steal consciousness said he wouldn’t see morning. I’m not dying alone. He stabbed it again.
The wolf stumbled to one side and fell over. It heaved a breath then lay still.
Brett closed his eyes. He’d killed the enemy before it finished him. Victory in defeat. Odd concept. Why hadn’t the animal retreated when he’d begun inflicting injury upon it? Was it sick? If so, he wouldn’t live long enough for whatever disease it carried to be a danger to him.
“Brett?” Caddoc’s voice called through the darkness. Not loud enough to carry far, but enough to reach Brett’s ears. “Brett, where are you?”
“Here.” The word barely found voice, drowned out by weapons fire and the steady thrum of rain. He took a breath, as deep as possible, and tried again. “Here!”
Running footsteps grew louder. Then Caddoc was at his side, kneeling in the mud. “What happened?”
With the knife still clutched in his good hand, he pointed toward the body on the other side of him and whispered, “Wolf.”
His friend glanced up, frowned, and then took the knife, wiped it clean, and slid it back into Brett’s belt. “That’s not a wolf.”
Brett frowned. Of course it was. He rolled his head to look at the animal, only to see a naked, very dead man lying there on his side, his throat torn out. No, that hadn’t been a man. It had been a wolf. He’d seen it.
“Come on. Let’s get you to camp, so the surgeon can fix you up.”
“No use. I’m dying.” He cautiously touched his belly and grimaced at the slimy texture of things that should’ve been inside his body exposed to his questing fingers. He’d seen belly wounds before. Sometimes men took days to die from them. In agony the whole time unless they lost consciousness. “Finish me.”
“Not gonna happen.” Caddoc hefted Brett to his feet, despite being a few inches shorter than Brett’s six-foot-four.
Stars and darkness played through his vision. As quickly as he was losing blood, at least he wouldn’t linger for days. Death would come soon. The Lord’s mercy Mam often talked about.
They’d only gone a few yards when his legs collapsed. He hit the ground, his knees driven into the mud, and stayed upright only due to Caddoc’s support and strength.
“Oh, no, you don’t. On your feet.”
“I can’t.” Brett shook his head and sat back on his heels. He’d never know if they defeated the British and held onto their freedom. “I—”
The rain and the blasts of weapons in the distance vanished into oblivion.

 
~~~

 
Wednesday, September 14, 1814

 

“Brett, come on, you can’t do this to me. Don’t make me be the one who has to tell your parents that some perverse lobsterback got hold of you.” Caddoc’s voice came through the darkness, distant and somewhat muffled, underscored by a series of indistinct rumbles.
Huh? Perverse? What?
“Wake up! The doc says you’ll be okay.”
Impossible. Brett shook his head. His belly had been torn open. He’d lost too much blood.
“That’s it. Wake up, even if it’s just to argue with me.” The words were clearer, and the bass reports of heavy artillery were recognizable.
A warm hand touched Brett’s shoulder.
“He set your arm, and you’ve got a few cuts and bruises, but you’ll be fine, so no more napping. It’s dawn.”
The hand shook him slightly.
Brett groaned. “Stop that.”
Caddoc chuckled. “It’s about time you woke up. Sleeping on the job like that. For shame. What would your parents think?”
“That a dying man should be left in peace.”
His friend snorted. “You’re not dying. Though, in your boots, I’d probably hope for the same fate you are.”
“Why?” Brett opened his eyes just enough to see the man’s face.
A grin spread across Caddoc’s face. “If I’d gotten into a fight with a naked man, I wouldn’t be eager for anyone else to know about it either.”
Naked man? Brett frowned. Yes, that had been a dead man on the ground beside him, but… how was that possible? He’d fought with a wolf. Killed a wolf. Not a man. “Are you sure?”
“About what?”
“That it was a man.”
Caddoc frowned in concern. “Of course. The body’s clearly visible from the sentry line, and creating quite a bit of amusement among the troops, let me tell you. He’s definitely not one of ours, so he must be British. There are no scars on his back from being flogged by superior officers, but that doesn’t mean he’s not one of them. I guess the pressure of battle did in his mind. I can’t imagine why else he’d have attacked you in the buff.”
“I saw….” He shook his head. Caddoc would think him deranged, and he might be right. Maybe the stress of war had done him in. Rainy and dark or not, he’d seen a wolf. Felt teeth bite through his flesh and crush his arm. Felt claws dig into his chest. Felt the flesh of his belly torn open. The memory made him shudder.
“You saw what?”
Brett hesitated. Should he say what had really happened? Even if it made no sense at all in light of the evidence?
“Finally awake, is he?” The surgeon stopped next to Caddoc, crossed his arms loosely over his bloody apron, and smiled wearily. “Your color looks better. I wish all my patients were doing as well as you.”
Weapons fell silent before Brett could formulate a response.
Everyone froze, and a hush fell over the camp. Over ten-thousand men seemed to hold their collective breath. Even the injured lay still. No groaning. Not so much as a whisper. They waited. Still nothing. No more explosions. No gunfire. Just quiet.
“It’s over.” Brett tried to sit up. “Did we lose the Fort?”
“Stay put.” Caddoc pressed his shoulder to keep him stretched out on the cot. “Don’t assume the worst. I’ll be right back.” He raced out of the tent, the surgeon close at his heels.
They didn’t come back. And didn’t come back.
Brett’s heart sank, and despair settled in. Surely, if it was good news, they wouldn’t take so long to tell him. Had the war been lost after so many had fought so hard? After the lives lost and blood shed in two wars, had they lost their freedom?
A cheer went up, startling him.
Caddoc ran back into the tent, a wide smile wreathing his face. “We’ve won! They’re flying the American flag at the Fort, and the British appear to be preparing to leave. Sentries say it looks like their ground troops are retreating back to North Point.”
“Thank you, Lord.” Brett closed his eyes.
“Well, it looks like you’ll get to be lazy today after all.” Caddoc patted him on the shoulder. “Just as well. Doc says your arm will be out of commission for weeks while it heals. He’s debating about sending you home since you and I muster out soon anyway.”
He lifted his left arm to look at it, noting the straight piece of wood strapped to the underside of his forearm with thin strips of leather. The cuts in the skin were shallow and superficial.
“Your uniform saved you from much more serious injuries, you know. Those wounds, and the ones to your chest and stomach, would’ve been more severe if you hadn’t been wearing all those layers.”
Yet, he remembered how bad they’d been… all the blood… the life draining from him. He hadn’t imagined it. Had he?
“What did he come at you with anyway? I didn’t see a weapon on him.”
Brett lowered his arm to his side and closed his eyes. No point in going into that again. Caddoc hadn’t believed him before. Why would he now?
“Well, I’m sure you’re still recovering from the shock and all. I’ll let you rest and be back in a while. Hopefully with something to eat for both of us.”
“I’ll be here.” Trying to figure out if I’ve lost my mind.
Maybe it had simply played tricks on him. Anyon had told stories about men becoming wolves and killing people in the Old World. He’d even claimed that a saint from England had turned some long-ago king of Wales into a wolf, though he hadn’t said if that man killed people or not. A similar beast in France sure had though.
Perhaps those stories had combined with the low visibility of rain and darkness, and the fact he’d been tired after working all day on fortifications, to play with his perceptions. Assuming that was true, why in the world had the Brit been naked? That part still made no sense. He certainly hadn’t imagined that.

 
~~~

 
More cold rain. Wonderful. At least he wasn’t standing sentry in it for a change. Brett stood inside the relative safety of the hospital tent. Could be worse. It could be snowing. As he stared into the darkness, listening to the rain slap the soft roof of the tent and a man snore at his back, movement flitted briefly in the night.
He squinted, trying to see what lurked out there. One of the men dashing from tent to tent? Someone late for sentry duty?
Without a sound, a beast lunged out of the darkness, aiming for Brett’s throat, murder in yellow eyes that glowed from within with a supernatural light.
He reached out with both hands to stop it—
Brett sat bolt upright in the narrow cot, panting against the fear that threatened to choke off all air. So real… his dreams had never been quite so vivid. He closed his eyes and took slow, deep breaths to still his pounding heart before it jumped through his ribcage.
He reached up with both hands to wipe his eyes, only to almost jab one out with the split he’d forgotten about. He lowered that hand to his lap then frowned. His arm didn’t hurt. Shouldn’t it ache? Throb? Something? Had there been more damage than the surgeon realized, and he’d lost feeling in it?
He rubbed his fingertips together. Sensations normal. No tingling. No numbness. The scrapes on the skin were gone. Completely. No scabs. No angry, red marks. No scars. He poked hard enough to hit bone then yanked his fingers away. How could bones knit in such a short time? Even the surgeon had said his arm was broken, according to Caddoc. He’d had to set it, his friend had said. Wait. Maybe he’d dreamed that conversation….
His belly. Surely there were wounds on his stomach. That wolf had done considerable damage there. He’d felt it. Someone, probably Caddoc, had put him in a clean shirt. He lifted the hem, but his belly was covered by a large bandage wrapped around his waist. Blood had seeped into it, but it had dried.
“You hungry?”
Brett jumped, dropped the bottom of the shirt, and flicked a frown at his friend. “Would you stop sneaking up on me?”
Caddoc chuckled. “It’s not my fault you’re not paying attention to your surroundings.”
“Did you see my wounds when you brought me in?”
“Sure.” The man shrugged. “Why?”
“You’re sure my arm was broken?”
“Absolutely. The surgeon said he felt two breaks in both of the bones in your forearm. He had to set them before he splinted it. And I repeat, why?”
“I want you to take a look at something.” He swung his legs around and lowered his feet to the ground. “You’ll think I’m insane otherwise.”
“I doubt that.” Caddoc knelt in front of him. “But what do you want me to look at?”
Brett held out his splinted arm. “Show me where the breaks are. Poke at them.”
His friend frowned. “That’ll hurt you.”
“Just do it.”
With a sigh, Caddoc shook his head then gently cradled Brett’s supposedly-wounded arm in one hand while he prodded it with the fingers of the other. His gaze shot to Brett’s face intermittently, then he sat back on one heel and frowned. “That didn’t hurt you a bit, did it?”
“No. Did you find the breaks?”
“No.” 
“Did you notice there aren’t any cuts or bruises either?”
Caddoc gripped his arm and lifted it again for inspection. “You’re right. Not a one.”
“Help me with the bandage around my belly, will you?” Brett lifted the shirt, and his friend made short work of removing the strip of cloth. Taking a deep breath, Brett looked down at the exposed skin. No wounds. Not so much as a red welt or scar.
“That’s impossible!” A scowl darkened Caddoc’s face. “Nobody heals that quickly.”
“I certainly never have.” What did it mean?
“Did someone pray over you? Maybe the Lord healed you.”
Brett shrugged. “If they did, I don’t know about it. Maybe when I was sleeping?”
“Hm.” Caddoc shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t know what to make of this. How do you feel otherwise?”
“Fine, other than a bit tired.” He frowned. “And hungry. I feel like I haven’t eaten in days.” His stomach growled right on cue.
“We can certainly do something about that. I met a couple who live here in Baltimore. They offered us a meal. I think we should take them up on it.” Caddoc smiled, though the expression look shaky and weak. “As for your injuries… I think you should keep the splint on for now. No need to advertise to others that something odd has happened. Not until we figure out what’s going on.”
Brett nodded. Sounded wise. He’d just as soon not draw unwanted attention. Someone would probably accuse him of witchcraft or some such nonsense. He’d survived the Brits, so far. He didn’t want to end up lynched by his own people because they overreacted to something even he didn’t understand yet.
The two of them wandered away from camp toward the city proper. As they walked along the street, a horse and rider headed their way.
Brett barely paid either any mind, since he and Caddoc were well out of their path.
A few yards away, the bay horse balked and reared, fighting its rider, who clearly struggled to stay on its back.
“Whoa! Easy, Shadow. Easy.” The rider crooned to the horse, even as he tried valiantly to regain control of the animal.
Caddoc darted into the street and seized the first opportunity to grab the bridle. “Whoa, whoa.”
Brett leaned against the wall of the building behind him to wait for his friend. If he tried to help, he and Caddoc would only get in each other’s way. Someone would get hurt. They’d had enough of that for a while. Besides, Caddoc had a way with horses. Always had. If anyone could help a rider in crisis, it was him.
The horse danced, its hooves clacking on the cobblestones, but at least it no longer tried to throw its rider. Sweat glistened on its dark hide.
“I don’t know what got into him. He’s never spooked like that before.” The man on the horse’s back glanced around. “And at nothing, too. Did you see something I missed?”
“Not a thing.” Caddoc shook his head and soothed the animal, who finally stilled but continued to sweat. Every muscle quivered.
“Oddest thing.” The man frowned in puzzlement and shook his head. “Thank you for your assistance.”
“You’re welcome.” The moment Caddoc released the horse’s bridle, it started dancing again.
The rider urged the horse on and seemed to gain full control a few yards farther down the road.
Caddoc watched until they rounded a corner and disappeared from sight. Then he returned to join Brett and smiled. “On we go.”
By the time they reached their destination, Brett felt self-conscious. Three more horses, two with riders, one pulling a carriage, had passed them. All three animals had gotten spooky. None acted up as much as the first had, but it was still obvious enough to make Brett uneasy. What would cause horses to act like that?
“Must be something in the air.”
He glanced at his friend. “What?”
“The horses. There must be something in the air.” Caddoc shrugged and knocked on the door he’d led Brett to. “With the explosions and gunfire, they’re probably on edge. Who could blame them? They have no understanding of what’s going on, no ability to reason it through.”
“Yeah.” Sure. That was it. Hopefully.

 
~~~

 
Southern Pennsylvania
Thursday, September 29, 1814

 

The sun had gone down. That anxious feeling that had started about mid-afternoon kept getting worse. Brett tried to ignore it and focused on the rabbit roasting over the fire. They’d reached the crest of Sideling Hill on the journey home to Ebensburg, having left Baltimore a few days prior after being mustered out of the militia.
He’d been relieved to be free of their duties and away from the others. Not only had he been able to hunt and find more food than was allotted to him by the militia (he was always starving of late), Caddoc had finally let him remove the splint from his arm. Also, the smell of the camp had begun to choke him.
He took a deep breath of the crisp, cool air and smiled. The woods had never smelled so rich and wonderful. Oak and hickory trees surrounded him, their leaves colored in various shades of red, yellow, and brown by autumn.
“Once we reach Bedford, we should head north through the woods, take the direct route home.” Caddoc dropped a load of firewood and knelt to check the rabbit. “You aren’t overcooking that, are you? You know how dry rabbit gets if you cook it too long.”
“If you want to risk worms or sickness, have at it. I’m making sure mine is well-cooked.” He raised a brow and glanced sideways at his friend. “Remember the last time you ate half-cooked rabbit?”
Caddoc grimaced. “Yeah.” He’d spent two days in pain with diarrhea. Brett had never let him forget the misery he’d brought upon himself because of his impatience.
“Alright then. Be patient.” He rubbed the back of his neck. Had it gotten hot all of a sudden? His stomach tightened and knotted, causing low-grade pain.
“Something wrong?”
“I believe I’ve taken ill.”
His friend grinned. “Did you eat something and get worms or sickness?”
“No. It doesn’t feel like that.” The muscles down his back spasmed. He curled inward and grunted. The joints in his limbs were the next to experience pain. “I hurt.” He scooted away from the fire, afraid he might end up in it. What was going on? Fire of a different sort shot through every muscle in his body. He curled up on the cold ground and bit back a yell.
“Brett!” Caddoc knelt beside him.
Brett was barely aware of his friend as white-hot lightning shot through his vision and put pressure on his face, like someone was trying to rip his jaws apart. The agony intensified and spread through his whole body. Even his insides felt like a knife sliced through them. He couldn’t contain it anymore and screamed.
The pain pulled at him. He fought it. It intensified. Like when his brother pummeled him for fun. Roll with it instead of fighting it, just like when Anyon gets nasty. Maybe it’ll stop. He pushed into the pain, letting it pull him as it would. It didn’t ease, but neither did it get worse like it had when he fought it.
After a torturous eternity, agony faded until it was little more than a dull ache. Brett panted. What was that? Would it happen again? He shifted his weight without trying to get up, carefully stretching his limbs and arching his spine. Pop. Crackle. The remaining ache vanished. He opened his eyes.
Caddoc stood on the other side of the fire, all color gone from his face, his eyes wide. “Brett?”
“Of course, who else would it be?” At least, that’s what he meant to say. No words came out, only a low growl. What in the world?
His friend backed away and looked ready to bolt.
Brett tried to sit up, but his body wouldn’t cooperate. The fabric of his clothes twisted and tightened around him in odd ways. Brand new fear engulfed him. He subsided, and a whine slipped from his throat.
“Brett?”
He lifted his head and met his friend’s gaze.
“Do you understand me?”
He nodded, not knowing what else to do.
“Uh….” Caddoc rounded the fire slowly and crouched a few feet away.
Brett tried again to get up, but his arms and legs floundered uselessly. Cloth gripped his throat.
“Try rolling to your belly and getting on your hands and knees.”
He cocked his head. What? Alright. What I’m doing obviously isn’t working, so I might as well try it. It took a couple of tries to roll to his stomach. His arms and legs weren’t particularly cooperative with that either at first, but he finally managed. Then he pushed up. All four limbs wobbled like a newborn colt. If he wasn’t stable on all fours, how bad would he be on two legs? Was he sick? Why had it come on so suddenly? Other than unsteadiness on his feet, he felt fine again. What’s going on?
“Oh, boy….”
Brett glanced at Caddoc, who ran the fingers of one hand through his hair. What?
“I believe you now.”
He cocked his head in confusion. Believed what?
“That lobsterback you killed in Baltimore. I believe he was a wolf when he attacked you.”
Tension clenched his stomach. Why did he say that?
Caddoc must have seen confusion on Brett’s face, because he dropped onto his butt, his arms wrapped loosely around his up-drawn knees. “You’re a wolf, Brett.”
He flinched and lifted his head, taking a brief side-step away from his friend, only to stumble over a tangle of fabric and nearly land in a heap on the ground. He managed to catch himself, all four limbs splayed out. After a long moment to gather courage, he glanced down at his hands. Two large canine paws had replaced them. A glance over one shoulder and then the other showed a fur-covered body visible through his torn shirt. His pants hid his legs, but they hung on him wrong. This can’t be happening! They were just stories! Not reality. Nothing but stories meant to scare small children and gullible, fearful adults.
Oh, no! What if I’m stuck like this? Brett met his friend’s gaze, knowing his must show outright panic.
“Just breathe. We’ll figure this out. That Brit returned to human form, and he must’ve traveled as a human, right? There’s no way he could’ve made the sea voyage and traveled via ship with other troops for Lord knows how long and hid this, could he? There has to be a way to control it. Right?”
He’s asking me? Brett frowned. At least, he would have if he’d been human. He wasn’t sure what it looked like on a wolf face. The Brit had returned to human form, yes. After he died. Was death the only way back? A sound that was both groan and whimper emerged from his throat. He crossed the distance between himself and his friend on shaky legs, stumbling over fabric, then collapsed.
“We’ll figure it out.” Caddoc freed him from the clothes then suddenly smiled. “Look on the bright side.”
Brett lifted his head and cocked it to one side.
“You’ll have a much easier time hunting like this.”
Some bright side. He huffed a sigh and let his head fall onto his front paws.
In the silence that followed, a soft hum caught his ear. Not steady. Almost rhythmic, like music.
He raised his head and looked around, seeking the source. From the east. His ears pricked forward.
The moon rose into view. Full, and as beautiful as he’d ever seen it. The melody thrummed through his body like a caress. Something deep inside of him wanted to arch into it like a cat would a human touch.
“What is it?” Caddoc glanced at the moon. “Do you suppose the full moon is related to this?”
If it wasn’t, why else would it sing to him? He closed his eyes and listened… no, felt its tune. Tomorrow. Tomorrow will be soon enough to figure it all out. Until then, he would enjoy the music.
Brett laid his head on his paws and closed his eyes.

 
~~~

 
Friday, September 30, 1814

 

The music faded as the moon set. The sun rose.
Brett sat up and waited.
Nothing happened.
Caddoc kicked dirt over the embers of the fire to snuff them out then turned to face Brett. “Any indication that you’re getting ready to change back?”
He shook his head once.
“Hm.” His friend frowned. “There must be some trick to it. Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out.” He shoved Brett’s clothes and boots into a rucksack then picked up both of their packs. “In the meantime, I guess we keep walking for home.”
What if they got there before Brett could get back to his human shape?
Caddoc grinned. “Why don’t you do some hunting while we’re on the road today? Might as well make the wolf useful.”
Brett gave him a disgusted look. He hoped. And I’m the one who’s supposedly obsessed with food lately?
The man laughed and slung a pack over each shoulder. “Let’s go.”
He followed along, head down. There had to be a way back. He couldn’t be stuck in the body of an animal. Maybe Anyon’s stories had been true after all. Brett sighed. Well, partially anyway. He didn’t feel like a ravening beast. In fact, he had no desire at all to hunt his best friend. If Anyon’s stories were true, wouldn’t he be a blood-thirsty monster instead of tagging along behind his friend like a well-trained pet?
About midday, a rabbit darted across the trail in front of them.
Brett gave chase, whipping around trees and through brush.
His prey popped into a hole at the base of a tree and disappeared.
He sniffed around then jerked up his head and stilled. What was he doing? He scanned the woods for Caddoc, but he wasn’t in sight. His heart pounding, Brett tried to figure out which direction he’d come from while chasing the rabbit. The trees all looked the same and closed in around him.
You’re a wolf, muttonhead. Use your nose.
Nose to the ground, he wove to and fro until he picked up his own trail then followed it away from the rabbit hole. It only took a few minutes to find Caddoc, who leaned against a tree waiting for him.
“Didn’t catch it, huh?”
I don’t want to discuss it. Being a wolf and unable to respond was definitely aggravating. Maybe that was why the wolves in Anyon’s stories had killed people.
His friend chuckled, pushed away from the tree, and started walking again.

 
~~~

 
North of Bedford, Pennsylvania
Monday, October 3, 1814

 

Four days and nights. Brett stared at his lupine reflection in a still portion of the creek. The sun was setting. His fifth night as a wolf loomed ahead. The only thing he’d accomplished in the past days? He and Caddoc had eaten well. He’d become a glorified hunting dog, like the pair of floppy-eared hounds his pa owned.
He got a drink and returned to camp a few yards away, letting his large paws drag a bit. Heaving a sigh, he collapsed near the campfire and watched his friend. They’d circled around Bedford the day before, rather than going into town for supplies. If Brett had been able to do so, he’d have told Caddoc to go without him and then they could meet somewhere north of the town. But wolves can’t exactly speak to argue.
Caddoc continued dressing the young deer Brett had taken down earlier that evening. “You’ve got some appetite, my friend. I think you removed a good twenty pounds from this carcass.”
Yeah, well, he’d hunted it, and he’d been hungry. He’d eaten his fill, knowing there’d be plenty to share with Caddoc.
“I still can’t believe you ate it raw.” The man shook his head and tossed a grin over his shoulder at Brett. “You’re the one who’s always reminding me to be patient until the meat is cooked through. I hope you don’t end up sick. It’s not like I can haul you to the nearest town doc. You know?”
Food poisoning might not be so bad, all things considered, particularly a fatal case. At least he wouldn’t have to live in a furry form that seemed to be permanent.
Either way, so much for dreams of marriage and family. Granted, they’d been distant, something he’d hoped to do in a few years, after the war was over (assuming he’d survived it and his countrymen remained free).
He’d never quite decided if he wanted to be a farmer or go into lumber like his pa. If the former, he’d need to invest in land. If the latter… no, he was pretty sure he didn’t want to do that for the rest of his life. Farming, he could do. Work with his hands in the soil. Maybe write about his experiences in the war, too. That would be a good side venture to keep him occupied in the evenings and on cold winter nights while the farm rested.
Once he was established and had a home built, he’d marry. Kordelia Morgan came from a fine Welsh family and had been a blossoming fifteen-year-old when he’d left for war at just shy of eighteen. She’d make a fine wife. Strong of mind and body, she’d never had any qualms about arguing with him when she thought he was wrong. Sometimes he’d provoked her just for the sake of seeing the fire in her green eyes. She’d promised to wait for him.
Right. All of that’s sure to happen. Brett growled softly. As a wolf, he’d live hated and hunted. No one would care that he hadn’t hurt their livestock. All they’d see was a predator, a threat to their livelihood. He’d be lucky to not be dead by year’s end, killed by a farmer’s gun.
He had to live as a human. That’s all there was to it. But how? Brett closed his eyes. As a human, he could pursue dreams. As a wolf, he had no future, thus no dreams. The wolf couldn’t tame the spirited Kordelia. It would take a man to do that.
In his mind’s eye, he pictured himself as a human. The image came slowly but fully. That’s what I need to be. I can’t live any other way.
Pain swept through his body, stilling his breath and threatening to stop his heart. He pushed through it instead of fighting, recalling how much it hurt to fight. Every bone, joint, muscle, and nerve screamed. It passed quickly. He waited until stars and lightning flashed for the last time behind his eyelids before he opened his eyes.
“Brett?” Caddoc tossed a blanket over him and knelt at his side.
“Ouch.” He startled at the sound of his own voice.
“It didn’t take as long this time. How are you feeling? Still in pain?”
Brett considered that. “No. Now that the change has passed, I feel fine. Just a bit tired, but even that’s fading.”
Caddoc laid a hand on his bare shoulder. “It’s good to have you back. It’s no fun not being able to argue with you.”
He chuckled and sat up, wobbling a bit until he adjusted to the movements of his human form. He stretched his back and shoulders. A few things popped then settled. Then he glanced at his friend. “What did I look like? As a wolf, I mean.”
“Tall and powerful, not as heavily muscled as some of the timber wolves I’ve seen, but definitely strong. Kind of grizzled brown with red markings on your ears and around your eyes. Your eyes were yellow.”
Yellow. He shivered. Like the demonic creature he’d seen in that nightmare the morning after the attack. “Please, tell me my eyes don’t glow.”
Caddoc’s brows rose. “No, they don’t. Why would you think they did?”
He shrugged. “Just a nightmare I had.”
“How’d you get back?”
“I’m not sure.” Brett shook his head, suddenly weary. “I was just thinking about all the things I wouldn’t be able to do as a wolf and how important it was to be human, and here I am.”
“Interesting.” Caddoc nodded thoughtfully.
He pinned his friend with a puzzled look. “How can you be so accepting of this? Do you have any idea what folks will say if they find out? Yet, you’ve been totally alright with it.”
Caddoc shrugged. “You’re my friend. I know you’re not involved in witchery or any other such nonsense. You haven’t consorted with demons and the like. You were attacked by a British soldier. That’s what left you like this. It’s not your fault.” He grinned. “Granted, this is far stranger than anything else I can imagine happening, but at least you’re here and alive. That’s more than I can say for him.”
Strange wasn’t quite the word Brett would’ve used, but it worked.
“Do you think it’ll happen again?”
“I hope not.” He tossed aside the blanket, grabbed his rucksack, and dug out clothes. Bare skin was nowhere near as warm as fur had been. The previous shirt was torn and in need of mending. Thankfully, he had a spare. He dressed then flopped down to put on his boots. “At least I didn’t try to kill or eat you.”
“Did you expect to?” Caddoc raised a brow.
“After some of the stories Anyon told when I was a kid, yes.”
“Oh, yeah. The Beast of Gevaudan.”
Gevaudan. That sounded French. “That’s the one in France, right?”
“Yup.”
“You’ve heard that story?”
“Sure, I have. I don’t think any of us haven’t heard it. The one about Saint Patrick and King Vereticus, too.” Caddoc’s eyes narrowed in thought. “Although, I don’t think King Vereticus went on a killing spree like the Beast of Gevaudan. Do you remember the family that immigrated from Wales a couple of years ago?”
“The Williams family? Sure.” Brett nodded.
“He told a story about a werewolf who put the fear of all that’s unholy into the people of Wales before the turn of the century. If I remember the story correctly, it only killed animals, though it tried to get a farmer.”
“Werewolf?” Had Anyon used that term for it? No, he’d said the king had become a wolf. He’d said the Beast of Gevaudan was a wolf-like man.
“Werewolf is what the English call them. The French refer to them as loup-garou. I’m not sure we Welsh have ever called them anything but werewolves.” He shrugged. “If we have, the word is lost on me. I haven’t heard it in my lifetime.”
“So… I guess I’m like the king then, since I didn’t try to kill you.”
“Could be.” Caddoc shrugged. “I wonder if that lobsterback got to anyone besides you. Do you suppose there are others out there like you, thanks to him?”
“I doubt it.” Brett frowned. “He wanted me dead. If he went after others, I suspect they’ve gone to meet their Maker. Otherwise, he probably wouldn’t have survived long enough to get to me.”
“You may be right about that.” A scowl crossed Caddoc’s face. “What if there are others like him among the British troops?”
“Let’s pray not.” Even as he said the words, dread settled in his gut. What were the chances there was only one Brit like that? There could be tens or hundreds among the British fleet and army. Werewolves, Caddoc had called them. Lord, I pray there are no others.

 
~~~

 
Monday, April 23, 2018
Home of Brett & Kelly Mitchell
Campbell Wildlife Preserve

 

“Well?”
Brett suppressed a grin. “Well, what?”
“Were there others among the British like the soldier who Turned you?” Tanya sat on the edge of her seat, pen still.
He chuckled and released a broad grin. “You’ll have to come back to find out.”
“That’s so not right.” Her eyes narrowed without quite meeting his, then she huffed a sigh. “Fine.” She closed the notebook, capped her pen, and got to her feet. “Same time tomorrow?”
He nodded.
Tanya headed for the front door, pausing briefly as his mate Kelly came out of the hallway from the bedrooms, where she’d been tending their infant son and daughter. “Your husband is mean.” The front door closed with a decisive click behind her.
With a weak, bemused smile, Kelly walked over to stand beside his chair. “What was that about?” The strain of the funerals that morning showed on her face.
“I’m making her wait for an answer to one of her questions.”
“That hardly seems mean.”

He grinned and pulled her into his lap. “You don’t know the question.” Rather than continue the discussion, he nuzzled her neck then settled her against him. He’d talked enough for one day, and his wife needed simply to be held.








Forsaken: October 1814

My people have become lost sheep; their shepherds have led them astray. They have made them turn aside on the mountains; they have gone along from mountains to hill and have forgotten their resting place. - Jeremiah 50:6

 
South of Ebensburg, Pennsylvania
Thursday, October 13, 1814
 
“Aren’t you gonna eat?”
Back against a tree, legs outstretched, Brett opened his eyes and met his friend’s questioning gaze. The faint whispers he’d listened to since waking receded. He shook his head. “I’m not hungry.”
“Have you taken ill?” Caddoc frowned and removed the spit from the fire.
The charred rabbit on the long stick made Brett’s stomach churn, and not from hunger. He lowered his gaze to the ground between his knees and shrugged. “I don’t believe so.” The melancholy he’d awakened with weighed on his heart and mind but made no sense. They were nearly home, so there was no emotional reason for it. It certainly didn’t resemble any illness he’d ever experienced, but the cause had to be physical. Right?
“You’ve eaten enough in the last couple of weeks for any four men, and you’re suddenly not hungry? What’s wrong?”
“Did you hear that?” For the first time, one of the whispers became coherent.
Hear what? Brett’s face tightened, even as confusion wound through him.
“That tone. He’s disgusted by you.”
No. He’s my friend.
“He’s tired of dealing with the oddities that are part of you now. You scare him.”
I scare me right now. Why should he be any different? I don’t understand what’s happening. Why can I hear and smell things so much more clearly? Why did the full moon sound like music? Why am I restless all the time? I’ve gotten plenty of exercise with all the walking we’ve done during our journey. Why is that worse if I don’t hunt and kill something? Hunting unsuccessfully only makes it worse.
“Brett?”
He jerked his head up, locking gazes with Caddoc.
His friend knelt beside him and laid a hand on his shoulder. “What’s wrong?”
Was that fear in Caddoc’s eyes? Brett shook his head. No. Concern. Worry for a friend who’s going through something strange and unknown. “Do you hear it?”
Caddoc straightened and appeared to listen to the woods. Then he shook his head. “Hear what? I don’t hear anything but birds and the wind in the trees.”
“The whispers….” He let the thought drop before it fully exited his mouth. Even those two words sounded cracked. Like an admission of hearing ghosts or some other disembodied voice. Like he belonged in a booby-hatch with the rest of the lunatics.
“What are they saying?”
Brett sighed and lowered his head, blinking back tears, ashamed they even rose. “That you’re disgusted by me. Afraid of me.”
The hand on his shoulder squeezed lightly. “I’m afraid for you, my friend, not of you. There’s a tremendous difference. As for disgusted? Never crossed my heart or mind. Nothing about you disgusts me. Alright?”
He nodded without lifting his head.
“Hey.” The hand tightened on his shoulder. “You and I have watched each other’s backs since we could barely walk. That’s not about to change now. We may not understand what’s happening, and we may not have figured out what to do about it yet, but we’re in this together. Truth be told, I realize I could be the one in your shoes.”
Brett canted his head enough to see his friend out of the corner of his eye. “How do you figure?”
“That lobsterback attacked you because you were watching my back while I helped Jeremiah to camp. If our roles had been reversed, it could just as easily have been you helping an ally and me watching your back.” Caddoc smiled. “Would you abandon me if that was the case?”
“No.”
“Alright then.” Caddoc nodded and got to his feet. Then he glanced up at the sky, which was mostly obscured by trees. “I wonder what the moon is doing right now.”
“It’s a new moon.” Brett didn’t have to look up to know. The full moon was a couple of weeks behind and a couple of weeks ahead of them. He’d never been so aware of it before, and certainly not on a gut level.
“Didn’t you say the full moon sang to you?”
An overly simplified explanation at best, but he nodded.
“Maybe the new moon has a song of its own.”
“I don’t hear music though, just whispers.”
“Maybe that’s the new moon’s song. Whisper your fears and sorrows. Tear you down, create doubt, build fear. Maybe it’s the servant of the devil.”
A chill swept through him. “Not exactly a pleasant thought.”
“What do you do when the devil whispers in your ear?”
“Tell him that he’s lying. Pray. Block him out.” Whatever worked to shut him up and find peace from his lies.
“Then maybe you need to do that with the new moon.” Caddoc raised a brow and smiled. “On your feet. We’ll be home tonight.”
Brett sighed and climbed to his feet, using a hand on the tree for leverage. Lethargy dogged him. The miles ahead stretched out. “Then what?”
“We’ll take it one day at a time until we figure things out.” The look in Caddoc’s eyes hardened with determination. “And we will figure it out. That lobsterback obviously learned to control and live with this, so will you. I’ll help. You don’t have to deal with it alone.”
Assuming the Brit had controlled it and learned to live with it. Brett wasn’t so sure. After all, they hadn’t exactly had a chance to question the man and find out if he’d been turned into a… werewolf (he shuddered) before or after coming to America. What if the man had become the monster who attacked Brett so viciously after reaching American soil? If so, there were others. Cheery thought.
“He’ll never understand what it’s like,” came that whisper again. “Caddoc has no clue how you feel. You are alone, no matter what he says.”
“Shut up,” he snarled under his breath.
“Are you talking to me or the moon?”
“The moon. It wants me to be alone.”
“Oh, well.” Caddoc slapped him on the shoulder with a chuckle. “Sorry, my friend, but you’re stuck with me.” He tilted back his head, looked into the sky, and hollered, “Do you hear that? Whether you like it or not, he’s not alone!” He grinned at Brett. “Let’s get home. It’s been far too long since we’ve seen our families. We’ll get a good night’s sleep in our childhood homes, and tomorrow, we’ll tackle this problem anew.”
Brett nodded, relief jarring tension loose inside of him. With Caddoc at his side and watching his back, he could face anything.

 
~~~

 
Late that morning, movement in the woods caught Brett’s eye. He froze mid-step and inhaled deeply. The wind was blowing the wrong direction for him to tell if that movement had been a deer or something else, so he waited, watched, and listened. Definitely not a rabbit or other small creature. Too big.
“What is it?” Caddoc whispered, having halted next to him.
He raised a hand shoulder height to indicate a need for silence. Another hint of movement but no sound. Whatever it was moved with stealth. Stalking them? The hair on the back of his neck prickled.
A black wolf stepped through the brush several yards away. Bright orange eyes fastened on Brett. Its nose twitched, scenting the wind that blew straight from him to it. The directness of its gaze sent tension through Brett’s body. He’d heard black wolves were bolder, less afraid of men, than their gray and brown counterparts. They were supposed to be more intelligent as well. Though, all of that could be old wives’ tales for all he knew. He’d grown up hearing the howls of wolves but seldom ever spotted one, except for the briefest glimpse.
He growled deep in his chest and stared the animal down.
It stepped toward him, its body rigid and gait stiff, head up, tail high.
Brett took a step in its direction and crouched with one hand resting on the leaf-littered ground, ready to leap to his feet if necessary. The growl in his chest rose higher, and he snarled, refusing to back down from the wolf’s challenge. If it wanted a fight, he’d give it one. “Just how smart are you?” The bass, gravelly timber of his voice startled him, but he forced himself not to react. He hadn’t sounded like himself. Deal with that later.
If he lost this staring match, it could be bad for Caddoc as much as for him. A wild wolf could do a number on a man. Brett had seen the damage they inflicted on deer, and there’d been one man his parents had helped who’d been attacked. He barely recalled that incident, he’d been so young, but the man had almost died. I won’t let that happen to Caddoc.
Anger filled him. Faint pain started across his shoulders and raced along the top of his skull. “Just try it,” he snarled.
The wolf met his stare for a moment longer, then its gaze shifted to one side. It lowered its head and tail, curving its neck so its head turned to one side, exposing its throat.
Brett kept his gaze on it and got to his feet. “Go about your business and leave us be.”
After a long moment, the wolf turned, walked into the woods, and disappeared.
“Brett?”
He turned sharply to face his friend, who had come up beside him without him realizing it. The pain crawled down his back, spurred by the spike of fear that came with being surprised.
Caddoc’s eyes widened. “Your eyes… they’re yellow.”
Brett growled against worsening pain. “Not again….” He dropped to one knee and clenched his fingers in damp, dead leaves, eyes closed. The ache spread to his joints. He had to stop it, but fighting only intensified the pain.
A hand on his shoulder reminded him that he wasn’t alone. “Calm down. It started because you got fired up. Calm yourself.”
He forced a deep breath into ribs that were far too tight. Think of Kordelia of the fiery green eyes. A picture of her smiling face formed in his mind.
He’d been in love with Kordelia Morgan since he was eleven and she was eight. She’d put him on his butt for making her best friend Meredith Jones cry. He still recalled sitting there, looking up at that slight wisp of a hostile girl, stunned that she’d actually hit him. He hadn’t seen it coming until it was too late to do anything about it. The fact she’d punched him hard enough to knock him flat only garnered more respect.
The other girls had ceased to exist that day. No matter how they flirted as he got older, he had eyes only for Kordelia.
Brett smiled. The tightness in his chest loosened. The ache down his spine subsided, followed by those across his shoulders and skull.
He’d kissed her for the first time right before leaving for the war. They’d walked hand-in-hand along the creek after he’d promised to be on his best Sunday behavior, even though it hadn’t been Sunday.
He hadn’t told her he’d killed a man weeks before. Women didn’t need to know such unpleasant things. If he hadn’t made that trip for his pa’s lumber company, who knew if anyone would’ve stopped the British soldier from raping that young woman. Would Caddoc have been able to so easily talk Brett into joining the militia, if not for that experience?
“I’ll wait for you.” Kordelia had gazed up into his eyes, tears glistening in hers. “No one could ever take your place in my heart.”
Those words, and the passion behind them, had stirred him, given him the courage to do what he’d wanted to do for months, years even. He’d gathered her in his arms and kissed her, not caring about propriety or the danger of being without a chaperone. He would no sooner have hurt her than cut off one of his own limbs.
Brett gasped as his chest tightened again. Don’t think about kissing her. As much as he wanted to linger on the feel of her lips under his, he pushed the memory away. Then he opened his eyes, raised his head, and focused on Caddoc. His friend. The man who’d been through everything with him. The one who hadn’t abandoned him when others would have.
The last of the aches settled and dissipated. He took a slow, deep breath and released it just as slowly.
Caddoc smiled. “Nicely done. Your eyes are blue again.” His expression turned thoughtful. “I’m guessing you need to avoid strong emotions.”
“At least anger and fear.” Not to mention desire, which was not good. What if he kissed Kordelia and desire caused him to become a wolf? Brett scowled. Did that mean he could never kiss a woman again? Never hold one? Kordelia….
“We better get moving.” Caddoc glanced in the direction the wolf had gone. “Hopefully he doesn’t get any ideas about sneaking up on us.”
Brett nodded. Nothing else to say. He didn’t know with any certainty what the wolf would do. Truth be told, he wasn’t sure it would be so bad if the wolf sneaked back and killed him. At least, then, he wouldn’t have to worry anymore about what was going on with him. Coward.
He picked up the rucksack he’d dropped without realizing it, shouldered it, and followed his friend toward Ebensburg.

 
~~~

 
Brett pushed open the front door, peering inside with a smile that quickly fell into a frown. Where was everyone? At that time of the evening, he’d expected to find his younger siblings reading at the table while Mam washed up after supper and Pa told her about his day. He nudged the door open far enough to step inside.
“Anyone home?”
A questioning frown on her face, Mam came out of her and Pa’s bedroom. Her eyes widened in shock. The pillow in her hand fell to the wood floor.
Brett grinned and needlessly said, “I’m home.”
She only stood there blinking at him. Tears welled in her eyes. “Brett?”
“It’s me, Mam.” Why was she acting so odd? He set his rucksack on the table.
After
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