PROLOGUE
	I wake up on the bridge choking on cold air. It’s still night. The sky’s a dull black, no stars, just cloud and mist hanging low.
I suck in another breath, slower this time, and push myself up on one elbow. The wood under me is wrecked. Boards split open, some kicked up, others sagging like they gave out halfway through.
Something tore through here. Hard enough to break the bridge and keep going.
My shoulder burns when I move. I reach up without thinking and feel the tear in my jacket, then the skin under it. Wet. Sticky. I press harder and grit my teeth.
Then my fingers catch on something else. My neck.
Two small punctures. Close together. 
I don’t remember that.
	I sit there for a second, listening to the waterfall below, loud and constant, smashing against rock. Like it’s trying to drown out whatever else was here.
Woodland comes back in pieces. The highway. The trees. The same stretch of road I’ve seen my whole life and never left.
I’m seventeen and already feel stuck here in this small northern town. I never played football. Around here, that’s everything. If you don’t, you’re on the outside. The guys who fit are built for it. Big. Solid. Made to hit and not feel it. And then there are the bikers who haunt the edge of town, apex predators rooting and pillaging under cover of night.
I don’t fit either way.
I’m too long, too light. Not built to hit. Around here, that makes you a target. You learn fast how to take up less space. Keep your head down and hope they forget you’re there.
People say I look like a ghost.
Some of them use another word.
I don’t say it. Saying it makes it stick. 
Doesn’t matter anyway. Woodland already decided what I am.
	The ground vibrates and I see a timber truck in the distance, cutting through the mist. I wave my arms and cringe as the wound feels like it’s being torn open again, but there’s no point hiding now. 
The man climbs down from the cab, heavy boots hitting gravel. Big. Solid. Built like most guys around here. Flannel under a worn denim jacket. Beard rough, like he keeps it that way on purpose. Toque pulled low over his brow. He looks me over, one eyebrow lifting, like he’s already trying to figure me out. 
His eyes land on the tear in my shoulder, dark with blood. I feel it again. Something under my skin. Not pain. It tightens, slow, like it’s waking up. Heat spreads through me, and I don’t understand it, but I don’t pull away. My breath slips. Like my body’s about to move before I do.
	Surprisingly, he lifts me in anyway. He shuts the door and I feel the engine heat lull me into an unfamiliar sense of relief.
	The truck growls to life and starts again down the highway. He turns to me. “What’s the damage? Anyone else out there?”
	“I wish I knew.”
	“Jesus, kid! You shitting me? I’m gonna call it in. Don’t worry, hospital’s right on the way. Ten minutes, tops. Be there before you know it.”
	He reaches for a phone propped in a cupholder, before I hear him draw in a sharp breath. “Holy shit! What is that?”
	It’s not directed at me. His eyes stare straight ahead at the “Welcome to Woodland” sign in plain view. There’s the mangled body of the mayor hanging over the top beam, his blood smeared across the letters like graffiti. It looks like he was gored by a pack of wolves, ripped up, torn apart, barely recognizable, like he was hit from all directions at once. 
	What could do that and leave him displayed like a warning?
	“Werewolves,” the driver mutters, repeating the local rumour the town is known for. Were these monsters ever actually real? Or was it just a legend to give this place an identity, a tall tale to call its own? 
***
I collapse at the hospital and dream I’m back on the bridge. Two wolves shaped like men stand there, tall and unreal, fur slick over muscle.
They circle, slow at first, then crash into each other. The bridge shakes under them, wood snapping as they lock together.
Claws drag across shoulders. Their faces brush close, breath mixing, and the pull between them feels too close, too charged to be just a fight.
They twist, slip. The boards give way. 
Then they’re gone over the edge, tangled together, still locked as they fall into the roar below.
***
I wake up in the hospital room. My foster parents come in, but they hang back. They look at me like they showed up because they had to. Not because they wanted to. 
	Meanwhile doctors and nurses with clipboards tell me I’m fine, but I already know better. I still can’t tell what actually happened and what I dreamed last night.
	A visitor comes early, a gap-year volunteer in his early twenties back from university to see family on the Atsanah reserve near Woodland. He works the bar there with his dad, Petey, the bartender everyone knows, who doubles as the reserve’s unofficial folklore archive, trading local scares and dares over beers.
	His eyes meet mine, then catch on the marks at my neck before he can pretend not to. He looks like someone raised on tall tales louder than warnings. Only now, werewolves feel all too real, and I don’t know if I’m afraid of that or drawn to it.
	“Ever hear the legend about the werewolves of Woodland?” I ask. “The ones people say came out of Atsanah.”
	“It started as a test,” he says. “A trickster offered power to an elder who wanted to prove he was still a warrior.”
	“And he took it?”
	He nods. “Before he understood the price.”
	My skin prickles where his fingers were.
	“They say it spread through him like fire,” he goes on. “The bite left rings. Darker every night. Like the mark was learning the body.”
	“And the others? How was it passed down?”
	“He shared it,” he says as he points at his teeth. “With warriors strong enough to survive the first bite.”
	“What about the rest of it?” I ask. “The stories people tell in town about people getting dragged off. Found torn up in the bush.”
	“The power doesn’t change you,” he says. “It just brings out what was already waiting. That pull you feel in your gut before you even think. When that wanting goes unanswered, it looks for release. And that’s when people get hurt.”
	He studies me for a moment. “But there’s a way to hold it together, though. Most never learn it.” He inhales, then lets it out slow. “Breath is balance. You quiet yourself, and something deeper begins to answer.”
	“Good luck,” he says, already moving toward the door. 
Then he’s gone.
***
	Two police officers come to see me in the hospital. They have questions circling Danny, just a boy my age I once knew in the quiet, ordinary way old friends drift through your life.
	They ask about Danny. “He went to school with you, didn’t he?” one of them asks.
	“Yeah, we used to be close,” I say. “Then he got into football and we weren’t anymore.”
	“He fell from the bridge,” one says, “the same night you were brought in. He didn’t survive. You have any idea how he ended up there?”
	“No,” I say. “If I did, I’d tell you.”
I slow my breathing and hold it steady, something pressing in close like it’s right there even if I can’t see it. 
I look past them out at the field through the window. Practice is already going. Red numbers move across the jerseys, the same ones that get passed down every year.
I shut my eyes and picture it, a few months ago, before any of this.
He’s out there again, like nothing’s changed.
Danny Dean.
DANNY
CHAPTER ONE
	Friday night lights burn down on me in the autumn breeze. The game is already in full swing. Every muscle in my body feels warmed up and ready. Sweat runs down my back, sticking my shirt to me.
	I’m almost eighteen. Football star is the only version of me nobody questions. The Wolves logo and number on my back are bigger than my name. My dad almost had a way out, almost went pro before he blew it, and people still say his name like it still matters, like he’s the guy who just missed but took a hell of a swing. The Dean name still wears me, stitched across my shoulders. One bad hit and it all slips.
	The quarterback shouts, “HUT!”
	And I’m gone. My legs pound as I race across the field. The ball lands in my hands. I grab the warm leather with a solid grip. For half a second, everything lines up. I cut left. Hard. Juke right. My cleats bite deep. The turf tears under my feet.	 
	The field blurs. A linebacker lunges. I spin. His hand brushes my hip, but he’s too slow. 
All I hear is my feet hitting turf and my heart pounding.
	WHAM!
	Two linebackers crash into me. One from each side. No mercy.
	I hit the ground hard. My spine, shoulders, and the back of my helmet crash into the turf. I lie there, chest heaving under a crushing pressure that keeps sinking me deeper, pressing me into the ground beneath this town. It’s like the ground’s trying to hold me there, not letting me get back up.
***
	The locker room door bangs open and the team floods in, loud and still riding the high. We won even though I screwed up, like a weak link in a solid chain. 
	Chip Hopper is already out of his pads, towel slung low, one leg hooked up on the bench like he owns the place. He’s got sandy-blond hair darkened with sweat, pushed back in messy streaks, his face still all sharp cheekbones and baby-smooth skin no matter how hard he tries to rough it up. Broad-shouldered, solid through the chest and arms, he moves like he knows everyone’s watching, peeling off his uniform with careless force. He’s smirking like the smug quarterback he is, lips curled up in a sneer.
	He’s always the white-hot and sharp-jawed kind that gets away with everything. His mother’s Raven, the leader of the Scorpios biker gang. The jagged tattoo of the Scorpios is scorched just beneath his collarbone, a brand pressed into him by Raven’s own hand the night he became a man. 
	Chip’s voice cuts through the noise like a whip. “Here’s to Danny Dean,” he says, like a toast. “Just shy of his old man’s glory.”
	Then he gives me a light slap on the shoulder, just for me. “Guess the FRUIT fell a little far from the old Dean tree, huh?” He laughs alone, high and mean. 
	Is he calling me a fruit? Yeah, because calling someone a faggot might get you suspended from the football team. 
	They’re all waiting for me to respond. I just offer him the same bad-boy smile back, mocking the whole douchy act. “Right back at you, baby.” 
Chip raises an eyebrow. “Baby, eh?” He rolls the word around like it tastes funny. “B-A-B-Y?” he repeats, louder now, dragging it out, testing how sharp it sounds. A couple guys laugh.
Around here, acting gay is fine if it’s just messing around. If it looks like a joke.
Chip keeps his eyes on me a second longer than he needs to. Like he’s waiting to see if I’ll crack. I don’t. I just hold still until he looks away.
Mission accomplished. The joke’s over. I tell myself that’s all it was. 
We used to be close. Before something in him shifted and never really shifted back. Now we barely talk unless he’s got something to prove. He moves different now. Tighter. He’s always a second away from throwing a punch, just waiting for someone to give him a reason, because everything could turn into a fight if it goes even a little wrong.
He brushes past me toward the showers. 
	Then I hear Butch’s cleats hit the tile. He’s still in full gear, jersey stuck to him, pads stretching him wide, all shoulder and muscle. He shrugs them off slow, peels the soaked shirt free, hair dripping into his eyes before he slicks it back with one hand. The lights catch on his chest and smooth brown skin. Every line of him is clear, solid and strong, like it all comes easy to him.
He lives on the Atsanah reserve, where my mother grew up, and it shows. The land shaped him long before football did. You can see it in him. The kind of place that either hardens you or wears you down.
 	“You good?” he asks me.
	I nod. Shrug. “Took a hit”.
	He huffs. It’s not really a laugh, just a breath slipping out with a smile. “You always take hits.” He watches me a little longer. “You gave it your all out there, bro.” 
	I glance at the mirror and see the bruise blooming across my collarbone. It looks worse than it feels. I tell myself it’s nothing, even though my chest still won’t settle, like something in me got hit that pads don’t cover.
	I turn toward the showers while Butch gives a strong grip on my shoulder which feels possessive. I step under the spray and the water comes down hard, hot enough to sting. It pounds against my shoulders, my neck, my chest, drowning out all the noise in my head and the pain in my body until my muscles loosen and my head finally clears. 
	When I finally shut the water off and wipe my face, the room feels too quiet. Everyone else has cleared out.
	Butch is still there, alone by the mirrors. He’s facing his reflection, arms flexed as he rolls his shoulders, checking himself like he’s lining something up. He catches my eye in the mirror before I can decide whether to turn back. He just watches me like he already knows I won’t.
	“Took you long enough,” he says.
	He turns from the mirror and steps closer, close enough that I can feel the heat still coming off him. He flexes his arm again, slow and deliberate, like he’s showing off without pretending he isn’t.
	“You wanna know my secret?” he says.
	I snort. “You shoot a bunch of dickweed up your ass?”
He grins. His eyes don’t skate or size me up, like Chip’s do. They stay steady, like he’s not trying to win anything, like he doesn’t buy my taunt.
	 “Nah. I’m just not like other boys.”
	It sounds like a dare, and I don’t even know what I’m supposed to say to that. So I play along and make Butch know that he’s got me fooled until he doesn’t. All part of the game.
	“Go on,” he says, still flexing. “Don’t be shy.”
	I scoff and step in, give his bicep a quick squeeze, rough and mocking, like I’m testing equipment. “Yeah,” I say. “Okay. I feel it, man” 
	He tilts his head, eyes still locked on me. “That all you got?”
	I snort. “What, you want a full inspection now?”
	Butch nods and then says, quieter, “There’s more.”
	I laugh it off and step in anyway, both palms landing flat on his chest, firm, like I’m pushing him back. Under my hands, his skin tightens, not like he’s flexing. Something shifts under it, deeper, the muscle going tight all at once, like it might snap.
	“Stop,” he says, low.
	I laugh, still playing it off, still riding the joke. “What?”
	“Stop,” he says again, sharper this time.
	Before I can pull my hands away, he shoves me back into the wall, hard enough to rattle the lockers. My head smacks the tile and I blink, stunned, my heart kicking up like I did something wrong without knowing what it was.
	Then he flinches and steps back, away from me, like I’m a hot oven and he’s just burned himself.
	“You okay?” he asks.
	I nod, more confused than hurt. “Yeah. I thought—we were just—”
	He doesn’t let me finish. He grabs his shirt, yanks it over his head, tying it on fast like he’s trying to put distance between us before something else happens. He won’t look at me now.
	“I gotta go,” he says. Then, quieter, like it’s meant just for me, “Meet me after the party.”
	And then he’s gone, heading for the exit, leaving me against the wall, hands buzzing, trying to figure out when the joke stopped and something else took over.
***
	The Halloween party is already in full swing by the time I get upstairs to open the front door. I am not the host, exactly, even though we are in Chip’s house. This place is a Scorpios den first and a party spot second, and Chip treats it like both. I am just part of the cleanup crew, or the fallout crew, depending on how the night plays out.
I didn’t even want to come. Parties like this aren’t my thing. But showing up is part of it. If you don’t, people notice. They ask questions. They joke about it. I already stand out enough, and skipping it would’ve underlined that in permanent marker. So here I am.
	I’m wearing a half-assed cowboy costume, tight jeans, an open flannel, a hat tipped low like I’m trying to look relaxed and failing at it, standing in a room that feels like it’s watching to see who doesn’t belong.
	The log cabin is packed wall to wall with masked-up Wolves players. The place itself feels older than them, built low and heavy, with scarred wood, bolted tables, and walls stained dark from years of smoke and spilled beer. Orange string lights and fake cobwebs barely soften it. Every one of the Wolves has a drink in his hand or is reaching for one, bottles and cans moving constantly, alcohol sloshing onto the floor and soaking into the grain.	
	Behind us, the Wolves are already chanting “Chug, chug, chug” as Chip hoists another keg like it owes him money.
	I keep thinking about how much work goes into these bodies. All the lifting, all the discipline, all the effort to make themselves strong and fast and built for the field. Every rep is about control and precision, about cues like “activate your lat” and “engage your core.” Then the game ends and they push it the other way, staggering around with beers in their hands, chugging until they lose balance and blur the edges. Around here, a man’s body only matters if it’s pushed to the brink, perfected or wrecked.
	Butch finds me fast. He shoves through the crowd shirtless under a buckskin vest, a plastic tomahawk hanging from his belt loop. That smirk lands like a body blow every time. He leans in, playful, and says, “It’s time, cowboy. I’ve got something fun in mind.”
	After the way the locker room ended, I can’t tell if this is still a joke or if he’s serious now. Either way, he’s picking up right where we left off, waiting to see if I’ll flinch first. I don’t know how this time will be different, only that it already feels harder to walk away.
	A knock at the door cuts through the noise. I trade a glance with Butch. We already saw her coming through the window above the stairs, a tall, pissed-off older sister marching across the lawn like she has a warrant.
	“I’ve got this,” I mutter. Butch claps my shoulder and melts back into the chaos.
	I open the door, and Ellen Carpenter blows past me before I can say a word. She is twenty-three, wearing black jeans and a blazer, and she has no patience for any of this. She looks like a detective slumming it at a frat house. “Where’s Jackie?” she asks. There is no greeting and no smile, just business. She is the firstborn, the first to shoulder every burden, and ever since she started working for her dad, Mayor Carpenter, at City Hall, she treats parties like crime scenes.
	“Probably studying,” I say, even as my eyes drift toward the couch, where her sixteen-year-old sister has already made herself far too comfortable. Jackie Carpenter is dressed like a cheerleader out of a cheap horror movie, straddling Chip’s lap in the middle of a makeout session. 
Ellen locks onto them and storms straight across the room. She taps Chip on the shoulder. “Finished with your oral exam?”
	Chip smirks through the kiss, pulls back, and wipes his mouth. “She got an A.”
	Jackie snaps her gum and fires back, “You ever get tired of being Dad’s little narc?”
“Never,” Ellen says.
	Then Chip suddenly gags, loud and wet, like whatever he swallowed down found its way back up. He clamps a hand over his mouth, doubles over, and staggers to the bathroom, pale and wheezing. A few people laugh, like this is just Chip being Chip.
	I take the cue and slip out the back door. Outside, the wilderness presses in around the cabin, tall trees crowding the clearing. The air is cold and dark, the light from inside barely reaching past the porch before the forest swallows everything whole.
	“Butch?” I call into the dark. A sharp whistle answers. I follow it down the slope into the woods. Butch stands shirtless between the trees, half in shadow, chest rising.
	“Took you long enough,” he says. “Miss me?”
	No answer comes out of my lips. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction. He’s always so frigging cocky. It’s the way he holds himself, shoulders loose, chin tipped slightly down, eyes fixed on me like he’s already decided something. There’s no doubt or hesitation in him. 
	 “I know it hits different being back in the woods like this,” he says, stepping closer. “I get it, Danny. That night changed me too.”
	He’s talking about the night my mother disappeared. The night I ran through the trees, bloody and half-naked, crying out while a shadow chased me through the dark.	
	He holds my gaze, steady. “It made me fierce,” he says. “Made me wild.”
	I look away, my face flushed. “You’re not going to go all chicken shit again?”
	“Stick around and find out, bro.” It sounds a lot like my fuck around and find out to Chip in the locker room. Only this time he means it. He grins, crooked and almost lazy, but it never softens him. It feels like he is sparring for fun and already knows he can take the hit.
	I laugh. “So that’s it? You think I’m into you or something?” It sounds like a joke, but it isn’t. Not really.
	“Well, you’re right,” I add, like it’s nothing, daring him to guess how serious I am, because the truth is I don’t know either.
	He steps in close, and my hands land on him without thinking. His breath brushes against me, heavier than it should be, like something’s got him wound tight. I feel it, that pressure in him, held back, his breathing trying to settle but not quite getting there.
	I stop fighting what I’ve been pushing down and joking away, because it isn’t a dare or a threat anymore. I kiss him, and he meets it, mouth open wide, devouring every last bit of longing I have left. 
	The sound of footsteps shatters the moment.
	I pull back fast. “Shit.”
Butch’s grip tightens on my wrist, low and fierce. His jaw sets and his eyes harden as he scans the dark without losing that grounded center, and when he speaks his voice drops lower. “Don’t.” It is not panic but control, like something within him just crossed a line.
	I look around, my eyes darting into the shadows. Something’s out there. I feel it before I see anything, and that’s enough to know I shouldn’t be here.
	Now it’s my turn to go chickenshit. I tear myself loose, muscles trembling with the rush of adrenaline. Without looking back, I run deeper into the woods, hoping whatever’s out there loses track of me before it knows who I am.
	Butch’s voice cuts through the dark, sharp and urgent. “Danny! Wait!”
	But I don’t stop. I don’t want to look back and see the hunger in his eyes, or the danger I might be stepping further into.
***
I don’t know how long I’ve been running through the night. The woods rush past me, branches snapping, air biting cold. 
	This isn’t the first time I’ve found myself alone in the wild, running without thinking. It’s like I’m thirteen again, when Mom was calling my name from somewhere behind me, but I’m busy chasing Butch. We’re racing the last of the light, wild and careless, not knowing what we’re stirring up. My limbs feel too long and too loose because I haven’t grown into them yet. Back then, the woods felt more like a playground, as Butch and I tear through the underbrush.
	At thirteen, Butch looks both the same and completely different. Every emotion is amplified, before he learned to seal it all so damned tight. His grin is brighter, still mischievous, but there’s none of that self-conscious mockery, like he’s playing douchebag. His body is wiry, also not filled out yet, but he still moves like he knows exactly where he belongs. 
	We reach the fence that marks the border. The rusted sign above squeaks in the wind:
	WELCOME TO WOODLAND RESERVE
	Butch leans against a tree, grinning wide. “Ready to cross over to my side of the fence, half-breed?”
	I skid to a stop, breathing hard. “Half breed, huh? That’s what you’re calling me now?”
	His eyes glow in the moonlight. “I’m just saying you’re practically one of us now. But you better watch out. See this fence here? It’s supposed to keep the werewolves in. Sometimes they sneak out.”
	I roll my eyes. “That’s just some racist garbage the town made up to scare kids.”
	That smirk never leaves Butch’s face as he steps closer. “Me racist, bro? I’m just saying maybe there’s some truth to the stories half-breed.”
	“Keep calling me that,” I shoot back, “and I’ll leave you here with the werewolves.”
	He growls low in the throat.
	I flinch, half joking and half not. Sometimes Butch can go too far playing wolf, and he’s almost got me convinced. 
	Then he laughs and shoves my shoulder. 
	For a moment, everything feels simple again. There are no secrets, just as there are no beasts hidden inside any one of us.
	But then I hear another howl, not far away. I freeze.
	“It’s just a coyote,” I mutter to reassure myself.
	Butch chuckles and inches closer. “Or maybe it’s something else.”
	I hear another voice cry out, “Danny!” It’s my mom, looking for me. 
	I swear under my breath. She’s probably worried sick. 
	“Later,” I say, and take off running. Butch calls after me, but I don’t look back. 
	I see my mother searching for me in the woods. She is beautiful, with a braid down her back and eyes like mine, dark and alive. Her flashlight trembles in her hand. Her denim jacket flares behind her red hoodie. 
	“Danny?” she calls again. 
	Another howl answers. She stops mid-step. The beam of her flashlight shakes.
	Something lunges at her, heavy and fast, too quick to see clearly. I catch only a shadow tearing through the dark. She screams and falls, as blood hits the leaves. 
	That night never leaves me. I feel it when I run, when I hit, and when I breathe through the dark.
	The faint glow of streetlamps across the highway pull me back into the present. The school parking lot comes up ahead like a distant shore. My legs carry me forward until I’m out of breath. I double over, hands on my knees, my heart still racing like it wants to break free. 
	That’s when a police cruiser slows to a stop in front of me. Sal Granger steps out with those careful, watchful eyes he always has on me. His uniform’s clean and sharp, boots polished. His skin is the same Atsanah shade as his brother Butch, but not as wild around the edges, because Butch is always the one he’s gotta keep an eye on. 
	Meanwhile, Sal’s the black sheep in his own right, trying to fix a crooked system from within even as the cops keep cracking down harder on the reserve for the usual bullshit.
	Sal leans against the cruiser, watching me catch my breath. “You good?”
I nod. “Yeah.”
He studies me a second longer than he needs to. “I heard about the party.”
“Yeah,” I say. “Got out when it got stupid.”
“It always does.” He shifts his weight, glancing down the road before looking back at me. “Jackie Carpenter got hit. She’s in the hospital.”
My stomach drops. “What?”
“Car came out of nowhere. She’s lucky she’s still breathing.” He pauses. “Town’s already talking. You know how this place works. Anytime something goes wrong, they blame the Atsanah first.”
“But we didn’t do anything.”
“I know.” He glances around, then sets a hand on my shoulder. “You and Butch—just keep your heads down, alright?”
I nod again.
Sal climbs into his cruiser, the door shutting with a solid click. Before he pulls away, he rolls down the window. “Stay sharp. Woodland’s a lot darker than it looks.”
***
I can’t sleep when I get home. Butch keeps slipping in—his smirk, his hands, the way he looks at me like he already knows.
I trace the bruise on my ribs. It’s sharp and pulsing.
A howl erupts outside my bedroom window. I jolt upright, the echo ringing in my ears.
A white wolf stands beyond the glass, motionless. Its eyes glow ember-bright, steady and unblinking. It doesn’t growl; it just watches me, quiet and attentive, like it’s watching over me.
	THUD! It’s coming from down the hall. 
	“Dad?” I shout, already moving.
	Dad sprawls on the floor, body shaking, gasping, choking on something he can’t clear. The stench of bile fills the air.
	“Dad!” I say again, voice shaking as I drop to my knees. My hands hover, useless.
	“Violet!” I yell, scrambling to the hallway.
	Aunt Violet appears in the doorway, sharp as ever. She used to be a registered nurse at the hospital and moved in a couple years ago to take care of Dad whenever he needs it, day or night. 
She clears his airway with practiced precision, tilting his head back and sweeping his mouth. Dad coughs violently, gasping for air as her fingers press firmly on his chest. His eyes flutter open, foggy and unfocused. He reaches up, weakly gripping Violet’s wrist.
	She meets his gaze. “You’re okay now. Just breathe.” 
	He blinks, confusion and relief mixing in his eyes. His grip loosens.
	Violet looks up at me. “He’s stable.”
	Of course. This isn’t the first time. He always bounces back somehow.
***
	I drift into the living room and let the TV murmur on low, just enough noise to keep the quiet from pressing in. Onscreen, Mayor Carpenter stands in front of a rising steel frame at the edge of town, wind tugging at his suit jacket, smile sharp and camera-ready. “The Woodland of the future is already underway,” he declares. “Opportunity is here. We’re going to lead it.”
	I pick up the ancient yearbook on my lap. There’s a picture of Dad frozen in black and white. He’s seventeen, grinning in his football jersey, his Rookie of the Year trophy held high. His clean-cut skin is snow white, nothing like mine with its Atsanah roots in plain sight. I rub my thumb against my forearm, wishing the color would fade the way the photograph has.
	“Uncanny likeness,” Violet says softly behind me. “Except for that beautiful brown skin. Your mother’s touch.” 
	I hug the yearbook close. “Being different around here always means extra trouble. Like living up to Dad’s legacy while he’s barely holding on isn’t enough.”
	“You think leaving will fix everything? Why do you want to leave so badly, Danny?”
	Because I’m scared of what I want. I shake my head and look away.
	Her eyes search mine like she already knows. “Are you planning to tell your father?”
I know what she means. She’s always seen it in me before I did. I don’t answer.
She watches me a moment longer, then nods. “Your secret’s safe with me. But closets make small cages. Don’t lock yourself in too long. The body can carry a lot of pain. But shame is a weight too heavy to bear alone.”
	I nod back without thinking. I’m not trying to hide forever. I just need more time… and space where I’m not carrying my dad’s shadow or my mother’s tragedy. 

BUTCH
CHAPTER TWO
	Danny just bolts after that kiss. Those footsteps had him scared, but I don’t blame him for getting scared, not yet anyway. 
	I stay where I am. My body doesn’t chase him. It stays solid, like something just slammed the brakes from the inside. There’s something I have to take care of first. 
	The heat hits me next. It crawls up my spine and sits heavy between my shoulders, in my hands, in my jaw. Danny running away doesn’t cool it. I tell myself to breathe slow and count it out. In through the nose, out through the mouth. It works for about half a second. 
	Chip staggers into the clearing, phone swinging from his hand, grin pasted on his face like he’s walking in right on time. 
	Now it’s on. He hardly gets a word out before something inside me snaps awake. It’s the way he sways like he owns the space Danny just ran away from. I step into him before my head can catch up, shoulder first, driving him back. Chip laughs like it’s a joke right up until my fist caves into his chest and knocks the sound clean out of him. 
	I use his weight to drag him down into the dirt, knee pinning his hip as I ride him into the ground. My forearm presses into his throat just enough to make the point clear. His eyes go wide, panic flashing through his drunken haze and something hot and twisted flares in my gut at the sight of him. My body feels like I’m one second from crossing a line I won’t be able to uncross.
	Then I hear Jackie. “Leave Chip alone! He’s mine, and he’s all man!” she shouts, voice cracking. “You hear me? All man! Just lay off him!”
	All man. What does that make me?
	My grip loosens. The pressure I was using to stay human wobbles, cracks, turns slippery. Shame hits first, then confusion, then recognition so clean it almost hurts. Chip coughs beneath me, but I barely feel it. 
	I roll off him hard and scramble back, dirt smeared across my hands. Jackie is still yelling something, but the words don’t stick. My skin tightens. My heart slams. Something pushes up from underneath, muscles bunching too fast.
	No, not here. I don’t say anything. I turn and run. Branches whip my arms. The ground flies under my feet. I push deeper into the trees. Stopping feels like giving in.
	The world around me goes dim, then explodes into infrared glow, heat and shadow whipping past at breakneck speed. There’s a bright light ahead of me, flickering frantically like a dying star, and everything in me rushes towards it. 
	 I see Jackie’s heat signature flares bright with panic as she turns and runs, crashing through the trees, screaming now. She doesn’t see me anymore. She only sees the wolf. Behind this shape, this speed and this hunger, my true face is finally hidden. You’ll never find me here because the beast won’t let you look close enough. 
	Jackie bursts onto the road, her heat flaring blindingly bright. She never looks back. Blinding headlights explode into the dark, a flood of light that detonates through my beast-mode infrared and drowns everything. 
	She’s hit with a sound that doesn’t belong to the woods, metal and flesh colliding in a single brutal note. Her heat fades instantly.
	The animal in me recoils, stunned by the light, its vision collapsing with the sudden loss of heat, speed draining from my limbs as fur and hunger pull tight and sink under my skin. Thought crawls back in, heavy and slow, and I skid to a stop at the edge of the road, chest heaving, the smell suddenly thick with oil, rubber and blood. 
	Something in me still howls. Not victory. Not grief. Just how easy it came. And I didn’t stop. Not with Danny in my head.
	I run deeper into the forest, into the darkness where my naked human body shakes itself loose. The trees close in tighter, branches knotting overhead until the stars disappear. Reflex takes over as the animal stays close, pressed beneath my skin, alert and waiting. 
	Shadows rise from the undergrowth and surround me. The dimming light that remains illuminates their bodies, thick with stretched leathery muscle and weathered skin. They’re men who have let their beast break through too often, shapeshifting guardians who hold the line between the reserve and the open jaws of the wilderness, where man and animal share the same spirit as the forest itself.	
	This is my pack. They’ve trained me to leash the wolf when it clawed at my ribs. They taught me how to listen to the spirit that keeps my two selves from tearing themselves apart, reminding me that flesh is only a bridge between one world and the next. 
	I hesitate, unsure of how they will see me now, apart from the pack. Will they see me as a lone wolf who went rogue and has to be put down? The rules were always clear: no one outside the pack is allowed to see us change unless our survival is at stake. 
	Mad Dog steps forward. He has a broader build than the rest and quieter too, a man of few words whose silence carries more weight than most men’s voices. Dark ink crawls over his skin. It spreads along his arms and disappears beneath his faded work shirt, thick cotton stretched soft over controlled chaos shaped in flesh. These are spirit marks not meant to be read by anyone who does not belong out here, binding him to something older than himself.
	He looks at me without hurry, eyes steady, reading my stance, my shoulders, the way I am holding my breath without meaning to. Around us the others hold back, giving us space. They do not believe in violence unless it is necessary. Out here, force is a last resort, not a reflex.
	The forest blurs and I remember being a wild child again, raw with instinct and half out of my skin for the first time, fresh from the lone wolf’s bite and too batshit to know what to do with the power surging inside of me.
	Their training was brutal, as it would be for a young pipsqueak like me trying to keep up in the trees with men far older, stronger, and wilder than I ever thought I could handle. They beat the animal in me into shape. When I charged, they charged back. When I struck them, they struck harder. When I tried to dominate them, they drove me into the ground. 	
	I’ll always remember when Mad Dog taught me the rule that mattered more than anything else, as he crouched down in front of me, making sure I understood every word.
	“The bite comes from hunger,” he said. “It does not come from need. It is hunger to take and hunger to mark. The wolf wants company, so it lies to you and tells you the bite is necessary.”
	I shifted my weight, restless, the animal pushing forward, and he lunged toward me at once. His hand snapped out and caught my wrist, not hard enough to hurt, just hard enough to stop me. He twisted, stepped in, and put me off balance so fast my feet barely had time to follow. I froze with my breath knocked loose, his grip firm and exact.
	“You listen now,” he said. “The only man you ever bite is another warrior. If you bite someone and they live, the wolf passes into them.” 
	He told me that was how lone wolves are made, with raw hunger walking around in someone else’s skin and no rules left to hold it back.
	That’s why Mad Dog showed me how to pull back at the exact moment of the bite, when everything in my body wanted to finish it. He taught me how to redirect force instead of spilling it into someone else, denying the wolf its favourite release. It was control without killing the fire and discipline without breaking the spirit. 
	“You let the wolf get away in front of someone who is not one of us,” he says, his voice calm and even. “Can the pack still stand with you?”
	I don’t posture or act tough in front of him. I know better. “It’s taken care of,” I say, then give him the rest because he needs to hear it. “I lost it because I felt the pull to choose someone worthy and pass the power on, like every warrior does.” 
	I pause once, then say it straight. “You know him, even if he is not one of us yet, but he will be. His name is Danny.”
	Mad Dog and his pack look at each other, slow and careful.
	“Danny isn’t pack,” I say, “but his mother was Atsanah. You all knew her. She stood up for the reserve when no one else would. She fought town hall alone and never lowered her voice. She demanded protection and recognition of our sacred land, and Danny’s a fighter just like her. He carries her spine. And he deserves the chance she never got.”
	Mad Dog steps in close, boots grinding into the dirt, chest squared to mine, steady and hard as the ground under us. “There is one more thing,” he says. “Danny has to know what he’s choosing. When the time comes, will he accept the curse that comes with that power?”
	I don’t know the answer yet, and that is what scares me most.
“I’ll take care of it,” I say, steady and direct. 
His eyes stay on me, then he steps back. “Then you carry it,” he says. “All of it.”


CHIP
CHAPTER THREE
Danny fled fast. That pussy. Just as well. I’d gotten all I needed from him. Beauty. Now, I don’t mean seeing that bitch kissing Butch was all that pretty to look at, but that I’d gotten it all recorded meant I have leverage. The phone still felt solid enough in my hand.
Butch squinted in the moonlight. I stepped closer, waving the phone in his face.
“You’re lucky we play for the same team,” he sneered. “I’m the best tackle that ever had your back. Now you’ve gotta watch every step you take, bro.”
I didn’t need to say shit. “Whatcha gonna do, eh? I got it right here, big boy!”
WHAM!
	It wasn’t a clean hit, not a football-style tackle to provide I couldn’t play against him on the field. My back slammed into the dirt when he came in too close, chest to chest, all weight and heat and teeth. His knees were pinning my thighs, his shoulder jammed across my chest.
	The harder I bucked, the harder he had me. Every time I pushed, he pushed harder. Every time I slipped, he was already there, taking it, using it. I twisted, shoving at his shoulder, rage spiking hot and fast. My body lagged, drunk-slow, half a second behind. I knew the booze was to blame. He wouldn’t have lasted if I’d been sober, but I just couldn’t stop him now.
	Then I heard Jackie’s voice shouting through the clearing. She was standing out by the tree line, half-lit by the moon. Every time I tried to see her, my vision swam again and everything went out of focus. From where she was, from far enough away, I got how it might look like we were fucking. All she could see and hear were two bodies tangled on the ground, one on top of the other, and the sounds of my loud grunts I tried to choke back as he kept grappling and thrusting, pinning me down further. 
	The weight on top of me shifted and pressed down on me hard, like it didn’t fit its own body anymore. I felt muscles sliding under its skin instead of staying where they were supposed to. My ribs crushed as the dirt grinded harder into my cheek. I tried to suck in air but barely got any. The shape kept changing every time my vision slipped. My head shut down like the booze had finally caught up and decided to finish me off.
	There was a sound, low and rough, close enough that I felt it in my chest. When I blinked, moonlight caught on dark strands that hadn’t been there a second ago, slick and shining as they slid over skin, or fur, or something in between. The world tilted, the weight shifted again, and then the shape took off fast, moving on instinct.
	And then I passed out.
***
	I wake up cold. My cheek is pressed into dirt that still smells wet. Pine needles jab into my neck when I try to move. I don’t know where I am, or how I got here, or why my head feels like it is stuffed with broken glass. I must have chased whatever was on me from the clearing to the forest and passed out again. 
	I try to piece together the rest. There was something big and dark and animal moving through the trees. A wolf? That part slides around every time I try to grab it. I tell myself it was just a dream from the blackout, my drunk brain filling in what I can’t remember.
	My shirt is torn at the shoulder, stretched out of shape like it got yanked hard. When I peel it up over my head, it catches on my skin and stings. That’s when I look down and see red lines across my ribs and collarbone. They’re not cuts exactly, more like someone scratched the shit out of me. I run my fingers over them and flinch.
	Freaking out never helps, but getting home does. The cabin isn’t far. I know these woods well, because I’ve moved through them my whole life on instinct, hunting deer and anything that moved on four legs. I learned how to keep low even when no one is chasing me, like maybe something was tonight. Every sound makes me glance over my shoulder anyway. 
	By the time the cabin comes into view, the sunrise is strong enough to make the trees look normal again. If something had really happened and if there had really been something out there pressing against me, there would be more proof just a ripped shirt and a few scratches. This just looks like I stumbled and fell.
	 I slide the front door key in like your typical latchkey kid. Ma’s always out all night with the Scorpios, riding through the woods and rolling back in after dawn. Maybe they saw something out there.
	I hear boots pacing on the concrete floor below, back and forth like a caged animal. 
	“Chip!”
	 It’s Ma. I shut the door and lock it, even though I know it does not matter. Any son of a bitch who tries to break in is going to regret it the second he steps inside. This place is packing more ammo than a third world army.
	I already see her at the bottom of the stairs, arms crossed, leather vest hanging over a ripped tank top that shows more muscle than it should at her age. Her hair is loose, dark and wild around her shoulders, like she never bothered tying it back after tearing down the highway on her motorcycle. There’s still grease on her knuckles and dried dirt on her leather pants.
	“Where the hell have you been?” Her eyes narrow. “You were out all night.”
	“So were you.”
	She steps closer. “Don’t get cute with me. It’s not safe out there. We heard something howling from the forest. It didn’t sound like a coyote or a dog. Something bigger.”
	She studies my face like she’s waiting for it to flinch. 
	“Sounded like a wolfman,” she says. 
	I snort before I can stop myself. “Come on! You can’t seriously believe that crap.”
	She pulls my torn shirt up over my head. Her eyes lock on the scratches running across my chest and ribs. 
	“What the hell did this?” she mutters, more to herself than to me.
	“It looks worse than it feels,” I say. “You’re freaking yourself out over some crazy wolfman rumor.”
	Her hand slaps across my face before I finish. My head snaps sideways and my ears ring.
	“Never say the wolfman is crazy,” she says. Her voice is low and weary. “I’ve met one before.”
	She grips my jaw hard enough to hurt. “Did it bite you?”
	I laugh.
	Her hand snaps across my face again, harder this time. “Tell me!”
	“I don’t remember!” I say, and that part is true. 
	She lets go and points to the stairs. “Go to your room.”
	I march up the stairs, slamming the door when I reach my bedroom. I sit on the edge of my bed, jaw tight, hands clenched, feeling watched even with the door closed. 
	I hear something click against the glass. 
	I look up and see a pebble bounce off my window and drop into the grass below. Then it hits again, harder this time, like whoever’s throwing it wants to make sure I get the point. 
	I head outside without bothering to grab a jacket. Butch is standing at the edge of the yard, hands loose at his sides, like he doesn’t know what to do with them yet. Up close he looks rough and bruised up. 
What the hell happened? Last night he was unbeatable.
 I step right into his space, already pissed, finger jabbing into his chest.
	“I swear to God if you laid a hand on my girl—” I snap.
“You still don’t remember, do you?” he says. He steps closer, crowding me. “I was trying to stop you. Once you came to, something changed in you. You chased her like a wild animal—right up until she got hit by a truck. Couldn’t take no for an answer, could you?”
	I shove him back. “You’re lying.”
	He stays solid. “I’m dead serious,” he sneers. “You’ve got a girlfriend in a coma, bro.” Then his voice softens a bit. “Don’t worry,” he says. “I’ve still got your back. Bros before hoes.”
He watches me for a moment, waiting until he knows I get it. “I just need one thing,” he says, voice low. “One thing to keep my lips sealed.”
He doesn’t say what it is, doesn’t spell it out, because he doesn’t have to.
	I nod anyway. “I didn’t see shit.”
	“Yeah,” he says quietly. “Then neither did I.” 
Then he walks off into the dark without another word. 
I stay there a second, stuck, his voice still sitting in my head. I keep running it back, trying to line it up with what I remember, but there are gaps, whole pieces missing, and it doesn’t quite lock in no matter how hard I push it.


DANNY
CHAPTER FOUR
	The next day on the field, my body still aches from a sleepless night. Muscles throb beneath the pads, a second skin that doesn’t fit anymore.
	Chip hurls the ball. It skids off my fingers like slick soap. I curse under my breath and reset, trying not to glance sideways. But I do.
	Butch stands just beyond the sideline, helmet off, stretching slow and easy. His jersey hugs his chest like it was molded there, shoulder pads bunching just right.
	I miss the next pass too.
	“Focus, man!” Chip barks, shaking his head.
	Practice drags on, but my mind isn’t in the game. Every snap feels heavier. Every play, a reminder I’m slipping. I wipe sweat from my brow. My heart is pounding, not from the drills, but from knowing Butch is watching. That look in his eyes stirs something I’m not ready to face.
***
	Coach Brody calls me over into his office. It’s a little sanctuary with trophies gathering dust, and faded chalkboards scribbled with Xs and Os. He leans against the desk, arms folded. Casual, but not relaxed.
	“Danny,” he says, “I wanted to pull you aside so we could talk without distractions. This team is more than just football. It’s a brotherhood. And I need to know you’re with us fully.”
	I nod in agreement, already ahead of him. This has been drilled into us so many times it barely registers anymore. 
 “Look, I know things at home aren’t easy. That stuff can mess with your head and your game. But out here? You’ve got a shot to make something of yourself. I want to help you grab that.”
	He claps a heavy hand on my shoulder. “I’m not here to sugarcoat it. Life hits hard sometimes. But quitting is not an option. So, what’s really going on, Danny?”
	My mouth goes dry. I’m not ready to tell him what’s bothering me, but I wish I could. Like how I remember the way Coach sometimes tossed out “Don’t be a Nancy,” or called players by girls’ names when they screwed up, like a joke. It’s never meant to be mean, just casual. And it’s never at me, specifically. Even though I’ve been screwing up more lately because of this tension I can’t shake.
	He claps my shoulder again. “You good?” 
	I nod like I mean it. 
I don’t, of course, but the lie comes easy.
***
	 The locker room is alive with the sound of running water, lockers slamming, and voices beginning to fade as the team files out the door. I still feel so damn naked in the shower, my head swimming with desires I must keep to myself. I imagine the water washing away these heavy thoughts, letting them soak my body before swirling down the drain.
	Most of the guys are gone by now, already dressed and heading for the parking lot, but I’m not in a rush. I hang back, drying off slowly, when I see Butch lean against the lockers, a towel wrapped tight around his waist. We don’t speak to each other because neither of us knows what to say, or whether it’s safe to say anything. I check around to see if we’re alone. 
	I should be so lucky. Chip’s heavy steps come crashing in. I hear a locker door slam sharp. He scowls as he locks eyes with me. 
	“What are you staring at?” he growls.
	I answer with a shrug. Sometimes silence mixed with a bit of attitude says it all. 
	“You got a problem, faggot?” Chip spits.
	He’s overstepping now. I march up to him like I refuse to take anymore of his shit. “What did you call me?” I shout as I shove him back a little, just enough to show him I won’t be pushed around.
	Before I know it, his fist slams into my chest, the air knocking me out.
	“Hey!” Butch rushes in between us, pulling Chip back. “Remember our deal,” he growls at Chip, “Keep it tight. You don’t say shit, and I won’t.”
	Chip shoves Butch back, but Butch doesn’t budge. It’s like hitting a brick wall. Chip’s eyes flash at him with something more dangerous than rage. It’s the look of someone stung by wounded pride.	
	Butch grabs Chip, hauling him off balance, lifting him like he weighs nothing. For a split second, Chip’s feet leave the floor before Butch tosses him across the room.
	Butch turns to me and holds my gaze. A daring glint flashes in his eyes as a grin spreads across his face, confident and dangerous, like he’s still riding the surge and knows exactly how much damage he can do.	
	“Been working out,” he says. 
	I want the fire he carries inside him, hot and unapologetic, strong enough to drown all doubt and leave him with nothing but power. I hang back and feel everything instead, absorbing the impact, aching for that heat to finally break loose inside me.
***
	The sun fades fast, shadows crawling up walls and rooftops like something alive, and I quicken my steps because the dark still gets to me. It suddenly feels too warm for this time of year, the air sticky, making my skin itch under my jacket. I pick up the pace, following the usual route toward the edge of town where the road narrows and the houses thin out.
	“Hey! Where’d you sneak off to?” Butch steps out of the shadows, his grin still wide. “You’re moving like you’ve got something to hide.”
	I look away, hands deep in my pockets. “Just… trying to get my shit together.”
	He looks around to make sure we’re alone and leans in close. “Listen, bro. I hear you. My brother’s been all over me too, watching every move I make.”	
	Why is Sal always so worked up over him, always watching like he’s waiting for him to screw up? Butch always wears that smile, like he knows how to get away with murder, yet he’s never landed in real trouble—at least, not enough to put a cop like Sal on constant alert. Not any that I know of, anyway.	
	“Hold up.” Butch grips my shoulder, holding me firmly in place. “I got something special for you, something that’ll make sure no one can touch you out there.”
	“Steroids?”
	“You’ll see,” he says with a wink. “Meet me at our spot tonight. Eight sharp.”
	“That trail out back?”
	He nods once. “No one goes up that way anymore. Just us.”
	“Butch… we haven’t gone out that way since…” I pause. Bringing it up still feels painful. 
	His arm slides up my back, claiming space. “You’re not still afraid of the dark, are you?”
	“I just don’t know if it’s a good idea.”
	And yet there’s the promise of power right where I need it most. The football scholarship isn’t just my way out; it’s my whole future. I remember how Dad used to sit in those freezing bleachers even when the coughing got bad, clapping like I’d already made it. Even when he should’ve been home resting, he’d be bundled up in that old jacket, smiling at me like I was already bigger than this town. And the thought of seeing that quiet pride fade from his eyes scares me more than whatever Butch has planned. 
	I take a deep breath. “You sure about this?”
	He steps in close until his warm breath brushes my ear. “Trust me.”	
	Now I can’t resist. He holds out a fist, and I bump it. “All right. I’m in.”
	But then something nags at me. I remember what happened the last time we were alone in the dark, or so we thought, and I hesitate again. Then I think about that exchange in the locker room, and my mind starts putting two and two together. 
	“By the way, what did Chip mean? That deal—‘you don’t say shit and I won’t’?”
	Butch leans in again. “You heard about Jackie, right? Still in the hospital, unconscious. And I saw things. Chip was chasing her… pushing too hard. But she didn’t want it. That’s when it started.”
	“Jesus! So you just let him get away with it?”
	He just shrugs it off. “You think I want to? Sometimes, the fight isn’t worth the cost. Anyway, Chip won’t be your problem anymore.”
	His eyes glint, and as he turns to leave, his hand drags across my back. The touch lingers longer than it should, heat lingering where his hand was, my focus locked on every hair standing up on the skin he leaves behind. Then he walks off without looking back.
***
	Dinner at home blurs past the same way everything else does now. I watch my dad across the table, an empty shell of a man, like I’m looking at a version of myself years from now, sitting where I am before everything was taken from him piece by piece. I can’t stop thinking that he used to be like me once, full of potential. 
	The trees crowd closer, tall, tangled-up shapes rising out of the dark like something watching, branches scraping overhead like they’re whispering to each other. I keep my head down, eyes forward, breathing slow so I don’t let my nerves grab hold of me.
	I’ve learned to handle my fear of the dark by lighting it up with something else. When I was a kid, it was reruns of Power Rangers. I’d watch them with awe as they unlock that power that sealed themselves into those bright skintight suits. I liked the way they stood taller once the suit was on, like the power had always been there, just waiting to be switched on. Then they’d call their Zords, these huge animal war machines that came charging in from miles away like they’d been waiting just for them, and when the Rangers linked up inside them it was like the power got bigger, all of them syncing together until the machines locked into one giant body moving with the same heartbeat.
	I felt the echo of that same excitement when I pulled on my football uniform for the first time, pads filling out my shoulders and chest, fabric tight, my body armored like a ranger’s suit. It was like wearing the man I wanted to become, close enough to touch but still just out of reach, borrowing his shape until I figured out how to grow into it on my own. And when the whole team snapped into motion together, helmets knocking, cleats digging into the turf, it almost felt like that Zord moment again, everyone locking into place until the field started moving to the same rhythm.
	A howl echoes through the trees, faint and far off, but impossible to mistake. I stop and listen. 
	Ahead, the flicker of a campfire paints a clearing in pulsing orange light. Greased-up bikers in black leather jackets stand around the glow. The Scorpios. I’m not welcome here as long as they’re around. Wherever they gather becomes territory they claim. Their camp looks temporary but lived in. Bikes are parked under the trees, the smell of smoke and oil thick in the air. Raven stands out like a storm gathering force. She’s tall and fierce, with her eyes wild under the firelight. 
	She spots me immediately. “We’re busy handling business that doesn’t concern you. So keep walking, pretty boy, and leave us the hell alone.”
	Blade steps forward. He’s got slick hair, a bad-boy smirk and that same mean gleam in his eyes. “Looks like this little faggot’s lost his way.”
	Shit! Again? Do I have a sign taped on my back or something? 
	He steps closer, his knife flashing at my throat, the blade cold against my skin. 
	“Blade.” Raven’s voice cuts through, firm and controlled. “Back off.”
	He hesitates, eyes still on me, then lowers the blade. “Lucky you.”
	Another howl echoes throughout the forest, closer this time. 
	Raven stiffens. “Sounds like that crazy wolfman. C’mon, after it. Let’s motor.”
	No hesitation. She douses the fire, and the others follow. Engines roar to life, headlights slicing through the dark. Within seconds, they’re gone.
	I stand there, trying to hold steady. The cut at my neck still burns where the knife touched it. 
	 That’s when I see him. 
	Butch stands just beyond the clearing, half-shadowed, his hungry stare zeroed in on me the way a predator locks onto prey. I know I should run, but his pull keeps drawing me in, step by step, like my body crossed the line before my head could catch up. I feel it in my chest, my heartbeat slipping into sync with his, as the night wind draws our breaths together until it feels like they’re one and the same.
	I try to keep my voice low. “Was this just to get us alone, or do you actually have that power-up you promised?”
	He hesitates for a split second, eyes narrowing like he’s weighing something. “Yeah, I’ve got it. But I gotta warn you, once it gets under your skin, it spreads. It wakes things up inside you that you don’t get to put back to sleep.” He moves closer. “You gotta let me train you, show you how to carry it so you own it and it doesn’t own you. You really ready for what it can turn you into?”
	I roll my eyes. Butch always likes to keep me at his mercy, hand me everything just out of reach like he wants me to beg for it. I hold my hand out anyway. “Just give it to me.”
	His thumb brushes my jaw. “Sorry, Danny,” he says, “but it’s gonna leave a mark… right here.” His fingers press just below my ear, firm and deliberate, tracing the curve of my neck like he knows exactly what he’s doing.
	I should ask what he means, but I don’t. I’m too wrapped up in the way he looks at me, and in the weight of his hand at my neck, keeping me steady, holding me under his spell.
	I feel his hot breath on my neck as it comes faster now. Then I feel teeth, a sharp stab on my jugular that spreads like fire under my skin. My body jerks, muscles locking but I don’t pull away.
	 The moment it hits me, I know it’s something Butch carries in his body, now driving straight into mine. My body accepts it as the pressure builds fast, winding through me, fierce and wild. It climbs my spine, floods my chest, and coils tight around my skin like a vise until I can’t breathe, carrying a rush of raw power that surges outward and dares my body to keep up. My heart hammers like it’s trying to break free as everything inside me grinds and splits. My spine arches, ribs stretching wide. My fingers tear open, bones stretching as claws force their way out. A cry tears out of me before I can stop it.
	Butch is there, his grip firm on my shoulder, steadying me. “It’s starting,” he says. “Hold on.”
	My skin tingles as every nerve lights up at once. Sounds, scents, and light sharpen and overwhelm me as thought slips away, leaving only pulse and a driving force pushing outward from my core, eager to take over everything I sense around me. The night rearranges itself as my vision floods with infrared light, the forest snapping into focus in a way it never has before, and I see heat in everything, warm bodies glowing white-hot against cooler trunks and stones, breath leaving bright trails in the air, every living thing etched in shifting reds and golds in the dark.
	Everything feels too close all at once, like it’s closing in and I can’t get space. It’s alive, my heartbeat slipping into sync with the forest until I can’t tell where I end and everything else begins. For a second it feels good. Then it’s not. Then it’s way too much.
	I run away again, but it isn’t the same as before, because the wild thing Butch left inside me has finally broken out of its cage.
	Behind me, I hear Butch call out through the trees. “I won’t let you go, Danny.”
	His footsteps crash through the underbrush. I weave through the trees, dodging roots and low limbs, desperate for an escape. 
	“Not running from me again,” he calls, closer now. “Not tonight.”
	 The trees thin out ahead, giving way to a shallow ravine. I duck into the low brush along its edge, where the ground falls off and the shadows deepen.
	Butch’s footsteps slow down, then stop. His voice drops to a whisper. “Where’d you go, Danny?” He lingers a while in the dark, breath fogging the cold air. His eyes sweep the clearing. For a moment, I think he’ll find me. Then he turns around, frustration flickering across his face before he disappears back into the trees. 
***
	 Blade wanders off alone, deeper into the forest. I spot him through the trees, his stride cocky and careless. I picked up his scent first, smoke, oil, sweat, and the faint trace of fear buried under his swagger. Little does he know what the night has in store for him. I stay hidden, crouched low.
He unzips like he owns the place, about to take a piss, then freezes. His hand hangs there, not moving. He knows he’s not alone.
“Who’s there?”
	He looks around, but sees no one.
	“That you, Danny?” he calls. “You peeping at me, you little pervert?”
	The words make me recoil, muscles bunching low and tight, every instinct snapping into place as I prepare to strike. A growl erupts from my chest.
	Blade jerks toward the sound, a knife flashing in his hand. “Come on, then. Let’s dance.”
	But he’s already too slow.
	I jump out of the shadows. The smell of his fear now overwhelms everything else, and it’s intoxicating. I strike before he can run away.
	 He screams as he wildly swings his blade through the air, just missing my flesh. My claws slash his arm, tearing through leather and muscle. He stumbles back, cursing under his breath. 
	I don’t stop. I drive him down, pinning him before he can recover, the fight draining out of him as his strength gives way. His struggling slows, then stops, his knees buckling as whatever’s left of him fades fast. When I finally pull back, he doesn’t move.
	His knife clatters to the ground. And just like that, it’s quiet. I wait for him to move again, but he doesn’t. 
	I run away through brush and branches on instinct, as thorns tear at my fur and twigs snap against my claws, my body moving faster than my thoughts, pushing forward just to put distance between me and what I left behind.
	The forest finally opens up enough for me to know I’m far from where it happened, and that’s when my body begins to shift again. Bones pop, muscles stretch and then release. The pain isn’t sharp this time. It’s a slow unwinding, a dull reminder of what’s left now returning. My chest narrows as the furry wildness drains from my limbs into smooth, bruised skin. I fall onto my side, letting the earth cool my aching, reshaped flesh. Torn boxer briefs still cling to my hips, damp with sweat and dirt. 
	Flashes of red and blue light pulse through the trees as a police cruiser stops on the road past the treeline. Sal steps out, his uniform still crisp, as his flashlight sweeps the clearing and settles on me.
	“Danny?”
	I don’t answer. My body’s too weak, too raw. The dirt feels like the only thing holding me together.
	Sal’s eyes narrow, taking in everything. Then he turns towards the trees, scanning the dark, like something might still be out there. Whatever he’s thinking, he’s keeping to himself. 
***
	The hospital at dawn buzzes with white noise around me: fluorescent lights, distant voices, and the steady rhythm of machines. The sheets are cool against my skin, but they can’t soothe what’s stirring beneath it. 
	I reach for my phone on the bedside tray. Butch’s texts are waiting.
	You wanted this.
	Breathe slow and steady.
	Let it move through you.
	We’ll meet soon. Just hold on.
	You’ve got this.
	The power’s in you now. Own it.
	I take a few measured breaths before I notice Sal by the door, arms folded, posture rigid, his eyes alert. “Feeling better?” he asks. His tone’s cool and professional, but I catch the edge beneath it.
	I rub my neck, wincing at a tender bruise under my fingers. “A bit worse for wear.”
	He steps closer. “There was a real ugly mess in the woods last night. Johnny Alberto… goes by Blade. Ever hear of him?”
	I nod. “Of course. Everyone’s heard of him. Grade-A asshole. Why?”
	“He’s dead. Completely mauled beyond recognition.”
	My heart skips. I clear my throat, stare at the floor, and don’t look up, because if I stare at him any longer I’m afraid he’ll see guilt written all over my face.
	 “I saw Butch nearby, too. What were you two doing out there so late?”
	“We took a shortcut through the woods. Got turned around. I tripped and slipped down a slope. Hit my head.”
	Sal doesn’t blink.
	I keep going. “Butch went to find help. I tried to keep moving on my own, but I felt dizzy. Don’t remember anything after that. Must’ve blacked out.”
	Just before he’s about to leave, his gaze shifts to my neck, the bruise still dark. “That mark’s not exactly subtle. Keep it covered. People talk.”
	Violet saw me later that morning, her bony frame dressed in a peacoat way too big for her, with eyes sharp enough to make me feel uneasy. 
	“You look pale,” she says finally. “Didn’t sleep much?”
	“Yeah,” I mumble. “Some night.”
	“You’ll need to start coming home earlier. No more wandering off at night. Not with everything going on. It’s not safe.”
	She leaves me a chocolate bar, and a hand on my shoulder that lingers just long enough to matter.
	Not long after she left, a nurse with a clipboard came in, asking no real questions. “Vitals are good. Nothing abnormal in the bloodwork. You’re free to go.”
	Next thing I know, I’ve got my hoodie zipped up, the bruise hidden, discharge papers folded in my pocket, like it’s no big deal, because there’s nothing strange about a kid who took a bad fall in the woods. Nothing they can prove, anyway.
***
	My English classroom is dim, the fluorescent lines barely illuminating the overcast afternoon. On the windowsill, a carved jack-o’-lantern flickers, throwing restless shadows across the walls.
	Mr. Francis stands at the front, mid-forties, with an easy grace that doesn’t quite fit the rough edges of our small-town high school. There’s something gentle about him, a quiet intensity under his calm voice when he asks “Tristan, would you like to read for us?”
	Tristan stands, lean and long-limbed, narrow at the waist. His clothes hang loose on hm as he walks up with easy, unhurried confidence. 
	It reminds me of that night at Scout camp years ago, sharing a tent, his arm resting around my waist, his slim body warm against mine, close enough that I could feel him breathe. The next morning I rolled away from him and joked it off like nothing happened. Over the next few years, I threw myself into football drills and bruises, into hits and sweat and pain, anything hard enough to drown out how much I wanted the quiet warmth of him again.
	Tristan starts to read:
	“Once upon a midnight dreary,
	while I pondered, weak and weary,
	over many a quaint and curious
	volume of forgotten lore...”
	I sit back, fingers scraping the edge of my notebook. I draw a dark, jagged sketch of a huge wolf with coal-bright eyes, fear and my want for Tristan’s soft closeness bleeding out through the pencil, threatening to turn me into the creature on the page.
	The class snickers when Mr. Francis tears the page from my notebook. He folds it carefully. “Now, let’s return our focus to the enchanting tale,” he says, voice even, with a flicker of understanding beneath it.
	I try to steady myself, but a shadow passes over my desk. I glance up and catch the dark blue of Sal’s police cruiser pulling into the school driveway. Our eyes meet through the window. He gives me a small, sharp salute. His fingers are raised like a warning. I’m watching you.
	My heart hammers so loud I’m sure someone can hear it.
	Tristan keeps reading, his voice low and even, setting off a heat I can’t settle:
	“While I nodded, nearly napping,
	suddenly there came a tapping,
	as of someone gently rapping,
	rapping at my chamber door—
	’Tis some visitor,” I mutter,
	“tapping at my chamber door—
	Only this and nothing more.”
	Sweat beads at my temples. I can’t focus with Sal’s eyes still burning through the glass, and with the memories still clawing under my ribs.
	“Danny,” Mr. Francis says gently, “you seem distracted. Everything alright?”
	His tone isn’t harsh. Even so, I struggle to get the words out: “I... I don’t feel well. May I be excused?”
	He nods without hesitation. 
	I grab my bag and slip past the desks, each step heavy with things I can’t say, hurrying down the hall and into the bathroom. 
	I rush to the sink, hands trembling. Every muscle feels wired, stretched tight. Cold water splashes over my face, biting through the heat simmering inside me. I look up and meet my own eyes in the mirror. There’s something dangerous staring back, something I don’t recognize, and don’t know how long I can keep down.
	A scream tears out of me before I can stop it. “AAARRRRGHHH!”
	My fist slams into the wall. The plaster caves in with a crunch. Dust falls like ash around me.
	From a stall, a voice snaps, rough and low. “What the hell?” Chip bursts out, eyes darting from me to the hole in the wall. “You did that?” His voice is sharp, shocked, and pissed.
	I meet his gaze. “Ready for round two?” My knuckles crack like a challenge.
	He hesitates, eyes narrowing, reading me. This isn’t the same Danny he knows. There’s an edge now with something electric under my skin.
	“Hey, Danny,” he says. “Yesterday was nuts. I got the news about my girl. Shit sometimes gets rough, eh? I’m not looking for any more trouble. You’re not either, right?”
	But I don’t answer. I lunge forward before I even think. My hands grab him, slam him against the wall. “I’m not your bitch anymore,” I growl. 
He tries to twist out of it, boots squealing on the tile as his shoulder slams the lockers. Metal rattles loud, echoing down the room. 
“Danny, chill,” he snaps, but there’s something off in it, not the same edge he had before.
I shove him harder, feel the impact run up my arms, solid, real. “Say it again,” I tell him, like I need to hear it just to know what I’ll do next.
	Chip now thrashes, eyes wide with disbelief. “Let go! What the hell’s gotten into you?” 
	I lean in close enough to feel his breath, to smell the mix of sweat, cologne, and motor oil. “Wanna find out?” I whisper. 
	Then I release him. He stumbles back, wide-eyed, the fight in him gone. I turn and walk out, leaving him standing there, deflated.
***
	My phone buzzes. A text from Butch:
	398.2 GRE. Read it. Trust me
	By the time my spare period rolls around, I’m in the library. I find the book easily: Legends of the Atsanah: History, Myth, and the Shapeshifter Lineage. The spine’s cracked, the cover worn soft with age. The spine’s cracked, the cover worn soft with age. What grabs me is the bookmark: a hand-cut strip of thick leather, branded with the outline of a wolf’s head, its jaw open. I can tell Butch planted it there just for me. I slide into the far corner booth and open the book to the page it marks.
	The Atsanah people believed shapeshifters, what outsiders call “werewolves”, were cursed spirits. They were creatures of hunger and shadow, sent to punish those who violated the sacred balance of land and the spirit world, stronger, faster, and capable of feats no ordinary hunter could match.
	Stronger, and fast enough to earn a scholarship and get out.
	The change begins with a surge of adrenaline, blood rushing as breath shortens and bones shift beneath the skin. Control slips fast. Once it does, the beast takes over, and what remains may no longer be the man. Elevated hormonal activity is a common trigger, with physical arousal amplifying aggression and accelerating the transformation.
	Wait! What? So I get horny and suddenly go full beast mode? Great. That’ll go over real smooth in the locker room. How the hell am I supposed to keep that in check? 
	It’s not just about power anymore, this thing inside me wants out.
***
	When I get home, Violet’s out. She’s supposedly picking up a new belt for the generator. 
Dad’s already in bed, mumbling half-words at the ceiling. He barely glances up as I pass his door. His eyes are blank and his breathing shallow. I can’t tell if he sees me, someone else, or nothing at all. 
	The house used to feel like a home, at least. Now Aunt Violet keeps everything so clean it feels like a hospice. Every surface is disinfected, every counter wiped to a muted shine, the air edged with lemon antiseptic that bites your nose if you breathe too deep.
	And yet, on the shelf by the window, an old photograph catches the light. It shows me, Dad, and Mom from way back, back when the house still felt like ours. I must’ve been eight… maybe nine. My face is all squint and grin, caught mid-laugh. The sun’s in Mom’s hair, one hand resting on my shoulder. Dad’s beside her, younger, leaner, his arm around her waist, smiling. That’s how I remember him, before everything got quiet.
	Back then, he used to wake me early on Saturdays. We’d drive past the gas station to this old fishing spot. The trip was always half an hour of gravel road and spotty radio reception. Mom would pack sandwiches, and wait on the porch when we got back, always barefoot, waving like she could see us from miles out.
	I can still feel how different it was when she was here. Dad used to hum while shaving. I used to sleep without dreaming of teeth and blood.
	I check the time. It’s still before sunset… but just barely. I hover by the window, watching the treetops sway. The sky outside is thick with cloud, the kind that makes the day feel later than it is. 
	My phone buzzes against the table.
	Butch: Meet me ASAP – secret spot.
	I thumb back a reply, keeping it simple: Can’t be out past sunset.
	I linger longer than I should. I wash a dish I don’t need to and straighten a picture that won’t stay straight. I’m just buying time I know I don’t have. Part of me hopes Violet will walk through the door and give me a reason not to go, but no one comes.
	Butch: Auntie Violet bustin’ your balls already? Let’s get a move on then.
	Yeah, fair enough. Typical Butch. Everything is always a dare. 
	I pull on my coat and open the door. The woods wait, and so does whatever I’m becoming.
***
	The deeper I step into the forest, the darker it gets, as the trees swallow from the light from the sun. 
	Suddenly, I hear my mother’s voice. “Danny!”
	I turn around, heart hammering, scanning the trees, the path behind me, the gaps between trunks where someone could be standing.
	There is no one there, but the voice sounded close enough to reach out and grab me.	
	Heat flares under my skin and crawls up my spine into my neck, my jaw, my teeth, and my eyes like a fever that switches on all at once. I swallow and try to steady my breathing, but the pressure keeps climbing, tight and painful, as if something inside me is swelling and there is no room left for it.
	I stumble forward and drop to one knee, slamming one hand into the dirt to keep myself upright. The ground feels solid beneath my fingers, cool and rough, and I press down hard as if I can anchor myself there. The thought settles heavily in my gut that I am becoming the thing that killed my mother. I stay there with my teeth clenched and every muscle locked tight, holding on for as long as I can while I feel myself slipping further away.

BUTCH
CHAPTER FIVE
	My home sweet home slouches under the moonlight, boards sagging, windows cracked and blind. The place looks like it’s taken a few punches and keeps standing just to spite whoever threw them. Inside, it smells the same as always: smoke, sage and whiskey.
	I lean back in the busted chair by the window, boots clamped on the table, watching my dad hunched over the counter, grinding Lycantherone slow and careful. That powder’s the only thing keeping my beast under control when the heat gets too high. And it’s the only thing standing between Danny and a full-blown nightmare tonight. His skills with this shit are why everyone on the reserve calls him Farley the medicine man, because when shit goes sideways, he’s the one you call.
	“Pick it up, Dad,” I mutter. “We don’t have all night.”
	He doesn’t even look at me as he keeps grinding. “You rush this, you’ll screw up faster,” he says. He always sounds really controlled, the way only a man can sound when he doesn’t feel the burn himself.
	I clench my fists. It’s easy for him to talk about patience. He did not have his throat torn out by what lives inside me now, the same beast that killed my mom. That thing did not want to turn me. It wanted me dead, and I fought back hard.
	Finally, he hands me a pouch of Lycantherone. “That’s the last of it. Don’t screw it up.”
	All he ever says is “You’ll screw up” or “Don’t screw up,” because in his eyes I’m a screwup already.
	“Wait,” he says. His voice catches rough. “You sure about this kid? About Danny?”
	I stop long enough to look back. His eyes look tired already. “Yeah,” I say. “He’s solid. I trust him.”
	Then I’m gone. I’m not outside long before the woods close in and I take off running.
	Danny’s out there right now with the wolf whispering under his skin, and he has to decide whether he controls it, commands it, or lets it own him. I’m not letting him face that alone. I pick up the pace and all I can see is Danny the first night I saw him after the bite. The wolf was still hot under my skin and pulling hard. Something in me wanted to show him what I’d become and to share it with him, even though I didn’t understand it yet. The memory locks in and drags me back to that night before I can shake it.
	I climbed the outside wall in the rain, hands shaking as my fingers bit into the cold siding, water soaking through my clothes. The wolf was still fresh under my skin, too close, like it had never fully backed off, and every pull upward lit my muscles on fire in a way that felt new, stretched past what they used to know how to do, stronger and rougher than I was ready for.
	I froze on the balcony rail when I saw him through the window, just sitting there with his headphones on, lit by the glow of his laptop. The wolf pressed up under my ribs, drawn to him in a way that still didn’t make sense, and it scared me how strong that pull felt. I was still just a kid climbing up his friend’s window like an idiot, but I didn’t feel the same inside, like my body was learning a new language and not bothering to explain it to me.
	I knocked on the glass. 
	“Hey, Danny-boy,” I called through the windowpane. “Just doing some late-night exploring.”
	He opened the balcony window and gave me a look that was half warning and half welcome, then pointed down the hallway behind him with a finger to his lips before silently mouthing the words my dad. When he looked at me, the wolf surged again, like it wanted something I didn’t have words for yet. 
	I smirked, nodded once, and slipped inside without a sound. My boots were muddy, so I kicked them off like this room was mine too. 
	“Don’t wanna get caught, do we?” I murmured, as I reached over and yanked his headphone jack from his laptop. The speakers blared alive, and a raspy male voice blared some rock song chorus, something about an animal heart still burning, like mine. I grinned and cranked the volume up higher.
	“This’ll drown out the talkie,” I said.
	He leaned back against the bedframe, half-laughing, and I stayed where I was, letting the noise fill the room.
	“Did you try to scare me earlier?” he asked. “That wolf howl I heard in the trees, was that you?”
	I flipped open his beat-up paperback of The Hound of the Baskervilles and shrugged. “Wasn’t me,” I said. “Guess your book report’s got you spooked already.”
	“Sure, whatever. Asshole!”
	He shoved me playfully. I didn’t budge. I just smirked. 
	Heat and muscle took over, and I tackled him on pure instinct, sending us down onto the carpet with a dull thud. I stopped myself just in time, crouched over him like an animal that did not know whether to flee or stay. I held there, eyes locked on him as he stared up at me, eyes wide and searching, like he was bracing for something but not running from it. Something in my chest hit hard and unfamiliar, not hunger but recognition, like the wolf knew him before I did and I had to clamp down on it before it decided for me.
	 The memory loosens its grip, but the feeling does not, as I spot Danny on the trail ahead, shoulders set wide, body solid and coiled under torn fabric. He is the same kid from that night, finally carrying the beast I released in him, the one that was always there.
	He doesn’t see me. He’s looking deep into the darkest part of the forest, where the trees swallow the last remains of light, tracking something that isn’t there. I remember doing the same after I was bitten, searching for the boy in me the animal had nearly swallowed whole. It was like he had slipped into the spirit world and vanished into the darkness, after a whole lifetime of training himself to be compliant and disciplined, to meet other people’s expectations. But the deeper I ran, the more the raging pulse of the animal heart inside me surged, feeding me a rush of pleasure and strength that made me feel whole enough to claim the power other people once used to hold over me as my own.
	I call out his name, real gentle-like. “Danny?”
	He turns fast, his fur damp with mud streaked along his ribs. His chest rises and falls, his shirt torn to shreds. His eyes zero in on me.
	He lunges, and we hit the ground hard. I feel his fur scrape against my skin as his weight slams into me, his claws tearing at my shoulders.
	His teeth flash near my throat. One bite deep enough could tear through the artery in my neck, but I don’t flinch. I’m not afraid. I trust the hold I have on him now, and I trust the pull between us that’s forcing the beast back, reshaping his flesh into the boy still fighting inside.
	“Easy,” I tell him, feeling his hot breath across my face. “You’re not hunting me.”

	
	A tremor ripples through him as the war between his animal and human spirit breaks out beneath his skin. His body tenses like he’s bracing for impact, his eyes searching mine for something solid to hold onto before he breaks.	
	I hook a hand behind his back and hold onto him tight to the ground. His heartbeat pounds against my chest. He shakes again as his body shifts back into the boy beneath it. He falls on top of me as we tumble over in leaves, his weight desperately clutching mine, not to hurt but to hold. 
	The fur retreats into his skin. What’s left is smooth and flushed flesh stretched over lean muscle that still trembles from the fight. His clothes are ruined, hanging off him in torn strips, fabric barely clinging to his shoulders and hips.
	He pushes himself to his feet slowly, testing his balance, then looks down at what’s left of his clothes. His jeans are torn to pieces, his shirt hanging in useless strips, leaving him standing in battered boxer briefs streaked with mud and pine needles. He squares his shoulders, rolling them back like he’s stepping onto a field instead of standing half-dressed in the woods.
	“You good?” I ask. “Did anyone see you wolf out?”
	“It was close,” he mutters, brushing dirt from his arms, forcing a steady tone. “Close enough.”
	I move closer. Something in him flips and he shoves me hard in the chest. “You could have warned me,” he snaps. “That boost you gave turned me into a monster.”
	“Only when you lose control. What set you off?”
	He steps closer. “Being out here, just the two of us. Gave me a thrill that scared me, I guess. Last time we were in the forest like this we unleashed a monster, I guess this time it was no different.”
	I close the distance the rest of the way, slow on purpose, so he can see I’m not flinching. Not backing down. “You didn’t unleash a monster,” I tell him, as I let my hands settle around his waist. “You just felt something real for once. Big difference.”
	“It’s the fear that flips the switch,” I add, keeping my tone calm and practical. “Your heart starts racing, your head thinks you’re cornered, and the animal answers. Fight or flight. That’s when it gets dangerous. Not the feeling itself. It’s the adrenaline that gives it teeth.” I stare straight through him so he knows I mean it. “You don’t need to crush it. You just need to take the edge off before it takes over.”
	I pull a loose joint from his pocket. “Meet Lycantherone. Takes the edge off. Helps you hold shape when your mind starts slipping.”
	I strike a match and lift the joint to my lips, drawing in slow. The smoke rolls thick and warm into my lungs, spreading heat through my chest, smoothing the sharp edges without dulling the strength underneath.
	“Forget that full moon fairy tale. Rage. Lust. Instinct. That’s the fuel. You always had that edge in you, that animal hunger. You just kept it on a leash because that’s what you were taught. This didn’t put something new inside you. It stripped the brakes off what was already there.” I lean in slightly. “You’re not changing into an animal. You’re learning what to do with it. And if you don’t take the wheel, it’ll damn well drive you.”		
	We hear another howl in the distance. Danny shivers.
	I clamp a hand on his shoulder, solid. “Hey. Don’t let that rattle you. Yeah, there are other wolves out there like us. Some might run with us. The rest?” I give his shoulder a light squeeze. “We handle them. Remember, you’re not alone.”
	I feel the tremor in him ease under my grip. He looks up at me, softer now. “I saw one. A white wolf, outside my window.”
	“I’ve seen it too. You know what that means?”
	He shrugs. “No idea, man.”
	 “White wolves are spirits, bro,” I say. “Ones with unfinished business. They don’t show up for nothing.”
	“Like my mother?”
	“Maybe,” I answer, steady but not soft about it. “Maybe she’s trying to tell you something.”
	“I just wish I knew what.”
	What I don’t say yet is how tied his mother was to the tension that’s been building between the reserve and the town for years. She pushed where others backed down, dug into things that were supposed to stay buried and stirred up shit people were more comfortable stepping around. He’s carrying more of that legacy than he realizes, whether he wants it or not, and the wolf is going to pull it out of him.
	For now we’re still on his side of the forest, the reserve waiting just beyond the sagging fence. Crossing that line won’t just be about territory; it’ll be about waking him up to what this really is and the role he plays in it. I’ll let him learn how to control the power surging inside him, especially if it helps him chase that scholarship he’s clinging to, but when the time comes, we’re crossing that fence, and there won’t be any turning back. And when he has to choose, I already know he’ll pick the fight over the scholarship. 
	I pass him the joint, my fingers brushing his on purpose. “It’ll come,” I say. “Until then, breathe.” He takes a slow drag, and I watch the tightness ease from his shoulders inch by inch.
DANNY
CHAPTER SIX
	I stand outside Town Hall, staring up at it like it’s waiting to swallow me. Its brick and columns rise into the sky; a stern sentinel planted at the edge of the wilderness. Yet in the evening, it looks hollow, like a stage set left standing long after the show closed, all façade and no life behind it. The cracked flagpole strains in the wind, the town seal above the double doors flaking and pale. 
	When I walk through the doors, the place is dressed up to feel official, flags in every corner and plaques bolted to the walls. There’s even a chandelier dangling overhead, but it all feels eerie to me, like stepping into a dusty old museum no one visits anymore.
	This place represents everything Woodland is, everything I hate and want to run from. A town straining to look important, like it has any real power, when it’s dying. A once-thriving community collapsing into the wilderness that surrounds it. Too many of the most promising people leave because they see no future here, like me. 
	Technically, this is the one night I’m allowed to be out past curfew. I started working for Mayor Carpenter as an intern through my high school’s co-op program, which means I get a little slack. Mostly it’s odd jobs and deliveries, putting up notices and drafting press releases, that sort of thing. Not that there’s ever much worth sharing. Just promotions for the local play at the Town Hall playhouse, reminders about the fall fair, that kind of noise.
	But today, the mayor said he wanted to see me about something exciting in his office. When I walk through the door, I see him sitting behind a broad oak table.
	He gets up to greet me. “Danny,” he says, warm and practiced. “Good to see you, son. Hell of a game the other night.”
	I nod. “Not one of my finest moments, I’m afraid.”
	He claps me on the back. “But you gave it your all, and that’s what counts. We need more strapping young men like you to lead the Woodland of the future!”
	Strapping young men? Sounds awfully old-fashioned for the “Woodland of the future,” which feels like a contradiction. The more the rest of the world pushes forward, the more stuck this town is in the past, or stuck in some sense on how things used to be. I try to guess John’s age but I lose count. He’s been in power as far as anyone can remember. Like the trees in the forest, he adds another ring every year, each one thickening his skull, making him harder to tear down.
	Ellen sits beside him, eyes on me. She never smiles, but she’s not hostile, just watchful.
	John taps a leather folder. “We’re structuring a new company, oil and gas, privately held, backed with real capital. Not some fly-by-night operation, not grants and subsidies and begging the federal government for scraps. This would be incorporated here, headquartered here. We’ve already had preliminary talks with a few investors out west, serious people, and there’s land just beyond the south ridge that hasn’t been properly assessed in years. The surveys suggest there’s something under it, something worth extracting. If we move first, secure mineral rights, get exploratory permits filed before anyone else catches wind, we control the pace. Jobs, service contracts, trucking, security, administration, all of it stays in Woodland. Equity stays here. Profits stay here. Woodland’s tired of waiting for handouts. We’re going to make our own future. And the smart ones, the ones who see what’s coming, get in early.”
	I don’t follow half of what he’s saying or how it actually fits together, but it sounds impressive. It’s like something big is about to happen and we’re supposed to feel lucky to be standing near the shovel. I assume he just wants me to post something about it on the town website.
	He points at me, already smiling like the deal’s done.
	“It’s the executive track, son. You’re not staff, you’re strategy. You’re a story, Danny. Local kid, discipline, grit, real upside. Maybe even a shot at the big leagues one day. People rally around that. You carry your father’s legacy, you’ve handled your mother’s tragedy with resilience. That narrative has weight.
	“You know people on both sides of the fence. That makes you an asset. You can build bridges where others can’t. We’ll keep the title flexible at first, liaison, development, something with forward motion. You start this summer. Competitive pay. We can structure tuition support if you want to keep school in play.
	“But understand, this isn’t a summer job. This is positioning. When you come back, you step into a defined leadership track. Equity participation down the line. A real stake in the operation. We build this right, and you’re not just working for the future of Woodland. You’re helping run it.”
	I shift in my chair, trying to look casual. The way he lays it out, like there’s a place already carved out with my name penciled in, sends a tingle of excitement creeping up the back of my neck. I try not to look too eager, but my mouth betrays me, lifting at the corners.
	“Is that smile a yes, son?” he asks lightly, like he already knows the answer. “Opportunity doesn’t knock twice in a town like this. You step through the door when it opens.”
	“I mean…” My breath shakes and I feel it in my hands, that edge of excitement I can’t quite hide.
	Ellen leans forward, like she’s ready to catch whatever falls out of my mouth.
	I stop, shake my head once, almost laughing at myself. “Yeah. It sounds like more than I expected.”
	John’s mouth stretches slowly, the corners pulling back in a way that shows too many teeth at once.
	“If it’s real,” I add. “Only if you’re serious about it. I don’t want to be just a name on paper.”
	John slaps me on the back and steers me into the hall, gesturing toward the framed photos of Woodland’s historical figures, their faces flattened and preserved behind glass.
	“Son, you’ll never be a name on paper to the people in this town. In due time, you’ll have a place on this wall with these fine pioneers, the ones who, from the town’s founding, understood the land that surrounds us was both a resource and a danger. They fought to keep the Woodland fire alive against every threat. That’s what leadership is. You don’t retreat from the wilderness and the darkness that surrounds you. You anticipate it and reshape it to your advantage.”
	John checks his watch. “We’ll have paperwork drafted by the end of the month,” he says, already moving. “Preliminary agreements. Nothing binding until you’ve had it thoroughly looked over, but I’d advise not dragging your feet. Momentum matters.”
	John’s heels click sharply against the pavement as he descends the Town Hall steps, already fishing his keys from his pocket. The Cadillac waits at the curb, long and over-polished, chrome flashing in the dusk like a relic from a different time. He pauses only long enough to point at me once more.
	“End of the month,” he says again. “No later!”
	He ducks into the Cadillac, shuts the door with a solid thud. The engine turns over with a low hum, and he pulls away without looking back.
	Ellen doesn’t move right away, standing beside me on the steps with the Town Hall playhouse lights flickering on inside. She looks composed, but her eyes are weary, already measuring what this will cost.
	“You should know,” she says evenly, “my father doesn’t invest in anything without expecting a return.”
I nod, but my attention drifts as movement catches in the glass doors behind her. Tristan crosses the lobby toward the playhouse hall, already dressed as Romeo for the dress rehearsal of the Shakespeare play, his loose white shirt open at the throat, sleeves soft at his wrists, dark hair slipping into his eyes as he reads from his script before disappearing through the inner doors.
“I should go,” I say softly, already moving in his direction.
I push through the heavy doors. The lobby gives way to the auditorium, the ceiling lower than it looks from outside, rows of worn red seats folding toward the small raised stage. 
I slip in along the back wall and scan the room. The auditorium doubles as the Woodland Playhouse, Christmas pageants, small-town Shakespeare, those tired Our Town reruns people gripe about but never miss. The curtains are half drawn, a ladder leaning off to one side, someone adjusting a spotlight that throws a pale circle across the boards.
Tristan steps into the lights and everything in me goes still as he lifts his face and says, softly, “But, soft, what light through yonder window breaks?”. His voice isn’t showy, like he’s afraid of losing the feeling if he pushes too hard. 
Later, he moves closer to the edge of the stage, eyes fixed somewhere beyond the empty seats. “With love’s light wings did I o’erperch these walls,” he says, and it comes out reckless and tender at the same time, like crossing a line you know you’re not supposed to because standing still would hurt worse.
When the rehearsal finally breaks and the cast drifts out in clusters, Tristan steps through the doors still dressed as Romeo, holding onto the role a second longer than he has to, like it fits him better than his own skin. I get it more than I want to admit; sometimes the animal inside me now feels steadier than I do, like slipping into something that doesn’t hesitate.
On his way out, he bows playfully to a couple of older lady volunteers who help with costumes and tickets. I know I need to see him alone without the lights on him, so I slip down the steps and circle along the side of the building toward the narrow strip between the playhouse entrance and the alley where the dumpsters sit. That’s where people go when they don’t want to be seen.
Tristan’s there smoking with his back against the wall, still in his Romeo shirt, sleeves loose at his wrists, collar open at the neck. The sight of his throat, pale in the streetlight, does something strange to me in a way I can’t explain. There’s an instinctive urge to close the distance, not to hurt him, but to leave my mark on him before he slips away.
I breathe slowly, reminding myself he’s just Tristan, a boy I used to know, a friend from before he stirred something in me I’ve spent years pretending not to notice.
For a second, I see all the versions of him at once, stacked right on top of each other. The kid from scout camp, warm under the canvas, close enough I can still remember the heat of him in the dark. Romeo under the stage lights, his voice slipping a little when he said her name like it actually meant something. And then this one. Older, or maybe just harder to reach. Smoke on his lips, close enough now that I can see his throat move when he swallows, that pulse jumping under his skin like it’s the only thing giving him away.
I tug at my collar as I step closer. His eyes over my jacket, pause at my shoulders, then flick away like it was an accident. He tilts his head slightly, trying for detached, but there’s a softness there he doesn’t quite manage to hide, like he’s noticed more than he meant to.
“Hey,” I say.
“Hey,” he answers, voice low, watching the smoke unravel in the streetlight.
“I heard you got a theatre scholarship. Hillwhite. I’m aiming for a football scholarship, there too. Maybe both of us might end up in New York together.”
“Doesn’t matter,” he says. “Every city’s just a city. A stage is just a stage. It’s what you bring to it that makes it mean anything.”
“You ever been?”
“No.” He blows out a ribbon of smoke, eyes sliding to mine and away again. “Doesn’t matter.”
Then he studies me, head tilted slightly, his eyes narrowing, like he’s found something that wasn’t there before and isn’t sure whether to trust it.
“You’ve changed,” he says. “Your eyes. They don’t look the same.”
I feel it like a bruise opening fresh. The wolf shifts inside me. I haven’t transformed, not yet, but it’s close. I can feel it pressing up, ready to break. The stare I give him isn’t mine anymore, and Tristan knows it.
“Jesus, Danny…” His voice drops. “It’s like there’s something else looking out of you.”
“What’s that mean?” I ask under my breath.
He backs away first, slow, eyes never leaving mine. His hand hovers near the dagger at his belt, just enough for me to notice. 
I lunge for him without thinking, but he dodges and moves out of reach.
Then he turns, the November wind catching his shirt as he walks away along the dark side of Town Hall.
I stand there alone, waiting for something to settle inside me or for him to look back. He never does. The wolf eases off for now, sinking beneath my skin and into the dark.
***
I had previously told Aunt Violet I’d be late at Town Hall stacking chairs after rehearsal, and since Butch and I had already set up a meet in the woods tonight, I assumed it bought me the extra time I needed for another secret rendezvous.
Butch moves ahead of me through the mist. “Careful,” he calls back. “You can lose yourself out here.”
He vanishes into the fog. I look around desperately for him, but I see no one.
“Butch?” I get no response, only silence. “Come on! This isn’t funny.”
His voice echoes, disembodied. “Sometimes I dream that I see faces in the mist, spirits that reveal my true self.”
A furry hand clamps around my arm. I wince as its claws scrape through my jacket, grazing the skin beneath.
The grip vanishes just as fast as it came, leaving the fog stirring in front of me. I tell myself it’s just Butch messing with me, that he can switch the wolf on and off in record time if he wants to mess with me. He’d want to try something like that now, to test my resolve.
“Nice try,” I say. “Not scared.”
Then something steps through the fog, and it looks just like me, but it isn’t. It’s taller and wilder, with golden eyes and a sharp furry jaw, the wolf version of me. He stares at me like he might speak or bite, and then he’s gone.
Enough of the fog clears for me to see Butch reappear ahead, waving. “You look like you saw a ghost,” he says, smirking.
“Maybe I did.”
“Good,” he says. “Means the door’s open.”
“What door?”
“The one between you and the wolf,” he says. “If you can face him, you don’t have to run from him.”
“What if it’s easier to just let it go?” I whisper.
 He leans in just enough that I can hear him over the trees. “You don’t get there with me beside you,” he says. “You get there alone. No one to lean on. No one to blame. Just you and the animal.” His hand presses briefly to my shoulder, firm, grounding. “When it surges, you don’t give in. You don’t bare your teeth. You hold it. You make it heel.”
His eyes lock on mine, sharp and alive. “If you can stand there with it wanting to bite and choose not to, that’s control. That’s strength.”
He jerks his chin toward the sagging fence, wire rusted and humming faint in the cold. “And that’s something you’ve gotta cross,” he says, like it isn’t a suggestion and whatever’s waiting on the other side is already ready for me.
He doesn’t say it to scare me because this isn’t a twisted game he’s playing, it’s his way of teaching me how to survive. In his world, love means pushing you to your edge and making sure you don’t fall off it. If I can’t stand alone in the fog with the animal clawing at my ribs, then I won’t stand when something worse comes. That’s how he sees it. Strength isn’t about tearing into something. It’s about not folding when it tears into you.
“There was this guy,” he says quietly. “Came through town to visit his brother at the reserve. Didn’t stay long.”
I keep close. “He was from there?”
“Nah.” Butch’s tone sharpens. “Just a fag.”
I wince at the sound of the word, and how familiar it feels.
“That’s when I learned what that word really meant,” he goes on, “and how dangerous it could be. A bunch of Scorpios roughed him up and left him to rot on the other side. Saw them circle him outside a bar. Pushed, laughed, beat him until he stopped moving. Then kept going.”
He looks away. “I was thirteen. Before the change toughened me up. No teeth. No claws. Just a kid in the dark.” His fingers curl into a fist. “I was up on the ridge behind the bar, pushing through the trees so nobody’d see me. They never knew I was there. I watched the whole thing from the shadows.” He hesitates. “I never told anyone. Not until now.”
“I’m sorry,” I whisper.
Butch shakes his head. “Don’t be. I’m not the one who got buried. It’s not about what he did or didn’t do. Around here, that doesn’t matter. It’s about what you are and who decides you don’t belong. The moment they mark you, the real fight begins. Some don’t see it coming. Some don’t survive.”
His voice drops low, almost gentle. “Like me. Right, brother?”
I hesitate, staring through the slats. He looks half-feral up there, moonlight catching the sharp line of his jaw, tension coiled through his limbs. But his eyes burn not with cruelty, but conviction. He’s not trying to scare me. He’s warning me.
I step forward, grab the fence, and pull myself up when cold fingers seize my ankle. They are long and slender, pale as mist, wrapping around me like ivy. I look down and see my mother’s ghost, faded and broken, eyes full of sorrow. The wind stirs the braid in her hair as she looks up at me, mournful and pleading.
“Be careful, Danny,” she whispers, voice like wind through dry leaves. “The beast will devour you… just as it did me.”
Her words sink into me, as I feel panic pressing in from all sides. I want to argue, to tell her she is wrong, but the look in her eyes stops me. It feels too close to the truth, too close to the thing already coiled inside me, waiting. I need something real to hold onto before the fear decides for me.
“Butch!” I call out.
He lands beside me on the fence rail, hands catching the wood with practiced ease. “You good?” he asks, voice edged with concern as his eyes scan my face.
I blink. My mother’s ghost is gone. The mist shifts with the breeze, empty again.
I take a deep breath, grounding myself. “Just… another ghost.”
“Then let’s give them something to howl about.”
We jump the fence and take off running. A howl rips out of me before I can stop it, raw and loud, and it pulls the fear up with it, out of my chest and into the trees. The sound comes back bigger, not as a warning but as an answer. Butch’s howl joins mine, and something inside me steadies. 
The forest doesn’t feel haunted anymore, not like it’s watching and waiting to swallow me. It feels awake, like it knows we’re here and is ready for us. We circle under the fading sky, kicking up leaves, and when we break into another howl together it isn’t fear leaving anymore, it’s power settling in. 
For the first time, I’m not scared of the wolf or what it means. I’m just in it, running beside him, no hiding, no shrinking, just two bodies moving through the dark like we belong there. We are two wolves, singing the same song, with no shame left to hide behind.
***
The trail to the bar on the reserve winds through the forest like a dry vein, dust lifting around my boots as the last light dissolves into mist, but I keep walking, eyes fixed on the dim outline waiting ahead.
The Dances With Wolves Saloon rises out of the fog like a ghost that never got the hint to leave. The wood’s warped and gray, corners blurred by haze. It looks like a dream that the forest forgot to hide. 
The sign creaks overhead. I read it out loud: “Dances With Wolves? Wasn’t that, like, an old Western?”
Butch doesn’t even slow down. “Not the John Wayne kind.”
“Clint Eastwood?”
He glances back, smirking. “Kevin Costner, dude.”
“You’ve been watching too many of those dusty DVDs.”
“Guilty,” he says, shrugging that broad, easy shrug that makes him look untouchable. “My whole movie library’s like a cowboy graveyard.”
He’s not lying. I remember those afternoons like still frames, the light slanting through torn curtains, the hum of the TV, his floor covered in DVD cases. My mom would drop me at the edge of the reserve, and I’d sneak off into Butch’s room with him sprawled on the floor, half dressed, eyes glued to the screen.
His favorites were the really old Westerns, the grainy ones that looked like the sun had baked them dry that had probably came out before my grandfather was even around. He’d sit there quoting every line, eyes narrowing like Eastwood, lips moving with every gunshot before it hit. One day I finally asked why he liked watching movies where people like him always ended up dead. 
He didn’t look away from the screen. Just smirked a little, the light flickering across his face. “Because the villain’s the only one who knows what he is,” he said. “Doesn’t beg, doesn’t fake it. World calls him the bad guy, fine. He still rides out on his own terms. I don’t care how it starts. I just wanna see how the bastard bites the bullet.”
I didn’t get it then, but I do now. It hits different when you’re the one carrying the curse. Walking beside him tonight, stepping toward that crooked saloon, is like moving through a scene he’s already played out in his head while I’m just catching up. It’s dangerous, and he was born for it.
Butch raps twice on the swinging doors. A small hatch slides open, and Petey’s wrinkled face squints through.
“Password?” he croaks.
Butch leans in closer. “Fuck off.”
Petey grins. “Well, shoot, you got it right, partner!”
The door swings open. Inside, it looks like Halloween set up camp and never left. Fake cobwebs cling to the corners, and skeletons hang from the antler mounts.
Butch walks in like he owns the place. He gets a few nods, and I feel eyes on me too, searching and curious. I keep my posture loose, pretending it doesn’t get to me.
A muscular man with leathery skin and a denim vest leans out of a booth, woof tattoo on his neck, his eyes narrowed. He mutters something low to Butch.
Mad Dog studies me a little longer before walking away.
We make it to the bar. Petey’s behind the counter now, grinning. “What’ll it be, partner?” 
“What’ve you got?”
“For you?” He squints, mock serious. “Just sarsaparilla”.
I slide a five his way. “Awesome.”
I lean on the bar, soaking in the hum of conversation, the smell of beer and the low vibration of music beneath it all.
Butch’s coin drops into the jukebox. The song isn’t loud or fast. It’s a slow melody that sounds like Lana Del Rey, sweet with something aching underneath. 
He peels off his jacket slowly, revealing a tight tank top that clings to his pecs like a second skin. His hips sway to his music as he rolls his shoulders, letting the rhythm climb through him. He grins as he winks at me.
There’s something even more magnetic about him with his own soundtrack playing, like he’s walking that thin line between man and myth. He moves like the song belongs to him, shoulders solid, feet planted, that quiet don’t-push-me stance still there even in the sway. And then there’s this drag-queen kind of flourish in the way he lip-syncs the lyrics, slow and deliberate, like he’s savouring every soft emotion and daring anyone to say something about it.
An older man slides onto the stool beside me. He’s thin and pale and long-limbed, like his skin was stitched haphazardly over an old skeleton. His hair is dyed black and hangs there, flat and lifeless. He studies me for a long time before he speaks. “You’re Aiyana Dean’s boy, are you?”
“Yeah. Who’s asking?”
He extends his hand. “Farley. Farley Granger. You know, I knew your mother once. We were close.”
He gestures towards Butch, who’s still swaying to the song. “That one’s mine. Raised him after his mama passed away.”
He leans closer, breath smelling like old whisky.
“Your mother wanted change. She wanted to reclaim the land, the language, the old ways. But she left and rang off with a white man. Thought she could help us from the other side of the fence by working with the mayor. Some good that did.”
Something about him makes me wary. “Excuse me,” I say, already stepping away before he can say another word.
***
Thunder rolls low over the forest trees, distant but closing in. 
I’m running, not from Butch this time, but from something bigger that’s been chasing me since before I even knew how to be scared. Farley’s words won’t leave me alone. All I know is whatever my mother’s stirred up didn’t settle when she left. It still lingers, tied to my name, to the way people look at me, to the things I’m starting to feel under my skin.
Butch catches up fast. He grabs my wrist, firm but not rough. “Where you going, Danny?”
I stop. Whatever’s chasing me doesn’t matter as much with him right here beside me. When I try to answer, the words dry up as he steps back and starts unbuttoning his shirt. I tell myself not to stare, but my eyes don’t listen. Moonlight slicks over the sweat on his chest as the shirt drops to the dirt, then his jeans follow. He stands there in his boxer briefs, tall and solid, like there’s something wild coiled under his skin and something just as stubborn holding it back, the boy bracing the animal and the animal giving the boy his edge.
“Skinny dipping?” I say, trying to sound cool. “In the swamp?”
Butch steps in close and kisses me hard, like it’s a promise that I don’t have to hold back anymore. He pulls away, his breath brushing mine. “Don’t worry,” he says softly. “You can be yourself here.”
Then he turns and wades straight into the swamp with no hesitation. The water climbs his thighs, his waist until he disappears into the dark.
“Butch?”
Nothing.
“You’re not gonna change again, are you?”
I hear a splash. He bursts from the water like a great white shark, black oil streaked across his chest like war paint.
“Think fast, Danny.”
He hurls a clump of mud at me. I duck, and it slaps the tree behind me with a wet thud.
“Jesus, Butch!”
He laughs. “It ain’t just mud,” he says. “It’s oil. Black gold. This land’s bleeding secrets. And we’re standing right in the middle of it.”
I look down at the swamp. The surface now ripples with a dark shimmer, oil swirling like veins under the water. Something buried is waking up.
Thunder cracks again overhead, closer now. The storm’s coming fast. He wades toward me, oil dripping down his torso like armor. His eyes are lit from the inside, something feral, something righteous.
“You ever wonder,” he says, his voice rising, “how the Scorpios keep getting away with their shit? How they terrorize half the town and nobody blinks?” He spits into the dirt. “It’s the mayor. That slick bastard’s pulling strings, leaning on the council, twisting the laws to push those drilling rights through. He doesn’t give a damn that it’s our land. Sacred land. All he sees are dollar signs.”
I don’t know how to tell him about the mayor’s offer. I didn’t know they were planning to drill on the reserve, but that doesn’t make it any better now. After everything he just said, it feels like something I should have seen coming.
He presses my hand to his chest. His heartbeat thrums under my palm, and mine answers when he says, “That ends now. With us.”
Rain starts to fall, and I realize I should have been home hours ago. Violet’s probably pacing and Dad may still be awake because he’s worried about me. Wishful thinking won’t fix it now.
The rain turns heavy fast. I pull my hand off his chest and step back. Mud drags at my boots as I turn for the tree line, pushing through wet brush until I hit the trail and climb to the road. I run the shoulder, soaked through, the pavement slick under the streetlights as cars hiss past.
A siren cuts through the rain behind me as a cruiser slows at my side. I glance over and see Sal at the wheel, watching me like he has been tracking me for a while.
Is he stalking me?
He rolls the window down. “Get in, Danny. You should not be out here like this.”
“I’m fine,” I say, but the rain is getting heavier, running cold down my back.
 “You are soaked, it is late, and I am offering you a ride home. Get in.”
I hesitate, then open the door and slide into the passenger seat. The heat hits me right away, thick and dry, fogging the edges of my thoughts.
We drive in silence for a minute.
“How are you handling it?” he asks.
I already know what he means. “I’ve kept it under wraps,” I say. “Just focusing on football. Scholarship. Getting out.”
He nods once. “You may leave this town, Danny. That doesn’t mean you leave behind what’s already a part of you now.”
I turn to him. “What do you know about it?”
He doesn’t look at me as his hands stay steady on the wheel. “Enough.”
I watch him from the corner of my eye, the way his grip never shifts, the way he keeps his gaze locked on the road like there’s something out there he’d rather face. 
After a moment, he speaks again. “This town has a way of keeping people attached. Not to the place. To the people who matter. It pulls you back through them.” He glances at me. “That’s why I’m still here.”
I watch him for a second. “What, you talking about Ellen?”
He smirks, just a little. “Do you really think that?”
I shrug. “Seems like it.”
Sal shakes his head. “We are not that different, you and I. That is all I am saying.”
We pull up to my place. The rain drums harder on the roof. I let out a slow breath.
Sal looks over. “You need help explaining why you were out so late?”
I shake my head. “Thanks, but I don’t think a police escort makes that any easier.”
He lets out a quiet laugh as he opens the door. “Good luck, Danny.”
The rain hits harder the second I step out. I pull my hood up and jog the short stretch to the porch, water running down my face as I fumble the key into the lock and slip inside before the door can creak.
I slip through the front door like a thief, keys quiet, shoes already off, trying not to disturb anything. The house feels colder than the rain outside. Then a lamp clicks on.
Violet stands in the light, arms crossed. 
“Where have you been?” Violet barks. “We’ve been worried sick”. 
I open my mouth, then shut it. Nothing comes out. I just stand there, jaw tight, hoping they’ll stop looking at me like that.
Dad’s sunk into the armchair behind her, half in shadow, but for once his eyes are sharply focused on me, not glazed over like they’ve been all year. “What happened, son?” 
I keep my eyes on the floor. I can’t lie to him, but I can’t tell him the truth either. I wouldn’t even know where to begin. “It’s complicated,” I say.
Dad moves a little closer, voice dropping. “You’re not telling me everything.” There’s no anger in it, just something tired and sad, like he can feel me slipping away from him and doesn’t know how to hold on. 
The room goes quiet except for the rain tapping against the windows. Violet watches me like she’s waiting for more, but nothing comes. Not the right words, not anything that would make sense of it. Dad nods once, like he’s decided to take what I’m giving him and leave the rest for later.
“Go get changed,” he says. “You’re soaked.”
I nod again and head for the hallway, feeling their eyes on my back the whole way.


CHIP
CHAPTER SEVEN
Our cabin stands like a shadowed fortress under the moonlight with the kind of vibe that keeps people from getting any ideas about coming up uninvited. That’s how I like it. Nobody comes up here this late unless they’re lost, stupid, or looking for trouble.
So of course the doorbell rings.
I open the door slow, not because I’m worried, but because I like watching people squirm. 
John Carpenter stands there, all polished up in a suit that probably costs more than the damn truck I drive. Hair slicked back, smile practiced, handshake already halfway out like we’re old friends.
“Chip?” he says, his voice smooth. “John Carpenter. Nice to meet you.”
I don’t take his hand. I leave him hanging, raise an eyebrow, cross my arms, make him earn whatever the hell he came here for.
Carpenter drops the hand like he never offers it at all, like he’s too cool a cucumber to let a moment like that rattle him. But I see it, the flicker in his eyes, that flash of calculation behind the smile. A man doesn’t come out here this late for a neighborly chat. He wants something. They always do.
“Mind if I come in?” he asks. 
I don’t move. I let him stand there, waiting for me to decide, like my fate’s in his hands.
Then I hear Ma’s voice, sharp and loud enough to echo through the walls.
“Chip! That the mayor up there?”
Ma always has a way of showing up right when I don’t want her to. She runs this place like she runs everything, loud, bold, and two steps ahead of whatever you think you’re hiding. But what the hell does he want with the mayor of all people?
“Yeah, Ma. It’s him.” No point pretending otherwise.
“Well, bring him down,” she barks.
I step aside and shoot Carpenter a look that says move it. “Come on. Looks like you’ve got an invite.”
Carpenter straightens his jacket, like he’s walking into some city hall gala instead of my house. He follows me down the narrow stairwell until we reach the den. The place smells like smoke, a couple of the guys hunched over a card game while another cleans a handgun at the table. Carpenter doesn’t notice any of it. His eyes go straight to Ma, leather jacket half-zipped, black tank top, dark hair tangled wild. Her gaze sizes him up before another word slips out.
Carpenter kisses Ma on the cheek. I watch them both, measuring everything.
His words drip with the kind of charm meant to hide more than it shows. “Never forget I have your interests at heart,” he says, “but I must keep my distance.” He says it like they’re playing some secret game no one else is supposed to understand. Then he throws in a line about me. “That boy of yours? He’s grown into a strapping young man.” Like I’m some kind of trophy he admires from a distance.
“Still teaching him the ropes,” she says. “Got a lot to learn.” 
Yeah, I’m still in training, but not for long. Ma says I’ll take the reins because it’s in my blood. And when I do, they’ll follow me the way they follow her, without questions or hesitation.
Then John’s eyes flick across the room and he catches sight of a junkie biker shooting heroin right in the middle of the den.
Ma marches over, grabs him by the collar, and yanks him upright, the needle still hanging from his arm. 	“God damn it! The mayor’s here for fuck’s sake!” she snaps.
She turns to John, no filter at all. “Why are you here? Clearing the land for your business, aren’t you? Planning to buy me out?”
John’s smile doesn’t falter. His eyes are colder though.
“I could never replace you, Raven,” he says, almost mocking. “But I do have a little task for you: Find evidence of those wolfmen causing trouble on the reserve,” he says, voice smooth like oil sliding over steel, “and I’ll provide cover for all your Scorpios business, the sex, the drugs, and the miscellaneous.”
Ma lets out a low chortle. “I’ve always had a thing for the miscellaneous,” she says, voice thick with a wicked grin. “My imagination’s fucking wild, babe.”
***
Ma leads us outside. Carpenter stumbles beside her, his polished shoes scraping on gravel that isn’t meant for fancy suits. The Scorpios march behind us like a well-oiled machine.
Kane’s with us too, big and bald, with scarred knuckles and cold eyes like they’ve already decided how to beat you down.
Ma stops and turns to face her crew. “Gentlemen, every time this town needs dirty work done and no one’s got the balls, they call on us. That’s why we’re still standing. And guess what? It’s that time again.”
John steps closer, trying to fit his polished act into our dirty world. “Is this where I come in?”
Ma fires back a look. “Keep the dramatic pause, John. You gotta learn patience. I’m working towards something here.”
He smirks and gives her a thumbs up like he gets the joke.
Ma continues. “My good friend the mayor has an interesting proposition for us.”
Carpenter’s voice sharpens, serious now. “My daughter was attacked by some madman from the reserve. I need you to find him. No stone should be left unturned. This is a manhunt.”
Kane snorts, stepping up, voice rough as gravel. “What’s in it for us?”
Ma’s eyes gleam with possibility. “Everything. John’s offering us protection here for whatever keeps the wheels turning.”
Murmurs of doubt buzz through the group.
Kane laughs under his breath and shakes his head. “Bullshit!” 
Ma smiles. “Bullshit? Did we ever wait for permission from this town to deal with that faggot? Hell no. We taught him a lesson.” She marches over to Kane. “Like this. See?”
POW! Ma’s fist slams into Kane’s jaw like a hammer on steel. He swings back, but she doesn’t let up, relentless, brutal, until he folds, crumpling to the ground, gasping, begging lost in her fury.
No one flinches. This is power in its rawest form. I stand, watching, stunned into awe. Kane isn’t dead. But he’s done. Broken enough to know where he stands. That’s the kind of control Ma demands. Mercy isn’t a luxury we can afford.
John shivers in his suit, his face pale. 
Ma pats him on the shoulder. “You good, John? You look like you’re gonna pass out or something.”
She leans closer. “Listen, we’ve got a little supply issue in this town,” she says. “Tomorrow night, that pharmacy’s inventory is changing hands. You mind giving us a little cover?”
John forces a smile. “I’ve already had conversations with the chief about redirecting attention to… ongoing concerns closer to the reserve,” he says carefully. “The town’s been restless. People like to see proactive policing where they think it belongs.”
He smooths his tie. “The town already knows who it prefers to blame when things go sideways,” he says evenly. “I intend to ensure more attention moves in that direction. Not here.”
I can’t hold back anymore. “Yo! Let’s make the deal already! Take back the motherfucking night!”
***
My bike waited in the garage like a beast ready to spring. My Suzuki V-Strom 650, sleek, aggressive, and built for the kind of rough roads and woods we owned, sat cold under the harsh garage lights. No bloated cruiser here. This was a machine with teeth, made to bite.
I ran my hand over the tank, feeling the hard lines, the cool metal that would soon heat up with my blood. The engine hums low, vibrating through my fingers and up my arms like it’s alive. The leather of my jacket creaks as I zip up, gloves snapping tight as I slide my helmet on.
I see Ma behind me. “I’m staying back,” she says. “Heading to the bar. Gonna build myself an alibi.” Her eyes search mine, dead serious. “They’ll be expecting me to be in charge if it’s a Scorpio job. That’s why you’re leading this one,” she says. “No mercy. No second chances.”
I nod as I twist the key. The engine growls alive.
We hit the road fast and tight, with no headlights.
***
The pharmacy squats on the corner like it’s given up on life, paint flaking, neon sign half burnt-out, casting sickly light on the busted-up sidewalk. It’s the kind of place no one would miss if it burns to the ground. 
We park the bikes a couple blocks out, no rumble, no glow to tip anyone off. Boots hit the pavement. We fan out as all my crew moves in, Rico on point, Sid cutting left, me dead center, eyes on that sad little building like it already belongs to us. We swarm it smooth, cold, tactical. Timing is everything. No loose ends.
The OPEN sign flips to CLOSED. The old pharmacist fumbles with his keys, shoulders hunched, white coat wrinkled and stained at the cuffs. His gray mustache twitches when he swallows. Doesn’t have a clue what’s coming. I hear the rifle click against his temple.
Sid grabs the pharmacist quick, hauling him back before he can even think about screaming. The rifle stays pressed firm against his head, steady as breath.
Rico scans the shelves methodically, his eyes sharp, following the list like a damn professional. We’re not here to screw around.
Then comes the fuck up… 
BANG! 
Sid’s trigger finger slips, too fast, too eager. The pharmacist jerks in Sid’s grip as the round rips past his ear, a sharp cry tearing loose. Plaster explodes behind the counter. His knees buckle anyway, glasses skidding across the tile. He’s fine for now, but mistakes cost lives. 
“Keep moving!” I bark. No time to hesitate, no time to back down. We grab what we need and hit the exit before anyone knows what hit them.


DANNY
CHAPTER EIGHT
After school, the football team grinds through reps in the Woodland High weight room, trying to turn themselves into something harder than boys in jerseys. I lie back on the bench press, palms wrapping around the steel. Butch stands over me, arms crossed, watching me like a hawk.
“AAARGH!” The grunt tears out of me as I drive the bar up. My muscles strain. The bar trembles. My arms burn. Butch grins like he lives for it.
“That all you got?” he shouts. “Harder. Push through it.”
I push, grind out two more reps, then slam the bar into the rack. I sit up too fast, head swimming, sweat running down my back. Power flashes through me, sudden and sharp, like I could rip through the whole room if I let it.
Butch slides more plates onto the bar, too many for a normal set, just enough to make it a test. My muscles flex differently now, more elastic, like they remember stretching from boy to beast. I lift, bracing for the strain, but the weight comes up easier than it should, like something in my blood is picking up the slack. 
The bar dips another inch. It isn’t just strain. The thing I keep buried presses up as heat climbs my ribs. The wolf pushes hard, wanting out, wanting him to see what I can really do.
Butch leans closer, his voice breaking through the grip it has on me. “C’MON, DANNY! UP! PUSH!” I choke it back and press the bar, slow, shaking, fighting to stay human. The plates slam into the rack. 
Butch nods. “That’s the spirit,” he says “but save it for the field, big guy.”
***
Rain drums on the bleachers like a restless heartbeat. The home crowd huddles under ponchos and hoodies as the Woodland Wolves take the field.
Coach Brody paces beside me. “You’re up. Don’t screw up this time.”
Our cleats sink into the muck as we line up.
The whistle blows. The ball snaps. I lunge and catch the pass clean, tucking it in as I turn upfield. The Mounties’ sideline erupts, their defense closing in fast.
Mud kicks up behind me. Every step sinks, but I keep moving. Butch is already beside me. A Mounties linebacker breaks through, big and fast and sure he’s got me lined up.
Butch meets him head-on. The hit echoes across the field. The Mountie goes down hard in the mud.
I keep running. Twenty yards. Ten. Then it’s the end zone. I cross it soaked, shivering, high on something fierce. I slam the ball into the turf with both hands.
The crowd roars. Butch jogs toward me, grinning through the downpour. “You’re getting it,” he says, his voice proud.
Yeah. I am. I can finally handle it without letting it take over. He’s made sure of that.
***
The showers run hot as steam fills the room and I stand under the spray, still buzzing from the rush. Butch passes behind me, slapping a wet hand against my shoulder.
Then Chip mumbles something to one of the linemen. I don’t hear what he’s saying but his tone sounds low and mocking. That’s when he snickers.
I glance up. He is looking right at us. He mimes fellatio with his fist and mouth, acting like Butch is giving me a blow job. A few of the guys laugh. Some of it dies quick when they see Butch’s face, but a couple of chuckles slip out anyway.
Butch squints at Chip. “Something funny?”
Chip smirks. “Relax, Butch. Where’s your sense of humor?”
He bends, picks up Butch’s soap, and kicks it across the tiles. It skids to a stop at my feet.
“Danny!” he calls, loud now, laughter bubbling. “Butch wants his soap back. Why don’t you bend over and grab it for him, bitch?”
Butch clenches his jaw, his fingers curling into fists as he stares at Chip. Everything about him says don’t push me.
“It’s not worth it,” I tell him.
I’m not sure he hears me. Then his fists unclench. He shoots Chip one last look and walks out.
 ***
The classroom empties after the final bell and I stay at my desk, fingers tapping against a blank page while the hallway noise fades and my head keeps buzzing. I still go to class and answer when I’m called on. I do just enough to look fine, but something still feels off. It shows up in small ways when my chest feels tight in the middle of a lesson or my pulse jumps for no reason and I have to sit there and ride it out. When it gets worse, I ask to leave and lock myself in a bathroom stall until I can breathe normally again because I’m not about to let it happen in front of everyone. 
A few teammates and guys I used to sit with have started giving me space. I don’t try to fix it because I don’t have the words to explain what’s changed when I’m still trying to understand it myself.
Butch gets weird about me talking to other people sometimes. He doesn’t trust anyone else because he says they don’t get it. I tell myself he’s just being protective, but sometimes it feels like he’s got me on a tight leash.
“Danny?”
I look up and see Mr. Francis standing by my desk, alone now that everyone else has cleared out. He leans against the next desk, arms folded loosely. “I’ve been hearing some troubling things,” he says gently. He studies my face, not accusing, just searching. “You seem more guarded lately. Quieter.”
I shrug.
“I’m not here to discipline you,” he adds, voice softening. “I just want to understand what’s going on. Sometimes when something shifts, it helps to say it out loud.”
I look down at my desk.
He hesitates, then asks carefully, “Is this about the team? About someone specific?”
I lean back, acting casual. “Yeah, well. You know how people are. Small town. Big mouths.”
Something flickers behind his eyes, like he’s putting pieces together. He tilts his head slightly.
“Do they… talk about me?”
“You?”
“Oh, you know like the usual gossip,” he says, smiling faintly. “It’s usually nothing too scandalous. It’s not the sort of thing you should be concerned about, to be honest.” 
He says it lightly, but he means it. We both know what people whisper, how he’s different, too soft for this town. And he knows I hear it too.
 He pulls up a chair across from me. “Did you work on your writing assignment? I’d love to hear what you’ve got so far.”
I hesitate. I reach for the paper buried deep in my bag. I pull it out slowly, smoothing the creases like it’s something fragile. My hands tremble.
“It’s not finished,” I mumble.
He nods, like that’s the point. 
I clear my throat and start to read:
“There’s a wild wolf inside, untamed and free,
	Craving a truth that will let me just be.
	I’ll chase my dreams, my own legacy,
	In a world where I can truly be me.
A hunger hidden, flesh and flame,
	A shadow wrapped in someone’s name.”
My voice wavers halfway through the last line.
“Danny?” Mr. Francis’s voice is gentle, concern, not interruption.
I shake it off, eyes still on the page. “Sorry.” Then I keep going, quieter now, but steadier.
“His touch, a spark beneath my skin,
	A growl that starts where thoughts begin.
	Not boy, not beast, not just one thing,
	But something wild that wants to sing.
Some boys wear masks and call it pride,
	While others tear the shell they hide.
I want to because I ache to feel
	The part of me I know is real.”
I fold the paper, pressing the creases flat like I’m sealing it shut. “That’s all I’ve got.”
He studies my face for a moment, not like he’s judging, but like he’s listening to what I didn’t say. Then he nods. 
“Look,” he says quietly, “I’m not here to pry. But I know what it feels like you’re hiding something inside and you’re not sure who you can tell, or if you even should. But if you decide you want to, I’ll be here after school most days.” 
“Thanks,” I murmur. “I might take you up on that.”
My words sound polite, the way you’re supposed to answer when someone offers help. Mr. Francis means well, but he wouldn’t understand the change, and Butch is the only one who’s felt it with me, and the only one who knows what happens when it pushes too far.
***
After school, I walk back to town hall. The mayor wants another meeting, says he needs to iron out a few details for the contract, like terms, hours, expectations, that sort of thing. It seems straightforward enough. 
Still, I’ve had doubts since my last encounter with Butch.
I didn’t know they were building on the reserve. That part caught me off guard, but when I step back from it, I’m not sure why it should land on me, or on him. It’s not our fight.
The town’s always felt too small for what I want, like it expects you to settle before you’ve even tried anything else. Butch must feel that too. Just because he doesn’t talk about scholarships or leaving town doesn’t mean he hasn’t thought of it.
What’s actually here for him? Running half-wild at night in circles, trying to outrun whatever’s crawling under his skin. It’s a lot of strength and heat with nowhere to put it.
But if I leave, he’s the only one it would actually hurt to walk away from, and that’s the part I don’t say out loud, even to myself. That’s why this job matters more than I let on. It’s not just about experience or money or getting out of here for a while. It gives me a reason to come back. I just don’t know how to make him understand that taking this isn’t me choosing something over him, it’s me trying to make sure there’s still something between us when everything else changes.
As for Dad, leaving him feels inevitable anyway, the way he’s been slipping lately, a little more tired, a little less steady each month, like it’s only a matter of time before I’m gone and he’s still here, fading into whatever’s coming for him.
When I brought up the mayor’s offer the night he was upset that I’d been out so late, thinking it would be a good enough explanation, I saw the way his features darkened, like he was bracing for something he had already lived through once before.
“I don’t want you getting pulled back into your mother’s mess,” he said, steady but strained around the edges as he shifted in his chair to catch his breath. “You don’t know what it took out of her. What it took out of this family. And you don’t need to prove anything by stepping into it now. Not for a job. Not for anyone.”
Mom was protective of the reserve, I remember that clearly, and I remember how serious she got whenever it came up, but if this development is new then I do not understand how she could be mixed up in it in a way that still affects us now. The fact that Dad reacted the way he did makes it harder to brush off, like there’s more there than he ever told me, and knowing how tightly he keeps the painful things to himself, I doubt he ever will.
John sees me from the hallway and waves me into his office with that same smile he always wears, like part of the suit he puts on every morning and never takes off. He closes the door behind me and gestures to the chair across his desk. “So,” he says, folding his hands like this is already a done deal, “how are you feeling about the opportunity?”
“It’s… good,” I say as I shift in my seat a little, trying not to show too much hesitation. “I just need a little time. I’m still trying to sell my folks on it.”
He raises an eyebrow. “Sell them?”
“Yeah. My dad’s not totally convinced. He thinks it’s more complicated than it looks.”
There’s a brief pause that’s long enough for me to feel more uncomfortable. John leans back, exhales and nods slowly, like he’s rethinking his strategy. 
“I can understand that,” he says. “Your father’s protective. And your mother…” he lets that hang for a second, softening his tone. “Your mother and I didn’t always see eye to eye when it came to the refinery plans and how they’d impact the reserve.”
Wait… she knew about this? I don’t say anything else and let him keep talking.
“But she also wanted what was best for her people,” he continues, voice steady, persuasive without sounding pushy. “And she was open to modernization. We had long conversations about it. The sticking point was never the vision. It was the structure. Getting the leadership on the reserve to sign off. Making sure they had equity. A real stake in the company. That was always my intention, Danny. To share the wealth.”
He leans forward now, meeting my eyes. “This project was never meant to divide anyone. It’s meant to lift all of us. The town. The reserve. Families like yours.”
I nod, but I don’t fully give it to him. “Dad doesn’t see it that way.”
“I know your father’s been through a lot,” John says gently.
I look down at my hands. “He thinks I’d be stepping into something I don’t understand.”
John’s smile returns, controlled but warmer now. “That’s why you’d be working with me. I’ll teach you everything you need to know. You’d understand it from the inside. Not only that, you’d help shape it.” 
The room goes quiet again.
“I’m not asking you to choose sides,” he adds “I’m asking you to step into your future. There’s a difference.”
I keep my expression steady, but it still feels like choosing.
John clears his throat. “Tonight’s important,” he says, voice calm but charged underneath. “The town needs direction. When people feel scared, their fear looks for somewhere to land, and if you’re smart, you channel it towards something productive. You give it structure. You remind them what growth looks like, what jobs look like, what security looks like, because they want to know their families are protected and their future is expanding, not shrinking, just like you do.”
He watches me carefully. “.Let me be clear, I’m not going to stand up there and blame the reserve. That would be shortsighted and it would undo years of work. This is no insult to your mother or your people. Your mother understood leverage. She challenged me, absolutely, but she also understood that if you want a stake in something, you have to engage with it.” 
His tone stays smooth, confident. “And yes, I will apply pressure where it actually moves the outcome. That’s not hostility, Danny, that’s strategy. In politics, your words are tools. They don’t always mirror your private feelings in the moment, they serve the larger objective. You say what advances the deal, what aligns interests, what brings reluctant partners to the table. That’s how you build something that lasts.”
So he’s going to say what works, not necessarily what’s true, and if that’s his strategy, then how am I supposed to know whether he’s being honest with me now?
“What do you mean by pressure?” I ask.
He comes around the desk but keeps his tone easy. “You’ll see,” he says. “I’m not going to hide anything from you, Danny. If you’re part of this, you’ll see exactly how it works. I want you to trust me. I want you to understand that this project was always meant to include the reserve.
There’s a knock at the door.
“Yes?” John calls out.
Sal opens it just enough to lean in, still in uniform. “Sir, Charles Kold has arrived.”
John’s been talking about him ever since he first floated the refinery to me, describing him as the engine behind the whole thing, the capital partner underwriting the project and structuring the investment so the town doesn’t carry the risk. I only half understand what that actually means. Something about private equity, majority shares, phased development, projected returns. Basically, he’s the one writing the checks and expecting to own a big enough slice of the pie to make it worth it.
John glances at me with that pleased look he gets when things line up the way he planned. “Ah, you’ll get to meet my new business partner,” he says, then nods to Sal. “Bring him in.”
Sal steps back and gestures down the hall. 
A moment later Mr. Kold walks in, older than I expected, easily in his eighties, his skin stretched thin and slightly rubbery against his bones. A cigar hangs from his mouth like a prop, not even lit, just there to complete the picture. His eyes move around the room fast and sharp, already assessing it like everything in sight has a number attached. This is the guy fueling the Woodland of the future?
Carpenter meets him with that politician’s smile, and now that I’ve heard him talk about pressure and strategy, I can see how it stays warm on the surface while colder underneath.
***
By the time I step into the auditorium, most of the seats are already taken. Everyone in Woodland seems to be here: farmers still in their work jackets, retirees with their arms folded tight across their chests, shopkeepers I’ve known since I was a kid, and young parents keeping their children close to their sides. The mood is not curious or open. People did not come to debate; they came because they have something they want to get off their chests. Tonight the vibe feels wrong. It is too tribal, too stirred up and mean. 
I notice Ellen halfway down the middle row, someone steady in a room that feels like it could tip over at any seconds. She shifts her bag from the seat beside her as I make my way over, and I can see that she looks warier than usual. Her eyes move more than they normally do, tracking the room as if she expects something to flare up. She gives me a small nod as I sit down close enough that our shoulders almost touch. I nod back. Neither of us feels the need to fill the space with words. 
Sal walks in wearing his police uniform, his badge catching the light. His eyes land on us, and he starts walking over. Conversations lower slightly as people notice him.
I sense that I’m sitting in the middle of something that doesn’t belong to me.
Ellen rises slightly as Sal approaches, not fully standing, just enough to meet him. They do not touch, but they hold each other’s gaze a second longer than necessary. 
“You okay?” she asks quietly. 
“I’m fine,” he says. “I’ll stay close if this gets heated.” His voice is calm, softer with her than with anyone else. 
It has never been said outright, but it is obvious they are together and careful about it. doubt her father would be comfortable with her dating someone from the reserve, no matter what he says to me about wanting what’s best for his people. People here still draw lines, even when they pretend they don’t. 
Sal glances at me then and gives a small nod. “Danny.” It is simple, measured. 
I nod back.
 Ellen lowers back into her seat, and Sal steps aside but remains close enough to watch the room as the noise builds again around us.
Carpenter steps up to the podium, his voice just as sharp. Every word is measured because, like he said earlier, he knows how to work a room. The man could calm a riot or start one with the same smile. 
“I won’t tolerate these vicious attacks on our town any longer,” he says, tone controlled, righteous. “We’ve suffered for too damn long.”
The crowd shifts, restless, waiting to be pointed somewhere.
“My own flesh and blood have paid the price,” Carpenter says, gesturing to Ellen. His tone softens just enough to sound sincere.
She stiffens beside me. I can feel it without looking. The crowd claps, some of them already on their feet. They want someone to follow and they need this all to make sense. 
The Q&A starts, and even though I have never been to one of these before, it unfolds in a way that already feels predictable.
“It’s the reserve!” a man shouts.
“They’re bringing crime, violence!”
“They should stay where they belong!”
People clap again. A few boo. Most just nod like it is obvious.
Sal leans slightly toward Ellen but keeps his eyes forward. “He’s channeling it,” he says quietly.
Ellen answers just as low. “He’s feeding it.”
“He’s not attacking outright,” Sal says. “He’s steering them. Keeps his hands clean while the blame moves.”
I sit still, looking ahead. At first it feels like I am overhearing something private. Then I start to wonder if I am meant to hear it.
Carpenter steps back in and the lights dim slightly as a new slide appears behind him. A map labeled WOODLAND FALLS fills the screen. Woodland Reserve is colored green. Woodland Village is colored red. The line between them is bold and hard to miss.
He picks up a laser pointer and draws a slow circle around a stretch of land that sits between the two. “So far, this land has remained undeveloped,” John says. “This is the land that they claim is rightfully theirs.”
The red dot taps the space again. “Note it is not colored in green.”
There are a few murmurs in the crowd.
“May I present a better alternative?”
The slide changes. Now the screen reads WOODLAND OF THE FUTURE. The image shows factories, new highways, clean rows of buildings, and a Kold Industries manufacturing plant at the center.
People around me lean forward. Some start clapping before he even speaks again.
“A bigger, stronger Woodland Falls,” Carpenter says. “Jobs. Growth. Our future.”
The room erupts again. Applause. Cheers.
Ellen’s voice is steady but tight. “They’re using fear to sell hate. It’s manipulation.”
“It’s strategy,” Sal replies. “Pressure the crowd, offer them an enemy, then offer them a solution.”
There is a pause, and I can feel it now. They are not just talking to each other.
“It pulls people in,” Ellen says, just loud enough. “Makes them feel like they’re part of something.”
“And once you’re in,” Sal adds, “it’s harder to step back.”
I keep my face neutral, but I understand. They do not want me getting pulled into this.
Ellen looks at me. “What did you think?”
I shrug. “It’s loud in there. Everyone got real excited”
Sal studies me for a second. “Just remember,” he says evenly, “that doesn’t mean it’s right.”
I nod. For the first time, I’m not sure I want any part of what this place is turning into.
***
When I arrive home, the house is silent again. It’s that same weighted hush that used to settle over everything in the weeks after Mom died. Back then, I didn’t have the words for the way everything ached inside. And my dad, he still doesn’t.
He tries, in his way. But he’s a man who finds structure in silence, a man who files grief into compartments and locks them tight. He doesn’t know how to cry with me or even sit beside me when I need someone to.
Still, one night sticks in my head. It was just after Mom died. My room is lit only by the blue glow of my laptop. My headphones are in, my fingers tapping the keys. The Hound of the Baskervilles lies open beside me, a quiet companion to the ache in my chest.
Knock, knock.
I pull off my headphones. “Come in,” I say.
Dad steps inside, hesitant. His face is tight, like he rehearsed something on the stairs but forgot half the words.
“You doing okay, Danny?”
I shrug. “I still miss her, Dad.”
He nods, his jaw tightening. “You and me both, kiddo.” There’s a pause before he continues. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something important. It’s about that Native friend of yours.”
My stomach tenses. “Butch, you mean.”
He gives a flat little chuckle. “Butch… How could I forget a name like that? His family only lives to stir up trouble. Always trying to get your mother riled up about things that shouldn’t concern her anymore. I don’t want you going down the same road.”
I lean back in my chair, eyes flicking toward the window. “I know. Butch is kind of a dick too, but he’s all right.”
“Language, Danny.”
I shrug again. My gaze drifts to the photos on the wall, his trophies, old football teams, the Polaroid of him holding Mom’s hand. I try to change the subject.
“You were kind of a big deal, huh?”
“I was a lot like you when I was young,” he says, softening. “Not much of an athlete, but I had determination. Before I knew it, I was a star.”
“Why’d you come back here?”
His face clouds. “Busted my knee pretty bad. You know, when I was your age, I couldn’t wait to leave this place. But as I got older, I learned that sometimes the best journeys lead you right back home.”
I nod slowly. “Life’s complicated, huh?”
He gives a rare smile, turns, and leaves the room.
Then I hear it: tap, tap, tap—fingertips against the glass.
I don’t see anyone there. Just the yard, silver and still. Shadows in the trees sway lazily with the breeze. I let out a breath and slide the window shut.
Then I turn around.
Butch is right there in full football uniform, cleats and all, like he ran straight from the field. He’s seventeen now, broader than he used to be, the kind of muscular build that fills a doorway without trying. The pads strain across his shoulders and chest, his body solid and fully grown. He’s not the lanky kid my father warned me about. He’s a man.
His chest rises and falls hard, his breath heavy. His eyes lock on mine, intense and searching. I have grown too, taller and stronger, and I built myself into something steady after that talk with my dad. It hits me now that this is no longer a memory unfolding in the mind of a thirteen-year-old boy in a dark room. The past has bled into the present, and I am standing here in my room, in my body, with testosterone and restless heat moving through me, feeding something instinctive and awake. For the first time, I am following my own path, alone with Butch, because I choose to be.
Before I can speak, he steps close and kisses me. It’s sudden, firm, leaving no space to hesitate.
“Thirsty?” he asks, low.
I nod, my voice caught somewhere in my throat.
He grins. “You know what that means?”
My hand drifts to his waist, gripping the edge of his jersey. I hold his gaze. “Beast balls.”
Butch steps closer until I’m back up against the wall. I feel the warmth radiating off him, the solid weight of his body close enough to press against every nerve. Suddenly, something in me starts to shift and wake, like a change I have been holding back for too long finally deciding to surface.
I don’t know if what floods me first is fear or want. It feels like both. Something that should tell me to run. Something stronger that tells me to stay.
He grips the front of his own jersey and tears it away in one sharp motion, the fabric of his uniform splitting under his strength like it was never meant to contain him. The pads and cloth fall aside, his armor shedding right in front of me.
What stands there in its place is not just Butch anymore. Coarse fur spreads where skin was seconds ago. His shoulders broaden further, frame thickening, muscle stacking heavy and powerful. His eyes burn gold, fixed on mine. He’s a wolf shaped like a man.
My pulse pounds, but I don’t look away.
I jolt awake, sweat slick on my skin. I scan the room. Butch is gone; it’s just me and the dark. The kiss and everything that came with it were a dream, but it felt real enough that my pulse is still racing.
My eyes adjust, and I feel the wolf move under my skin, restless and pushing forward. A low growl slips out before I can stop it.
I slide off the bed, my feet hitting the cold floor as I feel the change climb up my spine, steady and deliberate. My breathing turns rough. My hands tremble as the pressure builds.
I move toward the window without thinking. The glass shatters as I go through it. Cold air hits my skin when I land outside on all fours. My body shifts, bones stretching and muscle thickening as the line between boy and beast closes.
In the middle of it, one thought stays clear: Butch, his name the only thing that feels solid. I’m ready now to track him down, not just to find him in the dark, but to close the space between us and see what happens when neither of us pulls back. Whatever started in that room is still moving through me, sharp and insistent, and if I find him tonight, there won’t be any pretending it was just a dream.
***
Morning light pushes through the curtains and lands across my chest. The sheets are twisted low around my hips, and my body feels used, like I ran hard and did not stop.
The night comes back in sharp flashes. Trees moving past me. Rain in the air. The ground steady under my stride. I was chasing something. No, someone.
Did I find Butch? Did we finally give in to it? Did we let it happen the way we both knew we would, caught between men and beasts, our bodies colliding as something wilder pushed up from inside, skin striking skin, instinct answering instinct without restraint?
A half-eaten rabbit rests there, small and limp, its belly torn open, fur dark and matted. One empty eye faces the room.
I hold my gaze on it and let the meaning settle. So that is what I caught.
Or maybe I was not chasing at all. Maybe I was running from what I did and from what I want. I try to remember if Butch was really there or if I just filled the dark with his name and followed it anyway.
A knock at the door snaps me out of it. “Danny! Breakfast!” Violet’s voice comes through, bright but muffled.
I glance at the window, then at my hands, making sure they look normal. I clear my throat. “Yeah. Okay. I’m coming,” I call back, forcing my voice to steady out before I move.
I drag a hand over my face, pull on a shirt, and take a second to steady my breathing before heading down the hall and into the kitchen. The smell of toast and cheap coffee hits me first, sunlight slicing through the blinds. Dad sits at the table in his plaid robe, fingers curled around a chipped mug. I slide a steaming bowl of oatmeal in front of him. He’s been getting worse these last few weeks, quieter, stiffer, smaller somehow, but this morning feels different, a strange little break where he almost looks better.
His hands still tremble, but less like they’re losing and more like they just need a minute. He pokes at the oatmeal with a slow, annoyed squint, but there’s no real fight in it today, no storm behind his eyes, just a guy taking a breather and trying to make the most of the rare moments when the world feels steady again.
“Nurse’s orders,” I say, smiling a little. “You gotta eat healthy, Dad.”
He squints at the bowl like it’s a personal insult. “Everything’s changed,” he mutters. “Now it’s you taking care of me.”
I grab a box of frozen waffles and toss them onto the counter. The toaster clicks on.
“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”
He gives me a flat look, but the corners of his mouth twitch like he almost wants to smile, because he sees a boy he still recognizes, alive, stubborn, and surviving. “When I was your age, I thought the sky was the limit,” he says. “Now I can barely bend down without something cracking. Shit happens. I’m living proof.”
I sigh, cracking my knuckles. “Dad, we’ve been over this.”
He looks away. “Then I guess you’ll figure out the rest without me.” His voice drops lower. “Hurts like hell to know you don’t need me for that. Just promise me one thing.”
“Don’t do anything stupid,” he says.
“Can’t promise that,” I murmur. “I’m only human.”
He shifts in his chair, the legs scraping faint against the linoleum. His gaze drifts past me, toward the window over the sink, where the town sits far off in the distance, its low rooftops and the old water tower barely visible beyond the stretch of trees and open field behind our house. From here it looks quiet and removed, reduced to a thin line of buildings against the pale morning sky.
“This job with the mayor,” he says, voice measured, almost casual. “You sure about it?”
I shrug and keep my eyes on the table. “It’s a paycheck,” I say, quieter than I mean to.
“It’s more than that.” His fingers tap against his mug. “You get close to men, like Carpenter, you don’t just file papers. You start carrying their fights.”
 “If I sign up for it, I’ll keep my head down. Do the work. That’s it.”
“Keep your head down,” he repeats, quiet. “Mayor’s desperate. Revitalization. New slogans every month.” A small shake of his head. “He’s trying to hold water in a cracked bucket. This place is going to hell in a handbasket, Danny. Kids leave. Storefronts empty. Every year more folks pack up and head for Vancouver like it’s the promised land.”
“Maybe that’s just how things change.”
“Maybe.” He pauses. “Desperate men don’t just want workers. They want believers. Men in power don’t like to lose. When they start feeling cornered, they make decisions that drag everyone else into the mud with them.”
There’s something else under that, not paranoia but experience.
“You think he’s dangerous?” I ask.
He rubs his eyes. “I think he’s a man trying to save a dying town with pride and big moves,” he says evenly. “And when pride starts steering the wheel, good men start making hard calls and telling themselves it’s for the greater good.”
“I can handle myself.” I keep my tone grounded to reassure him. “I won’t get sucked into anything.”
His eyes narrow slightly. “I know you can handle yourself. That’s not what worries me.”
“Then what does?”
He hesitates. “You’re… loyal,” he says carefully. “You take on other people’s storms. Always have. You think you can stand in the rain and not get wet.”
I huff a quiet laugh. “Better than hiding inside.”
“Sometimes hiding keeps you alive.”
“Sometimes it just keeps you small.” I meet his gaze without flinching. “I won’t lose myself in it, Dad. I just… I need to see what’s out there. 
He studies me for a long second, then nods once. “As much as it hurts to see you go,” he says, voice thinning but staying controlled, “I don’t want you chained to this place out of guilt. This town… it might not be here the way we knew it much longer.”
 “You make it sound like it’s already dead.”
“It’s changing.” He corrects himself, precise as ever. “And not always for the better.” His hand rests flat on the table. “If people are flocking to the big city, maybe they’re chasing something this place can’t give them anymore.”
His eyes soften, just slightly. “I don’t want you shrinking your world to fit mine.”
“I’m not shrinking,” I say quietly. “I’m just… figuring it out.”
“Good.” He nods again, decisive now. “Find your own path. Even if it takes you far from here. Especially if it does.” His jaw tightens, but he doesn’t look away. “It would make me proud, because you’re a born fighter, just like me” he adds, a rare warmth flickering in his eyes. “We’re a team, Danny. We always have been.” 
My eyes sting before I can stop it. Then the tears come too fast to hide. I step to him without thinking, arms folding around him in a gentle, awkward hug, chair digging into my hip, his robe wool scratching my cheek, syrup still sticky on the counter, and morning light blazing at our backs. He’s frail, thinner than the version of him I grew up bracing against, but the hug holds anyway, clumsy and physical, stubborn in its sincerity.
He sits back just a little, taking it in, expression flickering with something unguarded, not the tough mask he usually wakes behind, just a break in armor where time slips sideways on him too. “It’s that love which keeps us strong, son,” he says, the words steadied by rasp and honesty. “All the rest is show and tell, remember that, if nothing else.”
For years, I’ve wanted his approval, not just as my dad, but as a man who carries his pain in silence. Now I realize maybe I need something simpler and braver, permission to be myself, even if the shape of me stops matching the shape he once hoped I’d fill. The wolf stirs inside me, the part that wants to break free and never look back. 
I nod and let the quiet stretch a second longer because he already knows there is more coming and so do I, and there is no clean way to step into it. I set my spoon down and keep my eyes on the table for a breath before I look up at him. “Dad, there’s something else I need to tell you.”
He straightens slightly, steady and attentive. “What is it, son?”
I hold his gaze because if I look away I might stall, and I am tired of stalling. “I’m gay,” I say, keeping my voice even, like I’ve just commented on the weather or the score from last night’s game. I glance at the waffles, realize they’re still dry, and add, “Pass the syrup?”
He blinks once but there is no flinch and no lecture, just a quiet, “I don’t care, here you go,” and he slides the bottle toward me. It’s so simple it catches me off guard, and the breath slips out of me before I realize I’ve been holding it, my hand brushing his as I take the bottle.
“Thanks,” I say.
He takes a bite of oatmeal and grimaces. “Tastes like cardboard.”
“Good for your heart.”
“Don’t start sounding like the nurse now.” Then he clears his throat. “You know… your mom used to make that same oatmeal. Always said it was medicine for the soul.” His voice falters. “I’m sorry I wasn’t around more when she… when you needed me.”
I reach across the table, placing my hand over his. “We’re here now, Dad. That’s what matters.” 
“Well, look who’s finally up!” Violet’s voice cuts through, sing song and sharp. She breezes in, ruffling my damp hair. I try not to flinch.
“Long night,” I mutter, grabbing the syrup again.
“I’ll say.” She narrows her eyes. “You snuck out again, didn’t you? What were you doing out there all night anyway? Howling at the moon?”
“Just needed some air,” I say, trying for casual. I pour syrup over my waffles like it’s the most important thing I’ve ever done.
Dad clears his throat. “She wanted to be here when you found out,” he says. “I’m feeling good enough to make it to the game tonight.”
“That’s great,” I say, too quickly. “A scout from Hillwhite is going to be there.”
“Just don’t get carried away with the excitement,” he warns, sipping coffee like nothing’s off. But Violet’s still watching me, eyes sharp, almost suspicious.
Before I can think of a way out, the doorbell rings. I move fast down the hall and pull the door open. Butch stands there, grinning like he owns the morning.
“Jog in the woods,” he says. “Gets us pumped before practice.”
I glance back toward the kitchen, Violet, Dad, sunlight, coffee. All of it suddenly feels a world away.
“Later, okay? I promise.”
Butch steps closer, the grin fading. His breath brushes my cheek when he speaks.
“Better now than later,” he says quietly. “We’re running low, and the woods are the only place it’s safe to let the animal out.”
His eyes flick up to mine, a glint of hunger just beneath the calm. “You can’t keep the wolf at the door forever. Am I right?”
I close the door behind me and it hits me all at once that I’m not just afraid of what I let loose when I’m alone with him but hungry for it too.
***
We head deeper into the forest. The air is cool and smells like wet dirt and rain while mist hangs low and brushes against my arms as if it is trying to slow me down. The branches keep catching at my sleeves like the woods have a grip and are not ready to let go. In daylight it should look different and softer with light spilling through the trees and mist curling around the roots and the air tasting sharp and clean, but it still feels wrong to me, like something underneath the ground is shifting and I am the only one who can feel it.
“Butch, I got a call from the scout,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady as I step over a fallen log. “They’re coming to the next game.”
He keeps walking ahead of me, shoulders loose, pace unbothered. “That so,” he says without turning around.
“It’s not just football,” I push. “If I get it, I’m out. I’m gone. Woodland doesn’t get to keep me.”
He finally glances back at me but there is no real interest in his eyes, just a flicker that feels like he is humoring me. “You talk like they already handed it to you.”
“I’m serious, Butch. This is survival.”
He slows just enough for me to catch up and then steps in close so I have to stop walking, his presence filling the space like the trees lean back for him. “Survival,” he repeats, low, and there is a hint of a smile there that does not quite reach playful. “
“It’s a way out,” I say.
“Out of what?” he asks, and his eyes hold mine too long for it to be casual. “Me?”
“That’s not what I meant.”
He shrugs like it does not matter but he is closer now and the air between us feels warmer than it should. “You think too much,” he says, voice dropping a notch as his gaze drifts down and back up again slow enough to make my pulse jump. “Always planning your escape.”
“I have to.”
He steps around me but lets his hand brush my shoulder as he passes, not accidental and not gentle either. “Or,” he says lightly, like it is a joke he already knows the answer to, “you could stop trying to run for five minutes.”
I glance at the mist threading through the trees because the ground still feels unsteady under my feet and I do not know if it is the woods or him. He walks on like nothing gets to him, like he cannot feel how off everything is, and maybe he really cannot, or maybe he just does not care because he is not looking for a way out, he is looking for something that burns right here.
“You can be yourself here,” he says. “Now.”
“What do you mean?”
Butch looks at me like I already know and that I am the one pretending not to. “Like I said. That inner beast’s been howling.”
Something inside me tightens and answers him before I can, instinct and memory tangled together, like whatever is waking up in me has been waiting for permission.
“Yeah,” I say, trying to keep my voice level. “You could say I had a wolf dream last night.”
His grin spreads slow and crooked and my pulse jumps because it is not just teasing, it is recognition. “Ready to get furry?”
I do not laugh.
He steps closer and I hold my ground because backing up would mean admitting how much I want him here. His hand brushes my jaw, warm and rough, and he never touches softly but there is something measured in it now, like he is checking if I will pull away.
“I’ve been pushing you,” he says, voice lower but steady. “Testing you.”
I swallow. “Testing me for what?”
“To see if you’d still have my back when it mattered,” he says, eyes locked on mine. “If I stopped fighting you for a second.”
The words land heavier than they should. Butch does not talk about stopping anything.
“You think I don’t get tired of always being the one standing up,” he goes on, and there is heat in it but something else too, something almost raw. “Maybe I want to know what it feels like to let you hold the line for once.”
My chest tightens. “You’re saying you want to quit.”
He huffs a quiet laugh and steps in until our bodies almost touch. “I’m saying I want to know you won’t drop me if I lean.” His gaze drifts down and back up slow, deliberate. “You strong enough for that, Danny?”
The challenge is there but it feels different now, less like he is trying to win and more like he is asking.
I reach for him first this time and his hands come to my sides, firm but not forcing, and when we kiss it is hard and burning but there is a shift underneath it, like he is meeting me instead of overpowering me. My back presses to bark and my breath stutters while his grip tightens, not to control but to stay.
He breaks the kiss just enough to speak against my mouth. “It’s time to do it like animals, Danny.”
“Guess we’re past pretending, huh?” I manage.
The change starts before I can think and my muscles tighten and heat coils low and climbs high as if my body knows what is coming and wants it anyway.
“Butch.”
His grin fades and something sharper moves through his eyes. “You’re feeling it too.”
I nod, barely breathing.
He pulls me closer and his voice roughens but it does not rise. “Remember what I told you, I won’t let you go.” He pauses, forehead brushing mine. “But you better not let me fall either.”
There it is again, not a demand but a test, and I feel the answer settle into me before I can shape it into words.
“You didn’t listen the first time,” he murmurs. “So now I gotta hold you tighter.”
He pulls my breath in like it is fuel and every exhale I give him seems to steady him and make him burn hotter at the same time, like my pulse is feeding something in him instead of pushing him back.
And right there between his heat and the beast rising in me I stop bracing and hold him just as firmly, and it does not feel like losing control but like choosing to give it and knowing he can carry it.
The pressure builds from everywhere at once, from him, from me, from whatever is clawing up inside us. Between the heat of him and the beast rising in me I stop bracing for once and hold him back just as hard, and for the first time it doesn’t feel like losing control but like choosing to share it.
My shirt feels like it’s shrinking against my skin, like it’s trying to hold something in that won’t be held. I grab it without thinking and pull, and the sound it makes when it tears is sharp and satisfying, like a boundary snapping. 
Butch is already tearing out of his clothes, jaw tight, shoulders rolling as his frame thickens in a way that isn’t about looking bigger but about being heavier, denser, built to collide. I watch the first shadow of fur spill across his skin and something in me answers immediately, like a reflex. My back arches without permission and the sensation explodes across me, sharp and electric, as fur pushes through my chest and down my arms. It feels like being claimed from the inside.
My jeans don’t last long. I hook my thumbs into the waistband and yank, fabric ripping as my thighs strain and reshape, muscle tightening into something coiled and predatory. Every movement feels exaggerated, amplified, like my body isn’t built for restraint anymore but for impact. My breathing deepens and roughens, each inhale dragging in his scent that smells like sweat and skin and salt, thick in my lungs.
The fur spreads fast now, swallowing skin, chasing away the last smooth planes of the boy I was trying to be. I thrust into him as our bodies collide, and it isn’t about touch so much as gravity, about whose pulse sets the tempo. 
When he shifts from wolf to boy in the middle of it, when I feel that recoil in him, that moment of yielding, his hand clamps onto me as if he is holding on to the last edge of the wildness in him. I feel the surrender in him, not weakness but trust, and the surge in me answers instantly, rising hard and steady. It is as if the wolf that had been in him does not vanish but moves through the space between us and settles into me, strengthening what is already there.
Something in me locks into place then, the power immediate and undeniable. The surge rolls through my spine and chest like the first breath after being underwater too long, bright and overwhelming and clarifying all at once. I lean into it until the frenzy becomes rhythm, until I am no longer reacting but directing, no longer bracing but claiming, and in that claiming there is no cruelty, only inevitability, only the clean, visceral knowledge that I am the dominant force in this moment, and I am done pretending otherwise.
The surge builds and breaks in the same breath, like a current running clean through me. My body tightens and then releases in a rush of heat that feels both fierce and startlingly bright, a pulse that wipes out thought and leaves only sensation and the echo of power humming under my skin. For a heartbeat I feel split open and infinite, like the wild force inside me has burned through its peak, and then it recedes just as quickly, the wolf flashing out in a sharp internal flare that leaves me breathless and shaking. What remains is a charged stillness, my pulse pounding in my throat, my muscles slow to unclench, and beneath it all a deep, satisfied certainty that I stepped fully into that dominance and did not turn away.
I steady my breathing and look down at myself, at the smooth stretch of skin over lean muscle, at the familiar shape of my body returned, flushed and human and strong.
When I look at Butch, I feel the shift completely.
He is still catching his breath, eyes lifted toward me, and there is something open in his expression now, something unguarded that was never there before. I feel taller without trying to, steadier, the warmth in me anchoring instead of burning. I know now that the power that moved through me did not just claim ground, it bound us. As he looks up at me, there is a silent question in his gaze, and my body answers before my mind does. The heat low in me turns protective, like a vow forming without words. I feel it settle deep in my veins like an imprint, a quiet circuit binding wolf and boy together with one steady truth, that I am his to protect and strong enough to mean it.
We sink down together, bodies close, breaths falling into the same slow rhythm. The warmth of him against me, the solid weight of his hand still resting at my shoulder, calms me down. As I close my eyes, I know the wildness has faded but the change has marked me, and it is not going anywhere.
***
I wake to mist and light crawling through the trees, the ground cold under my back and the air sharp in my lungs. Our clothes hang from the branches.
“Butch?” My voice cracks and disappears into the fog.
I sit up slowly, scanning the tree line, the clearing empty except for drifting mist and the echo of him still lodged in my chest. Where the hell is he?
“Damn it,” I mutter, grabbing my clothes, fingers clumsy on the laces as the scent of him still rises off the fabric.
Footsteps break the silence.
It hits me in a blur, fast and brutal, teeth flashing, claws slashing, a werewolf slamming me into the dirt hard enough to knock the breath from my lungs.
“Fuck!” I twist, hands digging into roots, lungs burning.
I hear Butch’s disembodied voice echo through the fog, still human, steady. “Hold your ground, Danny!”
I throw my weight upward and shove back, every nerve sparking as the thing pins me harder, snarling in my face. “He’s trying to kill me!”
“Don’t shift yet. Don’t lose control.”
“Why the fuck not?” My pulse pounds in my throat, the wolf inside me already rising, already wanting out.
The werewolf’s eyes flicker, gold to brown to gold, its breathing hitching, trembling, the rage draining into something closer to pain. I force myself to hold, even when every muscle in me wants to answer force with force.
It stumbles back, body shaking and shrinking, fur pulling in on itself until Sal stands there, bare and human, chest heaving. 
He stares at me like he’s measuring something. “You held back when I came at you. That’s good control.”
I push up onto my feet, breath still rough. “I can handle it.”
“Control doesn’t last,” he says flatly. “And things are about to get messy.”
Butch starts walking and Sal watches him go before turning back to me. I stay still a second longer, nerves buzzing but contained.
Sal raises a hand and motions for me to follow.
I do, every step deliberate, branches brushing my arms, the forest close and listening, and even as the mist thins I can feel it there in my blood, that steady current from last night, not loud but constant, reminding me that whatever is coming, I am not the same boy who walked into these woods.
The wolf stays quiet now, not gone but watching, and I let it, because control feels stronger than fury and I know I will need that strength soon. As I follow them deeper into the trees, my chest feels tight and heavy, like I just strapped on my football pads before a game. Something shifted between me and Butch back there, and even if this whole thing turns ugly, I know it will be on me to keep it together and hold the line.
CHIP
CHAPTER NINE
The sun hit the cracked windshield right in my eyes, which figured. I dropped the visor, took a sip of my gas station coffee, and focused. It was already cold. My Chevy was a beast with just enough rust to give it teeth, and she was not fast, but she was mine.
I spotted Butch and Danny slipping through a gap in the fence behind the old utility path, far enough away that they did not see me watching. Butch’s walk still had that pissed-off punch to it, his shoulders tight like he was just waiting for someone to knock that chip off him. Danny stuck close behind, jittery like he was listening for footsteps behind him.
I kept trailing them in the Chevy, easing her off the broken pavement and onto the dirt track that cut through the woods. The suspension groaned over ruts deep enough to swallow a tire. Mud sucked at the wheels where the ground stayed soft, loose gravel popping against the undercarriage. Branches scraped along the sides like the forest was trying to leave its mark, exposed roots twisting up through the earth like knuckles. It was rough ground, the kind that shook weaker cars apart, but my Chevy growled through it steady and stubborn. I steered one-handed, coffee wedged between my knees, eyes locked on the flicker of them moving through the trees ahead. 
I kept my distance on purpose. I feathered the gas instead of riding it, let her idle low and mean so the engine noise blended into the wind. When the trail dipped, I coasted downhill to keep it quiet. When it opened up, I killed the headlights and let the shadows swallow me, tracking them through breaks in the bush instead of lining up straight behind. 
My phone buzzed. It was Ma. I grabbed it.
“Talk,” Ma said.
“Lost ‘em for a bit,” I muttered. “They jumped the fence behind Danny’s place and hit the trail.”
“Keep your head straight,” she said. “And don’t get sloppy.”
“Ma, I got it,” I said, but softer this time. Then I hung up.
She didn’t have to worry. I knew these woods well, like every bend in the utility path, the shadow ditch cutting toward the ridge, and the rise that gave you a clean look at the switchback if you angled it right. 
I wasn’t chasing them. I was hunting them down close enough to catch the flash of Danny’s shirt between trunks, and far enough that if either of them turned around, all they’d see was trees and glare. I pulled on the brake when they slowed down, until I eased the Chevy into a pocket of brush with a clean line through the clearing. 
Then they slipped deeper into the trees and just like that they were gone. I waited for what felt like hours. My fingers drummed against the steering wheel. Wind moved through the branches, but I couldn’t see them anywhere. Then I heard a sharp groan, followed by another one. Branches started snapping and leaves were thrashing. No one was talking or walking. It sounded like a scuffle… or something else. Were they fighting or screwing?
Oh man!
If they were hooking out there in the trees and I caught it on my phone, that would be the death of them. I could do it in secret, so Butch couldn’t prove I did it. It could be anyone. Then they’d be finished. I leaned forward, tempted to move in closer, but I didn’t. It was too risky and if I got spotted, I’d lose everything. So I stayed put.
Then I caught movement, three shapes this time. Sal stepped out from between the trees, like he’d been there all along. What the hell was he doing there? I hadn’t seen him come in. He stood close to them, shoulders squared, talking low. I couldn’t hear words, just tension. The three of them shifted, then started heading towards the slope by the clearing. That was my cue.
I killed the engine, jumped out of the truck and started climbing the slope beside the clearing. It was steep, but my boots caught enough dirt to push me upward fast. I scrambled over roots and loose rock, fingers digging in, breath shaking in my chest. Every couple seconds I looked back through the trees to keep the trail in sight. They were heading toward the switchback. If I got high enough, I’d have the perfect angle on them.
Halfway up, the trees broke just enough for me to see flashes of Danny’s shirt through the branches, now torn. Jesus! Something sure as shit happened back there, and that was all the fuel I needed. I pushed harder, slipped once, and caught myself on a jagged root. My fumble didn’t matter anyway, because I was close. And when I reached a giant slab of stone jutting out of the ridge like a jawbone, I knew I had the best goddamn seat in the woods.
I climbed onto the boulder and pressed myself low against it, the cold rock biting through my jeans. From up here I could see everything: the trail, the clearing, the whole valley stretched out under me like a map I shouldn’t have access to. The air made me shiver too as a rush went through me. They carried on like they still had no clue how close I was or how long I’d been on their tail. Damn, I was good at this.
 “We vowed to keep this in the family,” Sal said, voice flat and heavy like he was laying down a rule he expected everyone to follow without question.
 Butch shook his head, smirking. “Danny’s family too. He’s got Mom’s Atsanah blood same as us.” His tone said he wasn’t backing down. 
Sal’s eyes locked onto Danny, sharp in a way I couldn’t read. I didn’t know the guy well enough to tell what he was feeling, but something in the way he looked at them made me lean forward a little, eager to hear more.
“You’re too wrapped up in your father’s legacy to see what’s coming,” Sal said, every word clipped, controlled, precise.
Butch stepped closer, fists flexing. “Keep talking down to Danny and see what happens.”
Sal gripped Butch’s shoulder firmly, the way someone who expected order did. “I’ve kept a watchful eye on you until now, but I can’t afford another blunder. You’re walking a dangerous path.”
Butch scoffed, a short, low laugh. “None of your white cop friends have shit on me. So what’s your move now? You gonna turn me in? Do it.”
Danny jumped in fast, voice tight. “Hold up, this is about Jackie, isn’t it?”
I gasped the moment he said her name. So that was what this was about.
“I screwed up, alright? She kept running her mouth and I could already feel the wolf crawling up my spine, and yeah, I let it get to me.” He dragged a hand over his face, exhaled hard. “That’s on me.”
He stepped closer, voice lower but steady. “But that’s why I trained you in the first place. You think I was just screwing around in the woods with you? I saw it coming. I knew you’d need to know how to handle it before it handled you.” He held Danny’s gaze, not blinking. “And I’m not done. I’m gonna keep having your back, no matter what. You lose control, I’m there. You start to drown in it, I pull you out. That’s how this works.”
His mouth twitched, almost a challenge. “You’re not doing this shit alone, Danny. Not while I’m breathing.”
Danny swallowed and rubbed the back of his neck, staring at the dirt for a second before forcing himself to look up. His voice came out quieter than he meant it to.
“So what is this, then?” He let out a shaky breath and gave a small, nervous shrug. “Are you watching out for me, or am I supposed to be watching out for you?”
Danny’s mouth twitched, like he hated even asking. “Because I can do it, alright? I’m not useless. I just need to know if I’m the one keeping you from losing your shit next time.” 
Danny shook his head, like he wasn’t impressed with Butch at all. “I mean, she could’ve died, man. We’re already in deep.”
Sal moved closer, calm as a blade. “And if Jackie’s father thinks we’re behind it, he’ll unleash the Scorpios on us. After that, it’s open season. Animal control.”
Butch just stared him down. “We’re strong enough to stand our ground.”
Danny flinched. “Listen to yourself. You’re talking about an all-out war, man.”
Sal’s tone didn’t rise, but it cut clean. “If the mob doesn’t kill us, our animal hunger will. It’ll crawl out, strip away what’s human, and feed on whatever’s left — mind, body, soul. Once our survival’s at stake, there’s no putting it back to sleep. It won’t stop until we’re gone, and all that’s left is the beast inside.”
Déjà vu hit me all at once. I remember everything that night: the kiss, the growl, the punch that knocked me sideways. 
Sal’s focus shifted back to Butch. “And Danny didn’t get dragged into this because he stood too close,” he said. “He got dragged in because you bit him. Because you lost control around him.”
Butch froze, not ashamed, just exposed in a way that made my skin burn to watch.
Sal kept going, steady as ever. “Same as when I took the bite to understand you. You couldn’t rein it in then. And now you went and made Danny a blood brother.”
That was it. Blood was the spark. The bite was the match. If that bite locked Danny into who he was now and drove Butch into everything he’d become, then the question hit me like a knockout punch to the head:
What would it make me?
I’d always been a badass, but they moved like something was alive under their skin, wild and raw and totally free, the kind of thing that crawled into you and stayed there until you wanted it just as bad as they did.
They were the beasts out there, the werewolves of Woodland, and I wanted in.
***
	By the time the three of them fade into the trees, I’m already moving. Sliding off the boulder, boots skidding on moss, grabbing whatever branches give me leverage. I sprint until the ground levels out and the Chevy’s headlights bleed blurry through the trees where I ditched it. I yank the door open and slide in, fingers shaking around the steering wheel. The engine coughs awake. I tear out of the clearing so fast gravel spits behind me like gunfire.
	But then I see Jackie’s face in my mind, the way her eyes went wide, how she stumbled back like she saw a ghost crawling out of Butch’s mouth.
	And the wildest part is, the second that realization hits, something in me splits clean down the middle, one half wanting to rip back into the forest and drag the truth out of Butch tooth first, the other half pulling toward Jackie like gravity. I hate that Butch gets both worlds, the monster under his skin and the people who still look at him like he’s worth saving. And I hate that when Jackie screamed for help, it was his shadow she saw, not mine.
	Civilization finally leaks into view, a streetlight, a mailbox, the familiar wooden sign for the Carpenter place flashing by. I should go home, rinse the dirt off, pretend I didn’t spend the last hour chasing mythological gym rats through the forest.
	But Jackie’s name keeps yanking my mind back into place like a hook.
	I take a sharp left onto the main road. Hospital lights glow against the clouds like tired halos. Cars line the lot in sloppy rows. I kill the engine, push the door open, and stumble out like my muscles forgot what slowing down feels like.
	I drag myself across the asphalt, through the sliding doors, past the front desk where the nurse looks up at me like she’s deciding if I’m trouble. I blow past her.
The hallway reeks of antiseptic and something sour underneath it all, the kind of smell that crawled up your nose and sat there, making my skin itch and my jaw clench. I kept walking anyway, eyes locked on Jackie’s room number above the door like it was daring me to stop.
I step inside, pull a chair to her bed, and sit so hard that the legs squeal. I lock my fingers around Jackie’s like if I squeeze hard enough I can drag her back from wherever she’s stuck. All that matters is her skin, cold, but not dead. Warm enough that she’s still in there. She’s trapped, and I know where.
I was half drunk and half out when it happened, world spinning, blood in my mouth, but when I close my eyes, I see it clear. Butch standing over her with something inside him trying to break free, turning that memory into a nightmare and that nightmare into her whole world, like he won’t let her wake until she pays for knowing his secret.
Come back to me, Jackie. Get out of his shadow and look at me again.
Suddenly, Jackie’s body snaps upright, eyes flying open. Her scream shakes the whole room, glass rattling, monitors spiking, the bed kicking under her weight. I hold her hand tighter even though she’s not seeing me, she’s staring right through me into that monster from her dreams.
The door crashes open. Nurses rush in, shouting orders, pinning her down as the machines explode in alarms. Someone shoves me back like I’m the threat here.
They don’t get it. I’m the only one who knows what she saw. And I’ll make damn sure she never sees him again.
***
The cabin squats in the trees like it’s daring somebody to come close. The porch sags a little on the left where I used to jump off it as a kid. No lights except the strip bleeding out from the garage.
I see Ma in the garage bent over her bike, sleeves shoved up, grease along her forearms like war paint. Her tools are lined up clean and precise. 
She doesn’t look at me when I come in. 
“I found out who did it,” is all I say, because she knows exactly what I’m talking about.
She tightens the wrench once, slow and deliberate, metal creaking, then sets it down like she’s making a decision. Only after that does she straighten and look up at me.
“Talk.”
“Butch,” I say. “He says he lost control. He’s the reason she’s in that bed.”
She wipes her hands with a rag, watching me now.
“He said he felt it crawling up his spine,” I continue, shrugging like it’s nothing even though my chest still feels tight thinking about it. “Like there was something under his skin, like an animal trying to break out. Then Jackie runs her mouth and she’s on the ground.”
The rag stills in her hand. Just for a second. The color in her face flushes, just a little, but I catch it.
Of course I know exactly what kind of animal he meant by now, but I keep my face blank and play dumb. If she figures it out on her own, she’ll take it more seriously. 
I shrug again. “The kind of animal that doesn’t ask permission.”
The wrench hits the workbench with a sharp clack. She turns away from me like she’s adjusting the bike, but her shoulders are tighter now, the muscle in her jaw working once before she smooths it out. 
“Stay away from him,” she says.
That actually throws me off balance for a second. 
“What?”
	“You don’t follow him into the woods again. You don’t trail him. You don’t corner him when he’s alone.”
I stare back at her, hoping she’ll turn around and mention that was just a joke or a test, but she doesn’t. She just stands there with her hands braced on the workbench like the answer should be obvious. 
“Why?”
“Because you don’t know what you’re dealing with.”
I laugh, and it sounds uglier than I meant it to. “Yeah, I do. I’m dealing with some psycho who thinks he’s untouchable. And you think he is too.”
Her voice stays even. “No. I’m being strategic.”
“I can handle him.”
“That’s not the point.”
She moves past me, picks up the rag again, and wipes grease from her knuckles like she needs something solid under her hands before she answers. “The point is you don’t go testing something you don’t understand. You want the Scorpios involved, you bring me evidence.”
“I’ll get it.”
She nods once, like that part she can respect. “Then get it.”
“We gather,” she says. “We wait. We don’t swing blind, not even with the mayor smoothing things over for us. That only works if we’re smarter than everyone else. The Scorpios stay clean because we move when it makes sense, not when we’re emotional.” Her eyes lock on mine. “And you don’t follow him. Not alone. And not into the woods, especially at night.”
“And if that’s where he is?”
“Then you stay out.” She steps closer, filling the space in a way that makes it clear she does not have to raise her voice to win. “You want to run this club one day, then learn patience.”
“I’ll get him talking,” I say, forcing my voice steady. “I’ll get him slipping. I’ll get something real.”
 “It’s going to take time,” she says.
“I can’t wait any longer.”
Silence stretches between us. Just the bike ticking and wind scraping through the trees outside.
“You’re hurting,” she says finally, her voice lower now. “I see it.” She continues, “You hold it in. You let it sharpen. You don’t spill it chasing him through the trees.”
I nod and turn toward the cabin door, but I cannot stop replaying the way her shoulders locked up when I said animal, and that tells me more than anything she actually put into words. I can see she doesn’t want to tell me, but she knows something, and now I need to know it too.
DANNY
CHAPTER TEN
The field lights hum overhead. My breath fogs as I settle into position. Across the line, Butch catches my eye, unflinching. Whatever happens, we’re a unit, and always will be.
The ball presses into my hands, and I pull it tight to my chest, like dropping it would take something out of me I can’t get back. 
The whistle blows and I take off.
Bodies crash toward me like restless zombies, hands snatching at my jersey, and at my arms. I slip past, with everything happening before I can think. I sidestep, pivot, and burst through the turf. Grass tears under my cleats as I drive harder. 
One last stretch. Every muscle screams. And then, I reach the end zone.
The stands erupt, their cheers shaking my bones. Just for a second, I let myself feel this victory until I look around restlessly for my father.
He stands wrapped in that old poncho, looking small and frail in the crowd, but his eyes lock onto mine like nothing in him has changed. His hands begin to clap together, shaky but proud. It hits me harder than the roar around us. There’s a small nod between us, everything we need to say without a word.
***
The locker room buzzes with the usual sweat and swagger, but this time the whole place pulses with the kind of victory high that makes everyone louder, brasher, more unstoppable. I try to soak it in, to let the glory of that winning touchdown wrap around me like armor.
Butch’s hand smacks my back, lingering just a second longer than it should. He tugs me in close, his breath warm on my ear. “Can’t stop the unstoppable, right?”
I grin because that’s what I’m supposed to do, but my chest tightens like I just ran another full sprint. My ribs feel too small for whatever’s pushing out from the inside. I have to swallow hard to steady my breathing because it’s not just pride sitting there, it’s heavier than that and a whole lot hotter.
“Don’t forget who’s always got your back, bro,” Butch adds. He squeezes my shoulder a little too firmly, like he’s not just reminding me but marking his territory, keeping it controlled so nobody else notices while making damn sure I do.
Chip comes up, swagger wound tight with something sharper. His eyes cut past me, straight to Butch. “No way you could score like that without a boost,” he says, voice thick with accusation. “And I know who’s pushing it.”
Butch’s grin drops. “Boost? Seriously, dude? Danny doesn’t need any damn boost to kick ass on the field.”
I want to step away, to keep out of it, but I can’t. Not with the way Chip looks at him, not with the way Butch’s skin flushes dark, like something inside him is clawing to get out.
Chip’s smirk widens. “Oh? What about you? Didn’t you get high and attack my girl, huh?” 
Butch’s fists flex, muscles jumping in his forearms. “You’ve got some nerve accusing me of shit I didn’t do, Chip.”
I slip between them before it breaks open. My hand finds Butch’s arm, hot and trembling under the slick of sweat. “Chill out, man.” I try to keep my voice steady, but inside everything buckles. The wolf in me scratches at its cage. My body aches with the need to lunge, to tear, to taste. And all around me are bodies, sweaty, half-naked, glowing with victory and testosterone. 
Chip’s eyes won’t leave me. His stare hooks into something behind my skin, some instinct rising in me that he recognizes even if I can’t name it. “Yeah… people can tell when something’s different,” he mutters, like he doesn’t mean to say it out loud. “Sometimes it… sticks to someone. You got something you’re hiding, Danny?”
“What are you talking about?” The words slip out before I can stop them.
“Back off, Chip,” Butch growls as he shifts beside me, like a shadow bristling. 
Chip’s gaze flicks to me, and there is something there, wild, searching, confused. Something he will never say out loud.
Somewhere behind us, one of the guys whistles loud enough to cut through the tension. He chimes in, “Guys, take it outside!”
For a second, I swear I see it, something behind Butch’s eyes, flickering wild. His scowl breaks, his shoulders sag as though he fights the same war inside.
“Sorry…” His voice drops, rough, almost broken. “I got carried away, Danny.”
Chip smirks, catching the edge of weakness like blood in the water. “Are you two done sucking each other’s dicks?”
Butch barks back, dripping juvenile sarcasm. “Real mature, Chip.”
It doesn’t land. Not the way it should. It sounds like something muttered by a surly eight-year-old boy trying too hard to sound tough. It isn’t like the beast he has become, the wild force that once pinned me down and bit through my skin. No, this is smaller, weaker, as if he is clawing to hold it back. He looks caught between selves, regressing, reverting to the boy he so desperately wanted to leave behind the night everything changed. Watching him now, trembling against his own restraint, I can’t help but feel his present ache. The beast makes him magnificent. This boyish mask only strips him bare.
I lean in closer. “You good?”
Butch breathes through his nose, heavy, uneven. “Yeah. Just… need some fresh air.”
“Fresh air’s good when you’ve got secrets,” he says, eyes sliding to Danny. “Or when you and your boy need a little privacy. Right, Danny?”
Butch pushes past me, leaving me cold and burning all at once. Everyone’s still watching and waiting for something to be revealed. And I can’t keep it in anymore, the lie of silence.
The locker room goes unnaturally quiet. A few of the guys glance at Chip, then at me, like they’re hoping I’ll laugh it off, shove him, or turn it into a joke so they don’t have to pick a side. They’re all just standing there, waiting for me to either shrink or swing.
Chip leans back against a locker with that crooked smirk on his face, but I don’t stare back at him. I look at the team. 
“Yeah,” I say, keeping my voice level even though my pulse is pounding hard in my throat and my shoulders feel wound tight as wire, forcing my breathing slow so nothing shifts under my skin. “You heard Chip right.”
I let that sit for a second, make sure every one of them is actually listening.
“I’m a big bad gay wolf,” I continue, the words landing slower now, deliberate, “and I don’t care who knows it.”
No one laughs. A couple of guys shift on the benches, one fumbling with his pads, another staring at the floor. Another stares at me like he’s trying to figure out if I just lost my mind or found it.
My hands are shaking, but I don’t let them see. I keep my chin up and my shoulders squared. If this blows up, at least I’m the one holding the dynamite.
Chip’s smirk crawls back onto his face, but his eyes, sharp, restless, betray a flicker of unease. He shoves off the bench, swaggering closer, his voice pitched loud enough for everyone to hear. “Look at this guy,” he sneers, circling me like a dog toying with fresh meat. “Finally got the balls to say it. Thought we all didn’t know? You’ve been eye fucking Butch since day one.”
Laughter scatters across the locker room, nervous and sharp. Chip grins wider, feeding off it, his words rolling out hot and fast. “Newsflash, Dean, nobody cares you’re a fur queen. Wolves bite, right? Wolves fight. And you?” He jabs a finger at my chest. “You just whimper.”
The jab lands deeper than I let show. My pulse thunders, the wolf clawing inside me, begging to answer back with more than words.
And then Butch’s voice cuts through, dark with challenge. He hasn’t left. He’s doubled back, eyes locked on Chip like a predator scenting weakness. “You want a piece of me, Chip?” Butch’s lips curl into something feral, taunting. “Come and take it.”
Chip lunges at Butch.
Butch hits the ground hard, Chip straddling him. And still, still, Butch doesn’t fight back. He just lets it happen. His hands hang loose, his chest rising with slow measured breaths.
At first it looks like Chip is dominating him, forcing him down. But there is something off, something too intimate. Chip’s grip digs into the cotton of Butch’s jersey, hips pressing with a grind that looks less like violence and more like hunger in disguise. The others don’t see it, or maybe they do, and that’s why they start laughing.
Chip’s swagger falters. The laughter stings him, and I know he can’t let it go.
My gut tells me to jump in, to yank Chip back and take the heat off Butch before this gets worse, but there is another part of me, quieter and more unsettled, that understands what Chip is really doing. I can see it in the way Butch stands there loose and almost bored that he is choosing not to react, choosing to let it play out, because he knows something about this that Chip does not, and I know it too.
Chip’s movements grow more desperate the longer it drags on, his breathing turning ragged and his attempts to pin Butch down getting sloppier by the second, and the harder he strains the clearer it becomes that Butch is not actually losing, because he could flip him and end it whenever he wants, but he chooses not to.
Then it happens fast enough to feel like a crack of thunder. Butch’s hand slaps Chip’s face, loud enough to echo off the lockers. 
Chip’s head jerks sideways, and when he looks back his mouth is open and his eyes are wide, shocked like he never thought anyone would actually hit him like that.
That’s when I can’t take it anymore. The heat, the noise, the tension pulling me apart from the inside. My legs move before I can think, carrying me out of the room.
“Danny!” Butch calls after me, his voice tighter than usual, like it slipped out before he could stop it. His hand brushes my arm but I push it away.
“Don’t,” I choke out, because if I say anything else I might turn around and go back, and I can feel that pull in my chest trying one last time to drag me toward him, to make me stay, but I force it down. I glance past Butch and catch Chip staring at us, eyes lit up like he just found something he wants to tear open.
I walk out while the locker room fills back up with noise, laughter and shouts bouncing off tile like nothing just happened, and it all fades behind me because none of it reaches the part of me that finally feels steady. The wolf under my skin shifts, restless and pissed, but it stays where it is. For once I am not choosing him or fighting him, I am choosing myself, and that feels solid in a way nothing else has.
***
The talent scout is already in the living room when I arrive, standing instead of sitting like he cannot quite relax. He turns fast when he hears me and smiles like he has been waiting for this exact second.
“Hope you don’t mind me dropping in,” he says, quick and easy, but there is a buzz under it, like his brain is moving faster than his mouth. “Your Aunt Violet rescued me from freezing on the porch and decided I looked harmless enough.”
Aunt Violet snorts from the kitchen.
He steps forward and offers his hand. “Parker Kade.”
I shake it. His grip is warm, confident, a little too energetic. “Danny Dean, pleased to meet you”.
“Of course! Four touchdowns, and you still had enough left in the tank to argue with your own sideline. I like that.” His eyes flick over me, not in a creepy way, more like he is scanning data. “I’m here because players who think like that don’t belong in small ponds.”
He paces once, hands moving as he talks. “Let me ask you something. You ever been to New York?”
I shake my head, no.
“Good,” he says, like that is somehow the right answer. “Then you haven’t felt it yet. The noise, the scale, the way everything moves fast and expects you to keep up. It forces you to level up whether you want to or not.”
“Good,” he says, like that is somehow the right answer. “Then you haven’t felt it yet. The noise, the scale, the way everything moves fast and expects you to keep up. It forces you to level up whether you want to or not.”
He glances at Aunt Violet, then back at me. “Hillwhite University sits right in the heart of it. Not tucked away. Not hiding. Right there in it. The stadium lights don’t just shine on the field, they shine on everything that comes after.”
“That so?” I say, feeling the spark hit but keeping my voice even, holding it down the way I’ve learned to since this thing under my skin stopped feeling like a curse and started feeling like something I can use.
“Yeah,” he replies easily. “And I think part of you already knows Woodland isn’t the final level.”
Aunt Violet clears her throat, like she does not love that phrasing.
Parker leans forward a little, lowering his voice like he is about to tell me a secret. “Hillwhite won’t just give you a jersey. It’ll give you a stage. Bigger competition. Bigger expectations. Bigger consequences.”
He lets that hang for a second before adding, almost casually, “Full scholarship. Tuition. Housing. Training facilities that make most pro teams jealous.”
My stomach flips.
He watches my reaction and grins. “Yeah. I figured that would get your attention.”
Andrew steps out from the kitchen, expression a mix of pride and concern. “Everything all right here?”
“Yes,” Parker says, eyes bright, flicking to Andrew. “Just discussing Danny’s future. He’s exactly the player we’ve been looking for at Hillwhite.”
“I… I’m honored,” I say, savoring the words, savoring the city they hint at, the new life just within reach.
Parker presses a card into my hand, already glancing toward the door. “Give me a call when you’re ready to discuss details. I’ll leave you to celebrate.” He leaves, leaving behind a spark of energy I can’t let go of.
The living room goes dead quiet, the TV hum suddenly loud as hell and a dish clinking in the kitchen making me flinch, and then the news cuts in and I just stop.
“The suspects in the Woodland Falls pharmacy robbery remain at large. Of note, the Lycantherone stock taken was significant, raising concerns among authorities…”
When the word Lycantherone clicks with Butch, my stomach drops because I know I have to see him tonight and tell him before this gets out of control.
Andrew’s hand touches my shoulder. “Danny…”
I shake my head. “Something came up,” I say, keeping it even. “It’s fine. I just need to deal with it tonight.”
I’m already halfway to the door, hand on the knob, when I hear him say something behind me, but it doesn’t really land, not at first, just noise trailing after me as I step out onto the porch and pull the door shut. It’s only when I’m halfway down the steps that the words catch up and replay in my head, slower this time, like an echo I can’t shake:
“If you leave for Hillwhite, I’ll… I’ll miss you.”
***
Butch’s place sits near the treeline, low and square, siding weathered to a gray-brown that blends into the pines. The porch sags in the middle, patched with scrap wood. Above the door, a deer skull is nailed into the siding, its antlers throwing jagged shadows under the porch light.
I raise my hand to knock, light, just once, but the door gives the second my fingers touch it. It’s unlocked and half-cracked already, like someone rushed through and didn’t bother closing it all the way. I push it open slowly, the hinges whining soft, but nobody comes to meet me.
The kitchen opens off the entryway. The linoleum curls at the edges, the fridge hums loud in the corner, and the table is scarred with cigarette burns that mark the years. Farley sits there, still as stone, like he’s been expecting me, the light catching in the lines carved into his face.
“You came,” he says finally.
I stay by the door for a moment, trying to read him. The quiet stretches, broken only by the creak of his chair when he finally raises his eyes to me.
“Butch around?” I ask. My voice comes out rougher than I mean.
“Yup.” 
From where I stand, I can hear the low murmur of a TV drifting in from the den, some old Western maybe, gunshots muffled by the wall. A chair creaks, then the scrape of boots shifting against the floorboards.
“You notice anything off with him?” I ask finally, eyes fixed on the steam rising from his mug. “Butch… doesn’t seem himself.”
Farley’s gaze sharpens, though he doesn’t move. “The wolf isn’t what you think it is. People see the strength, the speed, the power. They don’t see the weakness underneath. If you don’t have the mind for it, it eats you hollow. Leaves you less than you were. The other wolves can sense it. It’s a pack thing. Wolves always know their Alpha without asking.”
I clear my throat. “What happened at the pharmacy?”
“Not everything broken in this town is ours to answer for,” he says softly. “People see what they want to see.”
Butch’s voice carries faintly from the next room. There’s a shift of weight, a cough he tries to swallow, and something in it pulls me down the hallway before I even think about turning back.
His jersey is thrown over a chair, a knife resting on the dresser like it belongs there, and the room smells like pine resin, sweat, and smoke that never fully clears out. But it’s him that hits me hardest. He’s leaning against the edge of the bed like he’s pretending he’s fine, like he’s still made of steel and nerve and that wild current that usually keeps him upright, but tonight something is off. He looks heavier, like gravity is pressing down on him harder than it should, like the space between us takes more effort for him to cross than it ever has before.
He pushes off the bed and steps toward me, slow and deliberate, but the slowness feels wrong on him. Butch never moves without force behind it; there’s usually something coiled in him, something ready to snap forward the second instinct calls. Now his shoulders drag a little, his steps landing heavier than they should. He stops close enough that I can feel the heat off him.
“That night in the woods,” he continues, his eyes steady on mine. “When we crossed that line. You remember?”
“How could I forget?”
My pulse kicks harder, and I remember the heat, the way everything sharpened and blurred at the same time, the way it felt like something moved through both of us that wasn’t just skin. I do not answer, but he sees it in my face anyway.
“I let your wolf push into me,” he says, his voice lower now. “I kept mine down so it wouldn’t tear you up and you could come in clean.”
His jaw tightens, and for a second the old fire flickers there. “Now, the wolf doesn’t speak to me the same way anymore,” he admits. “It speaks to you first.”
His voice is steady, but there’s frustration under it, not weak, just raw. “I stepped back. On purpose.”
“Why would you do that?” I ask.
“Because I saw where it was taking me,” he says, not blinking. “Power’s not just about who can hold the most. It’s about who can carry it without letting it run wild. I was pushing it too hard. I thought if I could dominate it, it’d obey me.” He shakes his head once. “That’s not how it works.”
He steps closer, not crowding, just enough that I feel the heat off him. “I didn’t lose anything. I redirected it. The pack needs a center, not just force. I can be force. I’ve always been force. But center?” He gives me a look. “That’s you.”
I swallow. “So you just decided I should carry it?”
“I decided I’d rather choose who leads it than let it choose for me,” he says. “That’s not weakness. That’s control.”
He exhales hard and runs a hand through his hair. “You don’t get it yet. I trained with the warriors for years. It isn’t just about holding power. It’s about syncing it.”
He reaches past me and grabs the remote, flicking on the TV. An old western flashes for a second before he switches the channel, and bright color floods the room. Power Rangers fill the screen, and I let out a breath that is half laugh and half something else.
“You’re serious right now?” I ask.
“Watch,” he says.
On screen, they morph, light wrapping around them as that sleek second skin snaps into place. The transformation is smooth, controlled, like power sealing itself tight instead of exploding outward. 
“You used to lose your mind over this,” he says, stepping close behind me so I can feel the heat of him along my back. “The morph, the sync, the Zords coming together.”
I do not answer, because he is not wrong.
“That’s what it’s like,” he says, stepping in closer, his voice dropping until it feels like it’s brushing the back of my neck. “When we line up right and call it together, it isn’t just strength. It’s the snap of it. The lock-in. It’s like after the morph hits and that second skin seals tight, smooth and perfect, like it was made for you.”
His eyes stay locked on mine, watching close, and I can feel it rising under my skin the longer he holds my gaze, that slow, heated pull tightening low in my body like he’s waiting to see if I’ll let it climb all the way up. “Then the Zords answer,” he continues, “everything slamming into place piece by piece until you’re standing inside something bigger than yourself, something built to move as one.”
He tilts his head slightly. “You really think Hillwhite is going to give you that kind of power, that kind of control?”
“I didn’t say I was leaving,” I reply, keeping my voice measured.
“You didn’t say you were staying either,” he says, and he turns me slightly so I have to face him.
“What happens to this if you go?” he asks, and this time there is no edge, just something raw under the surface.
I want to tell him about the scholarship, about New York, about the way my chest lit up when Parker described the stadium and the scale of it, but the words stay where they are.
“Nothing’s decided,” I say instead.
He searches my face like he knows there is more I’m not giving him. “You’re stronger here,” he says quietly. “You build it here. With us.”
“With you,” I correct.
A flicker of vulnerability crosses his face before he smooths it away. “Yeah,” he says. “With me.”
Now I can’t tell if I want the stadium lights and the big city, or this room and this heat and the way it feels when I sync with him in that power-up moment where it isn’t just me anymore, but us tapped into something deeper and hotter that keeps climbing.
***
The school auditorium presses in around me, old curtains sagging over the stage while the hot lights beat down and rows of seats creak and shift under a hundred restless students who keep leaning forward, whispering, and nudging each other like nobody can sit still.
Butch sits one seat over, solid and quiet. I can feel him without looking, but I stare past him because I just need my head to lock onto something that isn’t the mess in town, the howling in the woods, or the way my blood runs hotter every day.
Mr. Francis stands down front clutching his clipboard like it’s a life raft.
“Okay!” he calls out, bright and desperate. “You’re about to see something special. A preview scene from Romeo and Juliet. The full production will be playing at the Woodland Playhouse next week.”
A few whistles.
“Do we get a kissing scene?” someone shouts.
The seats shake with laughter. A paper ball skips down the aisle.
Neither Butch nor I laugh. We sit there like two guys pretending we aren’t holding a live wire between us as the lights dim.
The lights dim, then a single spotlight snaps on over the stage as Tristan steps into it, and everything in me goes still.
The costume should look ridiculous. Tights hugging his long legs, a loose white shirt open at the throat, velvet catching the light. A cheap stage dagger hangs at his hip, but he wears it like it belongs to him. It’s like the stage is his natural habitat and the rest of us are just visiting. There’s something soft about him that doesn’t mean weak. He crosses the stage slow and easy, one hand grazing the fake stone wall, the other near the dagger at his hip. His body moves like music, every step loose and confident as he lifts his head and begins.
“With love’s light wings did I o’er-perch these walls…”
Chip cups his hands. “Bend the knee, Romeo!”
More laughter.
Tristan doesn’t blink because he’s not going to rush it. 
“Love goes toward love as schoolboys from their books…”
Next to me Butch shifts slightly, big shoulders tightening, like he can feel something changing in the air even if he doesn’t know what it is.
Chip leans over the seat behind me.
“Is this doing anything for you?” he whispers, grinning.
I don’t even look at him.
“Watch the scene.”
He snorts, surprised I answered.
On stage Tristan reaches the balcony and looks up, eyes bright under the lights, and for a second it almost feels like he’s looking straight at me.
Now I’ve felt power surge through me when I held Butch down in the woods or chased someone across a field, but watching Tristan move in the light, fearless and completely himself, makes the animal in me that’s been straining against its leash want to lie down in the grass. Part of me still wants the fight and the wild heat with Butch, but another part remembers that quiet night we spent as young boys before what happened with my mother and the wolf and everything got out of control. Watching Tristan there, his soft skin in those stupid tights, I feel something dangerous rise in my chest, not hunger, but something sweeter, something I could fall into.
The scene ends before I realize how still I’ve been sitting. Tristan bows once and disappears into the wings as the lights come up and the gym roars back to life, applause breaking out, half real and half mocking. Kids shove each other and laugh, but I’m still staring at the empty stage.
I slip away from the crowd while everyone’s still laughing and shoving and sneak backstage until I stop outside a door with TRISTAN taped across it in thick marker, my fist hovering for a second before I knock.
“Yeah?” Tristan calls from inside.
I open the door and step in. The room’s really just a storage closet with a mirror propped on a chair and a strip of lights clipped around it. Tristan’s halfway out of the velvet jacket, tights still hugging his legs, hair damp from the heat of the stage lights. He turns, sees me, and something in his face softens instead of closing.
For a second I just stand there, taking him in. The way he moves is slower, smoother, like he already knows what I am going to do before I do it, and it hits me low and hot, pulling me toward him before I can stop it. My weight shifts forward. Then it locks. I still feel Butch inside me as the animal under my skin, suddenly awake and alert, his mark spreading through my chest and down my arms like heat with teeth. It does not want me falling for Tristan again. I feel it press back, firm and controlled, keeping me in place.
“Well,” he says, smiling a little, “Romeo gets a visitor.”
I rub the back of my neck. “Didn’t know if you wanted one.”
He studies me for a second like he’s reading something under my skin, then shrugs lightly. “Earlier I wasn’t sure if you were actually here or just another ghost from the past,” he says, voice calm with a small, knowing smile. “You spent years pretending I didn’t exist, Danny. When someone disappears long enough you get used to performing like they’re not in the audience.”
“That’s fair,” I say.
“But when you were out there watching,” he goes on, leaning back against the makeup table, “you looked the same way you used to when we were kids and I’d show you something new. Like you actually saw me again.” His eyes move over me slower this time, taking in my shoulders, my chest, the way my shirt pulls tighter than it used to, and there is a flicker there he does not quite hide. “And I’ll be honest,” he adds, voice softer now, “that kind of attention is hard for someone like me to ignore.”
I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. “So you’re not still pissed.”
“Oh, I’m still a little pissed,” he says with a small grin. “But I also spent years imagining what it would feel like if you ever showed up again and actually looked at me the way you did tonight.” He straightens, meeting my eyes, something warmer there now, something more open. “Turns out I’m curious what you’re going to do about it.”
Tristan watches me for another moment, then leans back against the table, the bulbs around the mirror casting a steady glow across his face. “So,” he says lightly, “did you come back here to critique my Shakespeare, or is something actually eating at you?”
His eyes move over me again, slower this time, and I feel it land, the way his gaze traces the shape of my shoulders, my chest, the way my muscles press against the fabric like they are barely held in. It sends a low heat through me, deep and steady, like it is being drawn out under his eyes, and then it locks. Butch rises under my skin and clamps down, holding it there before it can spread. It builds too fast and gets caught, everything pulled tight to one point and held there, sharp and heavy in my chest and gut, like it wants release and is not allowed it. I stay where I am, breath caught, body held in place from the inside.
I shift my weight, forcing it loose, and glance toward the hallway like I might bolt if I say it wrong. “Hillwhite offered me a shot,” I tell him. “Scholarship, training camp, the whole deal if I make it through the next season.” I let out a breath. “It’s what I’ve wanted my whole life. Ever since I was a kid I figured that was the road out of here.”
Tristan nods slowly, listening the way he always used to, like he lets the words settle before he touches them.
“But now that it’s right there,” I add, “something in me keeps dragging its feet.”
“What kind of something?” he asks.
I shrug. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s stupid. Maybe it’s just this town getting its hooks in,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck. “Or maybe there’s something out in those woods that hasn’t finished with me yet.”
Tristan watches me for a second, the faint smile at the corner of his mouth fading into something more thoughtful. “Woodland does that,” he says quietly. “It leaves pieces of itself in people and waits to see if they come back looking for them.” He studies me a moment longer, like he’s weighing something. “Sometimes family leaves the deepest pieces behind.”
“My family’s almost gone,” I say. 
Tristan studies me for a moment with that soft, thoughtful look that makes it feel like he’s watching something invisible behind my words. “You say that,” he says slowly, “but this town still says your name like it means something.” He taps a finger lightly on the table beside him. “You’re so focused on your father’s legacy you might not notice the rest of it sitting right under your feet. Your mother meant something here too. People don’t forget women like that. Maybe the thing tugging at you isn’t the town holding you back. Maybe it’s something asking you to look a little deeper before you run.”
I frown at him. “You make it sound like the ground’s hiding treasure.”
He smiles faintly. “Sometimes it is.”
I shake my head and lean against the doorframe. “What about you then? I thought you were counting the seconds until you got out of Woodland.”
“Oh I am,” he says, and the smile turns wistful. “I just realized the escape route was a little different than I thought.” He glances down at the velvet sleeve still draped over his arm. “A few months ago I found out who my real father was. Turns out the man I spent my childhood imagining wasn’t the one I came from.” 
His voice stays calm but there’s a quiet shine in his eyes that makes the words feel heavier. “My mom had twins when she was young and broke and scared and could only keep one of us.” He gives a small, reflective shrug. “The man who was actually my father left for New York not long after because he realized he didn’t love her the way he thought he did.”
“That’s terrible,” I say.
Tristan tilts his head, considering that. “Not really,” he says softly. “What came before was terrible. He convinced himself he loved her because he was trying to be someone he wasn’t. Eventually he figured out he was gay in a town that would never forgive him for it, so he ran for the one place where he thought he might finally breathe.” 
His eyes drift toward the stage door like he can see the city through it. “New York. I used to think I wanted to go there to become someone. Now I think I just want to see if I can find him and figure out whether there’s a place for me in his world.”
“You really think you’ll find him?”
Tristan shrugs, a small bittersweet curve in his mouth. “Maybe. Maybe not. But the idea that there’s a world out there where someone like him could exist without hiding makes the whole thing feel possible.” He looks back at me, eyes steady. “And if you’re standing on the edge of your own escape hatch, Danny, maybe it’s worth asking what part of you is trying to follow it and what part of you is trying to tell you there’s still a story here you haven’t read yet.”
***
The Woodland town library is almost empty when I walk in, the kind of quiet that made every small sound carry farther than it should. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead and one of them flickered every few seconds, throwing a pale pulse across the worn carpet and the tall shelves packed tight with old books that no one had checked out in years.
Two old guys near the entrance leaned over newspapers and turned the pages with loud dry rustles. No one paid any attention to me as I headed straight for the back of the room where the microfilm machines sat lined up against the wall like gray televisions from another decade.
	I had used one once for a history assignment and it took me a minute to remember how the thing worked, but eventually I fed the reel through the metal track and turned the knob until the screen filled with a shaky block of newspaper columns. The machine buzzed softly under my hands while the film rolled, and the label on the reel told me exactly what I was looking at:
WOODLAND CHRONICLE
	LOCAL POLITICS / DEVELOPMENT
	2016-2020
I leaned in and started scrolling through the pages, slow, letting the headlines and grainy photos pass until one of them made me stop.
LOCAL ADVOCATE QUESTIONS EAST RIDGE DEVELOPMENT
A representative from the nearby Woodland First Nations community raised concerns at last night’s council meeting regarding Mayor John Carpenter’s proposed east ridge housing and logging expansion.
Aiyana Dean, speaking on behalf of residents connected to the nearby reserve, asked council whether proper consultation had taken place before the project moved forward.
Mayor Carpenter stated that the project sits “within municipal jurisdiction” and emphasized that the development would create jobs and infrastructure for the town.
“There is nothing secretive about responsible development,” Carpenter said.
Council agreed to continue discussion next week.
The words stayed polite and neutral the way local newspapers always tried to sound, but the exchange between my mom and Carpenter made it clear she had pushed him harder than the rest of the town council had expected.
I rolled the film forward.
Another headline slid into view.
COUNCIL DELAYS EAST RIDGE APPROVAL AFTER CONTENTIOUS MEETING
Woodland council voted Monday evening to postpone final approval of Mayor John Carpenter’s proposed east ridge housing and logging expansion following a prolonged and unusually tense council meeting that drew a large crowd of residents.
The discussion centered in part on concerns raised by Aiyana Dean, a Woodland resident with ties to families on the nearby reserve, who questioned whether the project had followed all consultation and reporting requirements tied to the land involved.
During the meeting Dean asked council to clarify several aspects of the development proposal, including environmental documentation and the timeline under which certain reports had been reviewed. Witnesses in attendance said the exchange between Dean and Mayor Carpenter grew increasingly pointed as the discussion continued.
At one point Dean stated that “certain details surrounding the project had not yet been fully addressed in public,” adding that those details would likely require further review before the project could proceed.
Mayor Carpenter responded that the development had already undergone extensive evaluation and said the council should remain focused on the long-term economic benefits for the town.
“Woodland cannot afford to stall its future because of speculation,” Carpenter said.
Several council members called for a brief recess following the exchange before returning to vote on delaying the project until the fall.
I read the paragraph again where Mom said certain details had not been addressed publicly, and the line sat there in the column like something trimmed down before it went to print. It sounded like she had walked into that room carrying something that made the mayor uncomfortable enough to stop the meeting before the vote. The delay of the project made it clear something had rattled the room. Mom had not been bluffing, and whatever she knew, Carpenter had not wanted it coming out in public.
Another article appeared less than three weeks later:
WOODLAND CHRONICLE
July 28
LOCAL ACTIVIST FOUND DEAD; INVESTIGATION UNDERWAY
Authorities confirmed Tuesday that Nathan Redbird, a community organizer who had recently attended several Woodland council meetings regarding the proposed east ridge development, was found deceased late Monday night along a service road outside town.
Police say the death is being treated as suspicious, though investigators have not yet determined a cause.
Redbird, 34, had been involved in recent public discussions surrounding the development project and had attended multiple meetings alongside Aiyana Dean, a Woodland resident who has spoken publicly about concerns tied to the project’s potential impact on nearby Indigenous land.
Constable Mark Ellison of the Woodland detachment stated that investigators are currently reviewing the circumstances surrounding the discovery.
“At this stage we are gathering information and speaking with individuals who may have had recent contact with Mr. Redbird,” Ellison said. “No conclusions have been reached.”
When asked whether Redbird’s death might be connected to the recent disputes surrounding the development project, Mayor John Carpenter said it would be inappropriate to speculate.
“This is a tragic situation and our thoughts are with the family,” Carpenter said. “We should allow the police to complete their investigation.”
Dean briefly spoke to reporters outside the council building following Monday evening’s meeting and confirmed that Redbird had been helping gather documentation related to the east ridge proposal.
“He was asking questions that needed answers,” Dean said.
When asked whether Redbird had recently uncovered new information tied to the development project, Dean paused before responding.
“I do not want to speculate about anything right now,” she said. “People should wait until the investigation is finished.”
Police have not released further details and say the investigation remains ongoing.
My mother did not pause when she had the truth in her hands. She knew something she was not ready to say out loud yet, and someone else in that room probably knew it too.
I rolled the film backward and started reading the earlier articles again until something else finally jumped out at me.
Every one of them carried the same byline.
By Daniel Mercer
Mercer had written every piece on the development fight and every account of the council meetings. He was there when the arguments happened and heard the parts that never made it into print.
I spotted the town directory binder hanging on a hook beside the front desk, flipped it open until I found the Woodland Chronicle, and tore Mercer’s number onto a scrap of paper.
***
Mercer had sounded tight and paranoid on the phone and refused to talk there, telling me to meet him after dark at the old rail yard outside Woodland if I wanted to hear what my mother had really uncovered.
I parked beside the rusted fence where the gravel lot opened up toward the long-abandoned loading dock and shut off the engine. 
Mercer showed up ten minutes later in a faded gray sedan, rolling slowly into the lot with its headlights off until it was almost beside mine. I recognized him from the photo on his old articles, but the man walking toward me now looked thinner, older. He kept glancing over his shoulder toward the road like he expected another car to appear.
He wore a dark jacket. His eyes moved constantly across the rail yard, scanning the empty buildings and the line of trees by the river, making sure he was alone.
“You Danny?” he asked when he reached the edge of the gravel.
I nodded and stepped out of the truck, and the wind carried the smell of the river through the broken boards of the dock behind us while a loose sheet of metal clanged somewhere down the track.
“You should not have called the office,” Mercer said quietly, his voice tight enough that it made me wonder who else had picked up that line before he did. “People listen when you start asking about certain things in this town.”
“My mother was asking about those same things,” I said.
He studied me for a moment the way someone does when they are trying to decide how much truth a stranger can handle, and then he nodded once and reached into the inside pocket of his jacket.
“She brought evidence,” he said. “Documents, maps, records that were never supposed to show up in the public file for the development.”
“And you were going to publish it.”
“That was the plan,” he said, and for the first time since he stepped out of the car he looked straight at me instead of scanning the yard. “Until my editor got a call.”
The metal sheet down the track clanged again in the wind and Mercer’s eyes flicked toward the sound before he continued.
“From Carpenter?”
“I never heard the voice myself,” he said finally. “But after that call the paper started receiving letters and messages telling us to drop the investigation, and the publisher called me into his office and said the Chronicle was not going to pursue the story anymore.” 
“Just like that.”
“Just like that,” Mercer said, and his mouth twisted slightly like the memory still irritated him. “He told me that certain stories cause problems that small papers cannot afford.”
“And my mother?”
“She did not like hearing that,” Mercer said quietly. “She said the town deserved to know what was happening up on that ridge and that if the Chronicle would not print the story she would keep digging herself.”
“So what was it? What did she find?”
Mercer looked down at the small drive in his hand before holding it out toward me.
“The evidence speaks for itself,” he said.
Then he turned and slipped back into the dark rail yard before I could ask anything else.


CHIP
CHAPTER ELEVEN
The game ends and the stadium lights dim one by one while the field empties.
I watch Butch the way I always do, even when nobody else is around to notice. He drags his steps on purpose while the team peels away without him. I hang back because I don’t need to rush, and because I want him to feel me there. By the time we’re the last two around, he stops and turns like he can feel my eyes on him.
“You good?” I keep my voice level like nothing is wrong.
He doesn’t answer, but I can see whatever he has been holding back all night is slipping.
The crowd pours out of the stadium in waves, but I stay behind before slipping through the side door and heading down the empty hallway with my phone already in my hand and the camera rolling. If the wolf isn’t going to come to me, then I’m going to walk straight into its den. I pass the trophy case and catch my reflection in the glass, my eyes bright and jaw tight like I’m about to kick open a door I’ve been staring at my whole life. I don’t look scared, and that makes me grin. I look ready and hungry, like something inside me has finally decided it wants out.
“Butchie…” I breathe out, low enough to make my skin prickle. I follow it with kissy noises, dirty, taunting, mean.
Something crashes inside the locker room, and I freeze for half a heartbeat before I smile.
“Here, Butchie, Butchie,” I murmur again, sweet as poison. “Here, faggot. Come out, come out, wherever you are.”
The locker room door hangs open like bait, like someone has left a trap wide open just to see who is dumb enough to step inside, but I step through anyway because if the wolf is in there, then walking into the trap is exactly the point. I keep my phone up and sweep the benches and corners, looking for Butch in the dark shadows.
Then I hear it, something breathing hard in the dark, heaving and tearing like a body trying to crawl out of its own skin. The gun comes out from under my shirt, cold as it slides into my palm like it belongs there, and I pivot toward the sound, my breath tightening as my finger settles on the trigger.
A shadow lunges from the left, and I fire before I even finish thinking.
The blast rips through the locker room and rattles my skull, and the recoil snaps up my arm. The regret hits a second later, and it hits harder because I know I moved too soon. I should have waited because I needed him to bite me first, and I should have let him take me before I took anything from him.
He limps into the light, huge and wrecked and terrifying. Hair spreads thick across his chest, and his fangs are bare, and his eyes burn like he has swallowed the sun and it is clawing its way back out of him. Blood pours down his ribs from the hole I gave him, but he still looks like he could tear the whole place open just by breathing.
“Damn, Butchie,” I say under my breath. “Look at you.”
Then his howl snaps halfway out of him and comes back thin and human as the wolf starts collapsing in on itself, his shoulders jerking and his muscles spasming like something under his skin is peeling backward. The fur along his spine ripples once and then pulls inward and vanishes like a wave reversing. His claws scrape the tile while they shorten and curl into fingers again. His hands tremble hard, and they are slick with blood and sweat.
Now he just looks human again, just Butch on his knees with his chest heaving and his hair stuck to his forehead. His teeth rattle and his shoulders shake while he fights for air. For a second I think his eyes lift toward me like he feels me standing there and knows I have seen him at his biggest and his weakest. Then his head drops and his palms slap the tile while he drags in another breath.
I get my revenge, but the fire goes out with him, and whatever is supposed to rise out of those ashes never gets the chance.
***
I follow the dirt path out through the trees until it spills onto Old Quarry Road. I don’t slow down. I hit the hill hard, gravel snapping under my sneakers, breath ripping out of me in short bursts. The cabin lights cut through the pines ahead, bright and steady, like they’ve been waiting on me this whole time.
I push harder, legs driving, not letting up. But something’s off. My chest feels wrong. Empty where the bite should’ve hit. Like something missed.
I keep running anyway, but it doesn’t shake it. Doesn’t fill it either. Feels like I got there first and whatever was supposed to meet me never showed. Like I lined it all up and it still didn’t land. My hands keep clenching and unclenching, reaching for something that isn’t there. I can’t get a grip on it.
I spit and keep moving. Doesn’t matter. I’ll get another shot. I always do.
I reach the top of the hill and shove the front door shut behind me, the deadbolt snapping into place. I take the stairs fast, my shoulders brushing the walls, until I reach the basement, thick with smoke and laughter, the sharp crack of pool balls echoing off the cement walls. A couple of Scorpios lean over the felt with cues sliding and beers sweating on the rails while the rest crowd around throwing bills and shouting jokes, until I cut it dead with a sharp whistle that slices through the noise and makes the pool balls stop and every head snap my way.
“Game’s over,” I say, loud enough to scrape the room clean. “Listen up. That wolfboy? The one who chased down Jackie? His name’s Butch. Tonight, I tracked him down.”
Then Ma storms through the doorway like a goddamn stormfront, eyes sharp enough to split steel. “You got the evidence?” she asks, voice flat and dangerous.
“Got it all on tape.”
Ma grabs my arm, yanks me sideways, and slams the workshop’s heavy steel back door shut so hard the old latch finally catches, leaving just the two of us alone in the dark.
She studies me for a second, like she’s weighing something heavier than the door she just sealed. “You’re getting too deep into this,” she says quietly, her voice low and rough. “Until now it was different. You needed somewhere to land, and I didn’t mind you running with us. Thought it would give you some backbone until you figured out where you really belonged.”
I shrug, already shaking my head.
“There’s nothing out there for me,” I shoot back. “Not in some city full of strangers and suits pretending they matter.” I spread my hands toward the dark shop around us, toward the road outside, the trees, the whole damn town crouched in the valley. “This is it. This is where the real power is. The Scorpios run this place and everybody knows it. I’m not some kid tagging along anymore, Ma. I’m the one they follow.”
She watches me in silence for a long moment, eyes sharp, measuring the heat in my voice like she’s deciding whether it’s fire or just smoke.
Then she sighs once, reaches inside her jacket, and pulls out a folded note, the edges worn like it’s been handled a hundred times.
“Open it if shit happens,” she says.
I hammer down the hallway and yank open the file cabinet at the end of the den, drawers rattling like panicked ribs, papers flapping as I slot the note into an old manila folder marked PROPERTY TAXES, perfect camouflage.
I slam the drawer shut and bolt for the garage. The door groans open as Ma and I step in, the Scorpios filing right behind us.
“Mount up and follow me,” Ma barks. “We’re searching the woods for the wolf man.”
We gear up fast and roll out. Zippers rip up, buckles cinch tight, and guns slide home with the kind of certainty that comes from doing the same thing a hundred times. Engines kick over one by one until the rumble stacks into something heavy enough to shake the walls, and we tear down the road with leather and steel moving together like one animal.
The forest waits ahead with the moon dying at the tree line, and something in my gut tells me this is the place. Boots hit pavement as the Scorpios drop off their bikes together, and I swing off last while Ma steps out front with her chin high like she owns the clearing.
“Lock and load,” she barks. “Eyes sharp. You ain’t gonna believe what you’re about to see.”
I tug my jacket close and let a slow grin rise. Butch is out there somewhere bleeding and healing at the same time, thinking the dark will hide him and thinking Danny will ride in and save him. He doesn’t get it yet. This isn’t some love story. This is a warpath where the only thing that matters is who is still standing when the night is over.
Power like that never dies quiet and it never stays buried long, and when it comes roaring back out of him I am going to be right there to take it. That is how the world works whether people like it or not, because the strong don’t beg for power and they don’t sit around hoping for it, they hunt it down and rip it out of the hands of whoever is holding it first.
          
          	BUTCH
CHAPTER TWELVE
I am still half conscious on the locker room floor, my clothes from before the shift hanging off me. My jeans are torn at the thigh and my sweatshirt is soaked with blood, stuck to my back. My chest is bare and slick with sweat, and the wound in my ribs pulses under the skin like a second heartbeat. Every time I try to stand, the tile slides under my hands.
The wolf refuses to break loose and finish the job. It stalks under my ribs, angry, grinding against the last human bones that still believe they can hold it in place. The pressure builds inside my chest as the wolf pushes against muscle and bone, tearing through my flesh like it means to burn the whole thing down.
I push myself upright and slip in my own blood. The wound sits high on the right side of my chest, but the bullet has not passed clean through. I force my fingers into the wound and find the metal. The pain spikes hard enough to blank my vision for a moment, but I keep pressure until the slug comes free and drops on the tile.
The mirror across the lockers shows the shift fighting itself. My hair lifts and settles in rough waves, and my nails push out and pull back like the wolf is testing the edges of my hands. Heat rolls under my skin in slow surges, and every muscle tightens as the change tries to force its way through me.
My body pushes back on its own. Not because I want it to. Bone and nerve still cling to the shape of a man. The friction hits fast. It runs through my chest and up my spine. The wolf and the man grind in the same frame. Neither one lets go.
Then the door opens.
Sal steps into the locker room and fills the doorway. His uniform is clean and his badge catches the light. His posture is rigid and controlled. He has the look of someone who believes order solves problems. The wolf inside him stays buried under that discipline.
He shudders when he sees the blood. “Jesus, Butch, what the hell happened?”
I don’t answer, because my breathing is still unstable and the shift keeps pulling against my chest.
He takes a slow step forward. “I got a distress call about a gunshot here,” he says. “Anonymous. Probably someone trying to scare you off. Maybe hoping you’d run before I showed up.”
My voice scrapes out, rough. “Who called it in?”
“Doesn’t matter.” His tone sharpens. “What did you do?”
His voice hits something in my head and my vision slips for a second while the locker room blurs out.
He had used that same tone the night I was first bitten, when I came home torn open and shaking. I remembered stumbling through the front door with blood running down my ribs, while my breathing broke apart, and I remembered Sal catching me in the hallway before I hit the floor as his hands locked onto my shoulders.
“Butch, look at me,” he said, trying to keep his voice level. “What happened to you? Who did this?” His voice tried to stay steady but I still heard the crack in it.
My fingers split first as claws forced their way through skin and tore through the sheets and mattress when I fell into the bedroom. Bones snapped and rebuilt and snapped again because the shift could not commit to a single form. I remember screaming until my throat burned raw, while Sal held me down and refused to let go. He kept tightening his grip every time I thrashed because he believed control was still possible. 
And I could still see it on his face while it was happening. The confusion. Nothing in his world had prepared him for what he was looking at. The more it spun out of control, the harder he tried to force it back into order. He looked overwhelmed, but he didn’t back off. He held his ground like if he stayed there long enough, everything would settle and I’d still be the same brother he knew. 
Inside my chest, the panic pushed back, but something else hit harder. Power broke loose while everything else tore apart. The strength came up fast. Heat rolled under my skin as muscle tightened in ways it never had before. Even through the pain, I felt it. Something strong and dangerous waking up, daring anything to stop it.
Sal was holding me too tight again, trying to pin the change down with his hands. I bucked hard when the next surge hit and nearly threw him off.
“Damn it, Butch, hold still,” he said.
Dad stepped in and pulled Sal back by the shoulder before one of us got hurt. “That’s enough,” he said quietly. “You can’t hold him like that.” His eyes stayed on me for a long moment before he looked back at Sal. “He’s changing. The only ones who understand what that means are others who carry the same thing in them.”
Sal did not step away. He kept staring at me like he was trying to make sense of something that refused to fit inside the rules he trusted.
Dad watched him for a while before speaking again. “There are men out there who live with their spirits balanced on a knife’s edge between animal and human,” he said. “They carry something older than the rules we pretend hold the world together. When the wolf rises in them it doesn’t just change their bodies. It changes the ground they stand on.”
Sal’s brow tightened. “Then how do they control it?”
Dad gave a quiet breath that sounded almost like regret. “They don’t learn it the way other things are learned. There’s a threshold they pass,” he said. “Once you step across it, the world doesn’t look the same again.”
Dad continued, his voice dropping even lower.
“The bite is the doorway,” he said. “Not just teeth and blood. It’s a moment where something wild reaches into your bones and wakes the part of you that has been sleeping there since the beginning.” His eyes flicked to me again before returning to Sal. “It burns when it takes hold. It fills your body with a kind of strength that feels almost beautiful until you realize it can tear you apart just as easily.”
Sal did not move.
“If you want to stand beside him when that power rises,” Dad said, “then sooner or later you will have to step through that door yourself.”
Sal looked at me again, and this time the fear in his eyes had changed into something steadier.
Dad saw it happen.
“Just understand what you’re asking for,” he said quietly. “Once that spirit touches you, it never really lets you go.”
Sure enough, I was back in the woods a few days later with Sal already at my side. The campfire burned low and the light crawled across Mad Dog’s face in long warped shadows that made him look half wild and half human. His skin was weathered, his hair stuck up in uneven spikes, and the tattoos along his arms still twitched from the shift. The fog sat low around us and pressed cold against my shins while it curled slow through the trees.
Sal was trembling beside me so hard, his teeth chattered while the gold in his eyes flickered like a busted bulb.
Mad Dog crouched over him with that steady calm of his. He never rushed or panicked.
“What’s happening to him?” I whispered, even though I could feel the same fire chewing through my own bones.
“The spirit always wants out,” he muttered, his eyes fixed on the flames. “It wants to run free. The flesh keeps it here and keeps you human. The flesh keeps you from becoming the thing that would tear the whole damn world apart just to feel something.”
He tilted his chin toward Sal, who was still shaking. “Your brother feels that weight harder than anyone. You need to learn from him, because if you lose yourself completely you would not have a damn thing left tying you to what matters.”
I looked at Sal and saw sweat on his lip, while his breath hitched like every inhale punched him in the ribs. His eyes were full of pain he could not hide. Guilt hit me sharp and fast and anger came right behind it. I hated seeing him like that, and knowing he was hurting because of me and because he wanted to understand what was living under my skin. The fire inside me answered, and pulled harder while it whispered that I did not have to feel any of it if I simply let it take over.
I asked a question I knew I should not ask. “Can I be the wolf forever?” My voice shook, not from fear, but from the way I wanted it. “What if the boy in me just stops fighting? What if I don’t wanna come back? Can you show me how?”
Mad Dog finally looked at me, and his eyes went dark like he was staring at something he had survived but never defeated. “I don’t know,” he said. “And I don’t wanna know. I felt that pull once. Tore my mind clean in half. I bit someone out there in the woods when I was too far gone to know myself.” He paused, and stared through the fire like he expected a ghost to step out of it. “Now that someone wanders alone. A true lone wolf. Half spirit, half flesh. Belonging to neither.”
Then he looked back at us, and something close to fear sat deep in his eyes. “And I worry the same curse touched you when it bit you. Maybe your brother too.”
He wiped his hands on his jeans like he had been fixing something complicated instead of watching Sal’s body fight itself apart. He kept his hand hovering just above Sal’s spine.
“Man comes from nature,” he said. “And he goes back to it when he steps too close to the spirit world.”
The mist thickened at his words, and rose over Sal’s shoulders while his fingers clawed into the dirt.
“But sometimes,” Mad Dog said in a voice that stayed flat and solid, “when someone’s too far gone, the spirits don’t know whether to take ’em or not.”
The fog snapped around Sal and yanked him a few inches off the ground. Just enough to arch his back. Something was pulling him out through his spine. His eyes rolled white. His body shook hard. For a second I thought he was gone. Then the mist slammed him back down like it changed its mind.
Mad Dog did not blink. “But if the spirits aren’t finished with you,” he murmured, “they spit you back where you’re needed.”
My heart pounded, while I tried to make sense of it. “Where’s that?”
He rose slowly and looked out toward the trees. “They drag some of us through hell just to move us somewhere we need to be.”
The mist slowly peeled away from Sal like it was finished with him for the moment. Sal reached for my hand and grabbed it, his grip shaky but stubborn.
“Still here,” he muttered. “Ain’t leavin’ you.”
That was the part that stayed with me. The spirits almost took him that night and they nearly tore him apart, but he fought his way back anyway because he refused to leave my side.
When my vision clears, I am back on the locker room floor. 
Sal steps closer. “Butch. You need to go to the hospital. Lay low. Let me handle this.”
“The hospital won’t fix this,” I say, and the look in his eyes tells me he understands that immediately.
That is when my spirit starts begging for release not from fear or pain but from staying trapped in my body too long, and beneath that pressure sits the deeper pull and the need to dissolve and let go and give myself to whatever is calling.
Then the mist comes.
It comes in from everywhere at once, seeping through drains and vents and the cracks in the tile. I don’t call it. Didn’t have to. Whatever is behind it is older than me and Sal, and it doesn’t scare easy. The mist crawls up my legs, wraps my ribs, slides down my throat and fills my lungs. It feels like breathing something that is not made for this world, hot and cold at the same time.
My edges begin to blur and my shape loosens until it feels like gravity has forgotten me. Everything tightens at once as my spine snaps straight and heat detonates through my muscles. My whole body unravels into pale strands of vapor and white heat.
Sal steps back. His voice cracks. “Butch?”
He lunges for me, but his hand goes straight through. I spill around his arm, curling past his elbow, lifting toward the ceiling in thin shaking ribbons. It feels messed up and sacred at the same time, like the world is pulling me in and testing what I am.
For a second, I hang there, weightless between worlds. Then the mist yanks me forward, dragging me through vents, pipes, cracks, straight through the dark until the building drops away and the forest opens up under me. That’s where I start pulling back together, the vapor tightening, condensing, until my body snaps back into place above the treetops.
Everything cinches in hard. Muscle packs over bone. Skin seals hot around it. Strength slams back into my chest and shoulders. My jeans lock onto my legs like they have been poured on. My sweatshirt clings to me, wet and tight, the mist turning sharp and salty as it settles into sweat. The power hits fast and clean like my body knows exactly what it is doing.
The second I go solid, it lets go.
I crash through branches and hit the dirt hard, air ripping out of my lungs, tasting like pine and cold earth and something old buried underneath.
I am human again, but not really. Thin strands of mist still lift off my skin like it is thinking about taking me back. I push up, knuckles grinding into the dirt. The forest closes in around me, every smell sharp.
This is where the spirits throw you back when you are unfinished and unbroken and still owe the world a response.
I stand there and let them watch while I hold my ground and prepare to fight back.


DANNY
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Carpenter insists I visit him in his office, because he wants to talk more about the contract and about how the town is so proud of me after my last game. He does not stand when I enter, and he doesn’t need to because the way he sits makes it clear he now expects everyone else to adjust to him.
“Danny,” he says smoothly. “Good to see you. Hell of a performance the other night.”
I do not sit right away. “You wanted to see me?”
Ellen’s eyes move from him to me as if she already knows the conversation is about to change direction.
I lean forward and place the computer drive on the desk between us.
Carpenter’s expression does not change, but I notice the smallest pause in his breathing.
“I read the files,” I say. “The ones showing how the land stops falling under the reserve the second the feds start moving the survey lines.”
Carpenter’s smile stays perfectly in place. “Federal jurisdiction is not something a mayor controls, Danny.”
“It sounds like a bribe.”
“That sounds like speculation. You should be careful about the kind of material you trust online.”
“It is not online,” I say. “It is paperwork. Emails. Maps. Transfers. Money moving through shell companies before certain officials vote to redraw the district lines.”
Ellen’s posture stiffens slightly beside him.
Carpenter folds his hands together again, like he is calming down a child.
“Danny, development projects involve negotiations between many different agencies and levels of government. People misunderstand those processes all the time.”
“My mother does not misunderstand them.”
He tilts his head just enough to show polite regret.
“Your mother cares deeply about her community,” he says. “But passion can sometimes make people see corruption where there is simply bureaucracy.”
“Funny,” I say, my voice tightening before I can stop it, “because the documents say certain officials push that boundary change right before the vote on the project and right after money starts moving through companies connected to people on your board.”
Carpenter leans back in his chair and studies me the way a chess player studies a move that might be dangerous or might just be a bluff. He exhales slowly through his nose and then gives a small, almost amused shake of his head.
“You are young, Danny, and you are angry, because you lost your mother, and that is understandable. But throwing accusations around based on half understood paperwork is not the way to honor her.”
I stand up. “I did not come here to honor anyone.”
Carpenter stays seated.
“You come because I invite you,” he says calmly. “And because this town still has opportunities for people willing to work with it instead of against it.”
“I quit,” I say. The words come out harder than I expect, but they feel good once they are in the air. “I am not working for you, I am not helping you sell that project, and I am not pretending the things in those files are normal.”
“You’re making a mistake, Danny.”
I turn and walk out before I can answer.
The night air hits me the moment I step outside as the cold spreads across my face. I make it halfway down the steps before I hear my name behind me.
I turn around and see Ellen stand in the doorway. “I am proud of you.”
The words surprise me enough that I do not answer right away.
“Do not misunderstand,” she says. “I still work for him. As you know well, family has its own gravity. But what you did in there takes more backbone than most people in this town ever show.” 
“You knew?”
“About the project?” she says. “Enough to know it is not clean.” 
I look back at the building where Carpenter’s office lights still burn upstairs.
Ellen steps down one stair so the light catches her face. “If you get the chance, Danny, leave this town and never come back. Woodland eats the people who stay too long.”
“I am already planning on it.”
“Good,” she says softly.
Behind her the doors close and the building goes quiet again.
I walk down Main Street, the cold wind pushing at my jacket, telling myself I’ve got it under control. That the heat in my chest is just anger, not the wolf pressing under my ribs again. But Butch’s mess won’t leave me alone. Leaving Woodland sits heavy in my gut, and my dad’s at home wasting away.
I pull out my phone with my thumb hovering over Butch’s name.
The message is already there:
Meet me in the woods. ASAP. 
A map pops up beneath the text, a pin glowing behind the ridge where the trees swallow the light.
I check the time. The text was sent thirty minutes ago.
The phone slips back into my pocket and my boots drive down the empty street toward the ridge, pavement breaking to gravel and then dirt as the lights fall away.
***
The clearing opens ahead where the trees thin and the creek cuts through the rocks, branches whispering in the wind until something snaps in the brush and heavy footsteps start closing in. Butch stumbles out of the trees and drops to one hand, chest heaving, his body moving like it’s fighting the wrong shape while blood soaks through his sweatshirt and clings dark to his chest.
I swallow, hard enough that it hurts. “Shit, your chest!” I blurt.
“It was Chip,” he mutters, voice rough. “He was packing heat. Took a shot at me.”
“Why?”
“I let the wolf out too soon,” he says, throat bobbing. “Or maybe right on time. Depends how you look at it.”
He yanks his sweatshirt up and the fabric peels away from the wound with a wet tear, his teeth grinding. The gash shifts under the air, bulging and sinking like there’s something alive pressing against the skin while patches of fur twitch along the edges and flatten again. I stare at his gaping chest wound longer than I should, safer to look at the mess than at him.
“I need a favor,” he says. “Chip’s got to be stopped. He’s coming for us. Not just me—us. He’s hunting. You’ve seen him. He’s filming this shit like he’s making a highlight reel out of our blood.”
The words knot in my throat, and I force them out slow. “I can’t get dragged into the same fight as everyone else in this town.”
“And me?” He leans forward, face wincing with pain. “You’re just gonna leave me here to die?”
I shake my head. The word no sits there in my mouth and will not come out. I lift my hand near his shoulder, not touching, just feeling the heat pouring off him.
The Lycantherone might be the only thing that can pull him back from the edge now.
“I’m not leaving you. I’m not letting you bleed out in the dirt. Butch, look at me. Where’s the Lycantherone?”
“Out. Still out.”
“Then think,” I say, scanning the dark. “Someone hit the pharmacy and cleaned it out. Whoever they are, they know what we are and they’re cutting us off. This isn’t random. Either way, we need to think ahead, not charge blind like animals.”
I hear a metallic click down the slope where the path bends, and Butch’s head jerks toward it like he knows exactly what comes next.
“Chip,” Butch whispers.
I force my shoulders back even though my gut twists tight. “Then we stay smart. We move upstream, keep the creek between us and the slope. Don’t run straight. Make them chase.”
	He stares at me. Then his mouth twitches, almost a smile if the night isn’t so mean.
“After everything I’ve done for you,” he says, voice rough with breath and pain. “The bite. The strength I put in your bones. The nights I stood between you and every bastard in this town who wanted a piece of you.” He shakes his head slowly, eyes burning through the dark. “I thought when it came down to it you’d be right there with me, Danny. Not talking about running and hiding in the trees. I thought you’d be fighting at my side, teeth out, blood up, making them pay for even thinking they could hunt us.”
“What you did for me doesn’t erase what you did to me,” I say, holding his eyes. “I’m here, I won’t let you bleed out, but I’m not your weapon.”
His eyes narrow and his nostrils flare as gravel crunches down the slope, low voices drift through the dark, and another metallic click snaps into place.
“Then you’ll have to catch me first,” he says. 
	He moves like a switch flipping, up on his toes, light, fast. Two strides and he’s gone, slipping between the trees, then a blur. He doesn’t look back.
	Across the creek, a branch snaps. I hear voices, closer now. I sink into the shadows, heartbeat steady because I tell it to be. The wolf stretches inside me, ready and waiting to spring, but not yet.
	I wedge into a bend where the creek cuts against the ridge, cedar roots twisting over me like bars with a clean angle on the slope. Chip comes down first, leather catching moonlight and eyes locked on the blood trail, Raven at his side with her hand near her pistol while the Scorpios move tight behind them.
	“Bleeder’s close,” Chip mutters. He follows the drops without hurry, gun loose in his hand. “He’s running on empty. Wolf or no wolf, he won’t get far.”
	The word wolf hits me hard. He knows.
	I should leave, but Butch’s eyes flash in my head, dark with pain and defiance, and something in me refuses to back off. 
	Chip snaps his fingers and a flashlight beam cuts downstream, and I slip out from the roots and step into the creek, letting the current swallow the sound of my boots. The Scorpios climb higher on the slope, sweeping the dark while I move with the water below them.
	For a second, I think I’ve lost him, until Butch staggers across the far bank, clutching his chest. His eyes find mine across the creek, half dare, half plea. 
	I rise and step out into the open with my arms raised toward the hunting party. “Hands up. Don’t shoot.”
	Raven’s eyes slice through the dark, and she signals the men to ease, just barely. I edge closer, but she hits a hand to my chest.
	“Easy, Danny.”
	Chip snaps back, “He’s one of them. Don’t let him fool you.”
	Guns snap up, all of them aimed at me.
	Werewolf Butch explodes out of the treeline, fur slick with blood. His howl rips through the clearing as he crashes into the Scorpios, claws tearing, bodies slamming into trees while gunfire shreds the dark.
	Then something else bursts from the pines, bigger than the shadows should allow, and tackles a Scorpio so hard the ground shudders, teeth tearing into the man’s vest while the rest fire blind into the chaos. 
	Another wolfman.
	Chip doesn’t back away. He steps straight into Werewolf Butch’s path, shaking with adrenaline.
	“Yes, yes, come on, have it, motherfucker!” he screams.
	Werewolf Butch slams into him, a blur of fur and muscle that sends Chip skidding across the dirt before he can even raise the rifle. A clawed hand cracks across his jaw and snaps his head sideways, then another blow caves his chest and drops him to one knee. Butch hauls him up by the front of his jacket and drives him into a pine hard enough to shake needles loose from the branches.
	The second wolfman crashes through the line and hurls one of the Scorpios across the clearing like a rag doll, then drops another with a swipe that sends him spinning into the creek. The rest swing their guns toward him at once, muzzle flashes ripping through the trees as shots crack across the clearing, but the beast moves too fast and the rounds tear bark and dirt instead.
	Chip spits blood and swings the rifle up like a club, the stock cracking against Butch’s shoulder, but he barely feels it and shoves forward again, claws ripping through leather and cloth in a savage swipe. Butch tears Chip’s jacket open, and hammers him back into the dirt, but he still will not bite, and Chip’s face twists like that restraint burns worse than the pain ripping through his ribs.
	Raven swings her pistol from the second wolfman to Butch, and I lunge forward, grabbing her wrist and driving the barrel down. She twists back with tight, coiled strength, her eyes locking on mine like she’s bracing against something inside herself.
	“Stop!” I gasp.
	BANG! A shot splits the clearing open, and Chip stands there holding the smoking gun.
	The second wolfman seizes, fur peeling back into skin, limbs folding inward, until the shape collapses and Sal hits the ground naked and still, breath rattling out in a final broken gasp.
	Werewolf Butch freezes for a heartbeat when he sees him, a raw, wounded howl ripping out of his chest before the sound twists into something feral and merciless.
	Werewolf Butch rips through the pack, slamming a man into a tree hard enough to shake leaves loose, claws ripping across another’s vest as he cuts straight through their line. He then crashes into the woods roaring so every gun turns and chases him, rage carrying him farther than pain ever could.
	I barely have time to breathe before Chip slams into me, knocking me sideways. He leans in close, too close, breath hot against my cheek, and whispers one word that hits like a blade.
“Later.”
	Raven shoves past him and signals the Scorpios. They fall in line, guns lowered but twitching, eyes darting between Sal’s body, the wrecked clearing, and the dark where Werewolf Butch vanished. In seconds, they’re gone, boots pounding the dirt, voices tense and low, leaving me alone in the wreckage.
	I slip into the trees while the Scorpios crash through the dark in the opposite direction. Butch’s scent pulls me closer, thick with blood, sweat, and something wild that feels like it’s hauling me forward by the ribs. I push into a hollow where the moon barely reaches the ground.
	I find Werewolf Butch on his knees, shaking. For a moment he lifts his head and looks almost human, eyes unfocused, soft in a way that hits straight through me. Then the wolf drags him back under, sharp and final. Even shaking, barely breathing, right on the edge of dropping, Werewolf Butch won’t leave without a fight. It settles deeper, heavier, like it refuses to let go.
	“Butch,” I whisper, stepping toward him. His head twitches at the sound, but his whole body falls into the dirt. I drop to my knees and slide my arms under him. He’s heavy as hell, all muscle and fur and heat, but I hoist him over my shoulders until I’m sure he won’t slip. I don’t know where I’m taking him yet, only that I have to get him away from here before anything else tries to claim him.
	Butch’s weight drapes across my shoulders while I push through the trees, his arms hooked over me, his breath hot and uneven against the side of my neck as I keep moving toward where I know the road has to be.
	“Stay with me,” I tell him quietly, adjusting my hold so he doesn’t slip, my hands braced under his legs while I keep moving forward through the trees.
	Then the trembling starts.
	At first it feels like a shiver running through him, the kind you get from cold or exhaustion, but it grows stronger with every step until his whole body is shaking against my back. His fingers clamp harder around my shoulders and his chest presses closer into me while the heat of him rises another notch.
	“Butch?” I say, trying to keep my voice steady.
	The trembling turns violent a second later and suddenly I can feel something shifting in the way his weight rests across me, his shoulders rolling forward, his muscles tightening like cables pulling under the skin. The pressure of him against my back changes all at once, stronger and wider, the contact rougher than it was a moment ago as though his body is expanding against mine.
	I slow my steps, trying to bend enough to ease him down before things get worse.
	That is when his grip locks.
	His hands clamp onto my shoulders so hard it almost stops my breath and his body jerks violently above me, the movement sudden and powerful enough to jolt my balance. 
Then he explodes off my back.
	The force knocks me forward into the dirt and I barely catch myself before my face hits the ground. I roll over just in time to see him land a few feet away, crouched low with his hands dug into the soil, his whole body shaking like something inside him is tearing its way free.
	“Butch?” I say, pushing myself upright.
	He lifts his head. The moonlight hits his eyes and for a split second I can still see him in there, the same stubborn look he always gets when he is fighting something, but the rest of him is changing too fast for that to last. His shoulders swell wider as he straightens, his back arching while a low sound starts to build in his throat, something deeper than a growl.
	He looks straight at me. Then he lunges.
	The impact slams into my chest and drives me flat onto my back, the air blasting out of my lungs while his weight pins me to the ground. His hands tear through the front of my jacket and his breath hits my face hot and sharp while he snarls, the sound vibrating through his chest where it presses against mine.
	“Butch!” I shout, shoving against him with everything I have.
	For half a heartbeat he freezes.
	Finally my voice reaches him somewhere deep inside the noise of the wolf, his body stiffening and the snarl faltering just long enough for me to twist sideways and kick him off. I scramble backward through the leaves while he staggers away a few steps, shaking his head like something inside it is ripping apart.
	Then he throws his head back and howls. The sound rips through the forest and before I can get to my feet he spins and crashes into the woods, tearing through the branches with terrifying speed until the dark swallows him completely.
	I stay there in the dirt, breathing hard, staring into the place where he vanished. 
	That is when it hits me that Butch isn’t in control anymore and that whatever the wolf wants tonight might be stronger than anything either of us can stop.
	I push myself up, my legs shaking harder than I want to admit, and start moving in his direction. The tracks vanish almost immediately in the dark, but I keep going because standing still out here feels worse than the fear crawling through my stomach. The only thing I can do now is keep moving until I find him again.
	The trees break open onto the road, asphalt shining faintly beneath the moon. I look for any sign of life, a porch light, a passing car, anything, but the street is empty and still.
	Silence stretches out until I hear a scream, Ellen’s scream, coming from the Carpenter house.
	My legs move before my thoughts catch up, panic for Butch twisting into the instinct to save her from whatever he’s become.
	The Carpenter place rises pale and blank against the dark, porch lights out, windows dead. Down the slope, the cellar doors rattle in the wind, creaking like something trapped beneath them wants out. Ellen has to be down there. I slide along the siding, my hand brushing the frame as damp, sour air rolls up from below.
	I bolt down the steps, wood creaking under my boots, and push into the dim space just as Ellen’s flashlight beam jerks across the stone and lands on Butch. His face contorts at the glare, eyes burning, his body caught between human and something else entirely. The light makes him flinch, arm raised to shield himself, while Ellen trembles hard enough that the beam shakes.
	Butch lunges for Ellen, reaching for the flashlight, and she fumbles to keep hold.
	“Give me that!” I shout, grabbing for it. “The light’s blinding him!” Her fingers slip against mine, sweaty and shaking, but after one long, stunned second she lets it go. The flashlight lands in my hand hot and slick with sweat.
	“Is anyone else here?” I ask, keeping my voice low even though my chest is still hammering.
	Ellen shakes her head, her grip tightening on the edge of the stairs. “No. I’m alone. My dad had some business to finish up at city hall.”
	The words hang there for a second while the flashlight trembles in my hand and Butch paces sideways along the stone wall like a caged animal, his breath rattling through the cellar.
	“Jackie told me what happened that night,” she says, voice tight with disbelief. “I didn’t believe her, how could I? But now…” She looks at Butch, then back at me, eyes sharp. “What’s happened to him, Danny?”
	His breath rattles in and out of him, ragged and animal. “It’s not him,” I say. “It’s this rage he’s high on. It’s turning him into a monster. Just like your father.”
	Butch growls and lunges sideways, and I snap the beam into his eyes again. He recoils, snarling. “It just comes out different,” I tell her. “I’ll calm him down, but you need to leave.”
	Ellen stares me down, testing every word. “How do you know about all this?” she presses. “Are you mixed up in it too?”
	Butch starts toward me, slow and predatory, heat rolling off him in waves.
	I shout, “Just go!” louder than I mean to.
	She hesitates, then climbs a few steps before glancing back, her face hardening in the light. “Like I said before, Danny… take care of yourself.”
	“Run!” I yell. “Go!” She bolts the rest of the way up, her boots hammering the wooden stairs, and then she’s gone, leaving me alone with him in the dark.
	Werewolf Butch slams me into the cold stone wall, his breath hot against my face.
	“Butch,” I say, steadying my voice even as fear pulses hard through me, “it doesn’t have to end like this. There’s a place past the fence, away from all this, where fear can’t touch us. You’re hurting. I am too. It’s not weakness, it’s what happens when you’ve been strong for too long.”
	For a second all I hear is his breathing, deep and ragged, and then his hand, still shaking but still human, rises and touches my cheek, the heat of his palm rough and steady enough to pull my focus back into my body.
	He pulls me hard against him and kisses me full on the mouth, not careful or hesitant but hard and urgent, our lips pressed together like we are trying to hold each other in place before something tears us apart again. The kiss hits me like a jolt through my chest and the wolf inside my veins answers it instantly, grounding me so the animal and the human inside me stop fighting and lock together for one steady second where everything feels fierce and certain and alive.
	That’s when the ground starts rumbling beneath our feet.
	At first I think it is just my heartbeat still racing, but the sound grows louder until I hear engines, several of them, cutting out at once. Boots hit gravel. Voices murmur low. Metal clinks. Someone laughs, a laugh I know too well.
	The Scorpios are outside.
	The cellar doors slam open and Butch stumbles out, me right behind him. The Scorpios spill into the yard, forming a circle with rifles raised.
Raven steps forward, pistol already aimed, and Chip hangs behind her smirking like he’s watching his favorite show unfold. “I’m on to you now, cocksucker,” Raven spits. Butch doesn’t even flinch. The wolf still coils under his skin, waiting to break loose.
	BANG!
	A Scorpio fires too early and the bullet hits Butch’s shoulder. He collapses into the dirt. 
	“Hold your fire, damn it!” Raven snaps, fury flaring. “We need proof he’s a wolfman!” The rifles freeze mid-air. His eyes lock on mine, fierce even through the pain.
	“Unleash the wolf, Danny,” he whispers, lips brushing the words against my mouth. “Show them who you are. It’s your only chance.”
	Raven’s flashlight catches the blood across his chest before sliding back to me, her stare sharp enough to cut. “Is what he said true, Danny?” she asks. “Are you one of them?”
	“I transform and you shoot my head off,” I say. “Sounds like a raw deal.”
 	“Very well,” she says. “Have it your way.”
Her gun snaps toward Butch and fires. His head jerks back, the light draining from his eyes as his body collapses into my arms, blood steaming in the cold air. “No.” The word tears out of me. A single tear burns down my cheek.
	Raven doesn’t smile or blink and keeps her gun trained on me.
	“Your turn,” she says. Another tear slips free, the only thing I can’t keep down. “Well come on, Danny!” she yells. “Don’t keep us waiting!”
	The wolf surges inside me, hungry, furious, ready to break every bone in the clearing. But if I shift now, they’ll kill me before my feet hit the ground. I dig my nails into my palms and force it down. “You’ll get nothing from me,” I say.
	Raven snaps her wrist toward the Scorpios and barks, “Drop your weapons!”
	The Scorpios hesitate, then drop their rifles into the dirt, as Raven says, low and lethal, “Drop your weapons, and whatever you see me do now, don’t breathe a word of it or I’ll kill you.”
	She shoves me, hard, like she’s claiming every inch of the space. I shove her back just as hard. 
	“Fuck off,” I spit. 
	Her mouth splits into a jagged laugh. “You know, Danny,” she says softly, “I should’ve finished you off a long time ago… just like I did your mother.”
	The words hit like a blade sinking into my chest. My fists curl. The wolf claws and howls inside me, demanding to be let out. Raven leans into the pain she’s causing.
	“It wasn’t my idea,” she croons. “The mayor paid me top dollar. You see, Danny… I’m just like you now. A savage predator.” She spreads her arms wide, chin tilting back. “In fact,” she snarls, voice warping, distorting, “I’m the leader of the motherfucking pack.”
	Her laugh breaks apart into something inhuman. Her spine bows. Her jaw unhinges, splitting wide as fangs tear through her gums. Fur bursts across her skin in ragged patches. Claws rip out, her hands jerking into hooked talons.
	The Scorpios stare in horror, guns forgotten in the dirt.
	I try to stay cool as I bare my teeth at that grotesque, unfolding wolf before my eyes, and let the words seethe out, “Then come and get me, you bitch!”
	 Then I’m gone, already bolting before it can finish becoming. The Scorpios chase after me, but Raven’s snarl is right on my heels.
	Then I see the fence ahead, tall and rusted and jagged, looking like freedom and a trap at the same time because fences don’t just keep things out. Sometimes they keep things in.
	Suddenly, I remember being thirteen again, barefoot, bleeding, sprinting through these same woods with Raven’s snarl behind me. Her claws were on my trail, her breath hot on my neck as I clawed up that pine, jumping only because I had no other chance. 
	I hauled myself onto a thick branch, sap slick under my palms as I pulled my knees tight to my chest. I stayed there, barely breathing, afraid the smallest sound would give me away. Below me, the wolf moved through the brush, slow and deliberate, sniffing the ground where I had been a second before.
	Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary…
	I thought if I stayed still long enough the wolf might pass me by, but it didn’t. It circled and stayed and watched. 
	As of someone gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door.
	Like it never leaves, not the wolf inside me nor the one inside her, just moving closer and quieter until it’s right behind me.
	Gunfire erupts across the clearing, but before they hit me, Werewolf Raven is caught in the line of fire. Rounds rip chunks from her shifting body, jerking her backward with each hit. Her howl shreds the air. She collapses, claws gouging the dirt.
	“What the hell is that?” someone shouts. 
	Raven lifts her head weakly. “I warned you… hold… fire.” Then she slumps, barely breathing.
	That’s my chance.
	I sprint harder until I reach the fence. Mad Dog is standing right on top of it, built like steel, arms crossed, eyes blazing like he’s been waiting all damn night.
	“Hold the line, Danny!” he roars. 
	“I can’t!” I shout back. “They’re coming from everywhere!”
	The Scorpios crash out of the trees in a black leather wave. 
	Mad Dog bellows again, “Stand strong!” I hit the fence, fingers clawing into rusted links as I haul myself up. A foot slips, my body dropping, then Mad Dog’s hand yanks me to the top rail beside him.
	The wolf inside me finally explodes loose. 
	And my soul from out that shadow that lies floating on the floor shall be lifted nevermore.
	Mad Dog shifts with me, body ripping open into a monster of muscle and fury. Two wolfmen stand on the fence, side by side, howling like thunder splitting the world. 
	We leap from the fence and hit the ground running, full force, full fury.
	The Scorpio line breaks in a second. Whatever nerve they had drains out as they go from hunters to prey.
	Mad Dog and I hit the ground running the moment our feet clear the fence. He yanks me toward the trees, and all I can do is follow.
	I don’t know if I’m animal or man at this point. My body doesn’t feel like mine, every movement comes sharper, heavier, like something faster and hungrier has its hands on the controls. Every step tears the ground like I’m built for it, not like a kid trying to get away. My head screams at me to stay human, hold the line, keep it together, but my body doesn’t listen. 
	I just follow, my head spinning from the change and the shift and the pull of the wolf dragging me in two directions at once. My bones don’t even know what shape they’re supposed to hold. My body shakes, stretched thin between forms.
	And then everything goes numb, heat sliding off me, pain untangling, the world softening into a weightless in between. That’s the last thing I feel before I black out.
***
	I come too slowly, my head heavy, like I’m dragging myself back into my own skin. My feet carry me through the trees toward the fire without asking, like the path’s already been decided. Mad Dog and his crew are there, sitting tight around the flames like they’ve been waiting for me. 
	They sit there shirtless in the firelight, cut-off leather vests hanging open or tossed aside, heavy jackets and gloves scattered near the logs, thick belts catching the light, their skin marked with ink that looks earned, not chosen, stretched over solid, grounded muscle.
	Mad Dog catches me first, eyes locking on me through the flames. He doesn’t call me out, doesn’t raise his voice. He just leans closer, the fire painting his face in red. “John Carpenter’s meeting with Charles Kold at the Forest Inn,” he says, steady. “He’s sealing our fate. If that deal goes through, we lose our land forever.”
	I shake my head, already hating where this is going. “I don’t want to kill him.”
	The warriors trade looks. A couple of them laugh, low and mean.
	Mad Dog doesn’t laugh. His eyes narrow. “I’ve seen the beast in you. It’s getting stronger. More savage every day. It’s only a matter of time before you lose control.”
	I stare into the fire, heat stinging my face. “You think I don’t know that?” I mutter. 
	As much as I try to resist, I know he’s right. For the first time since Dad said “no,” I don’t want to run. I want to make them pay. I want to put a name on the black hole that took Butch and Sal and shove it back into the dark.
	I step forward. “I’m in,” I say. Simple. No speech, no bargaining.
	Mad Dog’s eyes don’t soften, just a slow nod, the kind that clears the room. One of the warriors spits on the ground and laughs, but Mad Dog holds up a hand.
	“Good,” he says. “We move at dusk. The Forest Inn. Don’t get soft, kid. This isn’t just a scare, this is a stake in our future.”
	Mad Dog hooks two fingers at me and steps back from the fire. “Come on,” he says, not waiting to see if I will. He drops into a low squat, palms flat on the dirt, and motions for me to mirror him. “Before we move, we settle.”
	I follow, knees protesting as I sink down. He taps the ground once, slow. “Feel your weight. Feet. Hands. Breath.” His eyes flick up to mine, steady. “Nothing fancy. Just don’t rush it.” We breathe together for a few beats, the noise of the camp fading until all I hear is blood and air. “That’s it,” he says. “If you can keep this when things go bad, you won’t lose yourself.”
	He straightens and gestures me into the circle with a tilt of his head. “Sit.”
	I join the warriors in a rough circle, their shoulders bare, skin already sheened with the day’s training. Mad Dog moves without hurry, like he belongs to the space that connects everybody. “This isn’t about muscle,” he says. “It’s about pulse. About keeping time with each other. You let the man die when the pack calls. You let the pack breathe you into something more.”
	Our breathing shifts at once, instinctively. Every inhale lands together. Every exhale leaves together, one shared rhythm pulling me in until my lungs forget they were ever separate.
	I’m not changing yet. Not in body. The weight of all of them folds into me first.
	Mad Dog’s hand lands on my shoulder, heavy, grounding. “Don’t fight it, kid. Feel us. Feel how the blood carries.”
	Their bodies lean into the rhythm, shoulders rolling, spines flexing, jaws opening wider, breath rougher. It isn’t violent. It’s ritual, something practiced, something lived in. Their heat rolls into me until I can feel it crawling over my skin, not burning but holding me in place.
	I close my eyes and let it happen, and I see Butch rising up in my head like he’s coming out of the ground itself, dirt and oil streaked across his skin, his body sharp and defined, something that doesn’t just sit in the heat but bursts through it. I feel myself reaching for that connection, like I used to watch those episodes of Power Rangers after the morphs when the zords lock together into one. 
	The circle of warriors bursts into wolves one by one, fur rushing, bones snapping, claws catching dirt, muscles tearing and reforming as their shadows bulk into monsters.
	Mad Dog holds back longer than the rest, the last to change, his voice still carrying through the chaos as his jaw splits and his muzzle pushes forward. “Stay with us,” he says, the words breaking as his mouth reshapes. “D-don’t stand alone.”
	The second I let go, I feel like I’m falling into a current. My lungs aren’t mine alone anymore, they drag with theirs, every inhale pulled together, every exhale crashing back like waves. My legs pump with their strength, my skin burns with their heat, my heart pounds in time with a dozen others.
	My vision stutters, in one heartbeat I see Mad Dog, fur pushing through, his eyes burning like coals, and the next I am Mad Dog, looking back at myself through something older and heavier, while the boy inside me is still there, still trying to hold on, still trying to stay in control, but slipping with every breath.
	Before I know it, I am inside another wolf warrior, and then another, moving through them as easily as breath, carried by the same pulse, the same shared rhythm, until the idea of separate bodies starts to fall away.
	It is overwhelming and steady at the same time, like I cannot contain it but I never want it to stop, like every part of me is being pulled tighter and stronger and locked into something bigger. Around the fire, the others breathe with it, and I feel it move through all of us together, like one force pressing in on me from every side. They are pulling Butch’s spirit out of the forest and into this circle, shaping it and driving it into me. It is the part of him that takes space without asking and moves first without hesitation, the part they are all feeding until it hits me deep and heavy and does not let go.
	It is different from that first bite when he opened something in me before I understood what I was stepping into. Even if I was not ready, I still leaned into it and felt it take hold in my body and change me from the inside out. It felt like I was giving something up without fully knowing what I was getting back. Now I feel him settle somewhere deeper, not in my body but in my soul, and I am still here but stronger and steadier with him under me and behind me holding me up. I cannot tell where I end and he starts, only that whatever this is, it is not leaving.
	The release breaks loose like thunder, driven out of the circle itself, a single force built from all of us breathing and moving and locking together. A howl rips out of us as one, shaking the trees and blasting sparks into the night, and my chest caves hollow and swells full in the same breath, like the pack has emptied me out and filled me with something stronger in its place.
	The sound fades into heavy breaths, the snarls into low groans, and around the fire the wolves give way to men again, steam lifting off us like we have all come back from the same storm.
	Mad Dog stands over me, looking like a man who has done this a thousand times and knows exactly how far to push before pulling back.
	“That’s it, kid,” he rasps, his voice all gravel and smoke. “That’s the pack.”
	I lie there shaking, my lungs raw, my own skin mine again, but the charge still hums low inside me, and underneath it, deeper and sharper, I sense Butch is still there.
***
	The Forest Hotel’s parkade is dead quiet, lights buzzing yellow overhead, as John’s Cadillac rolls in. He steps out stiff with his jacket tugged tight.
	His face collapses when he sees me, like the ground drops out from under him. 
	The words come out of me heavier than I mean them, full of teeth. “Raven confessed everything. You ordered the hit on my mother.”
	Mad Dog and the others step out of the dark behind me, and their silence hits harder than anything they could say. John spins, cornered, eyes wild. “What is this? Danny?”
	The change crashes over the pack like a seizure, drowning every thought until I am nothing but hunger and rage, and the warriors change with me as their bodies surge forward into John. Before it fully takes me, something in me drops under it and the noise dulls, like I sink beneath the surface and everything slows into that same steady pull from the circle.
	The concrete under my feet shifts, and I am not in the parkade anymore but in the trees, younger and smaller, and it is not my body. I am Butch the night he was first bitten by the wolf. When it bites into me, it rips deep and opens something inside me before I can understand it, but it does not kill me like it did my mother. I fight back. I feel it break me open from the inside as I answer it, and it surges up in me, raw and violent and alive, not panic or confusion but something older and focused that pushes back.
	He grabs the wolf that wants to kill him and tears into it, and I feel it with him, not just fear but revenge, not just for himself but for my mother. It burns through both of us at the same time. 
	Underneath it, I feel the others again, not just around me but inside it. Our spirits lock together the way they did in the circle until we are not separate anymore but moving as one force. Something larger forms out of all of us and holds me in place inside it as every part of us drives the same strike forward at once.
	John’s scream tears loose, blood spraying across the concrete, and when it stops silence rushes in too fast. I blink and what is left of him lies broken across the floor, his suit shredded and his face gored into something that barely looks recognizable.
	When the shift finally loosens its grip, we are left standing in the wreckage of it, with skin torn and raw in places and our clothes shredded. No one speaks and we just stand there, wounded but upright, and whatever held us together during the change is gone now.
	Bile surges up bitter in my throat and I stagger back, gagging, unable to swallow it down.
	A hand settles on my shoulder, heavy and dry and calloused like old leather, and Mad Dog’s voice rasps low in my ear, steady and hard all at once.
	“It’s over now, Danny.” The words should calm me but they do not.
	“I need to break free from the pack,” I force out, my voice rough.
	His hand lingers on my shoulder a beat too long, like he is still deciding if I belong to him. “Then you better be ready to make it on your own, kid,” he says. His voice lands heavy, like it is both a warning and a blessing at the same time.
	I turn and walk away from the pack. I do not look back, even though some part of me wants to. I should feel like it’s over.
	Still, something in me stays sharp, like it is still tracking, still listening. I can feel it out there, not gone, just waiting. It is not hiding from me, it is calling me out. I am not done until I find it and finish it. Whatever is left of me will not settle until I do.


CHIP
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
	The bike tears down the highway like it was built for me, the engine roaring under my hands as the lane lines blur and the night opens ahead. Everything in me runs hotter and sharper, every light stretching, every shadow alive.
	I’m on the prowl. This is what it is now. And with that heat running through me, I can still feel where it started, the memory sitting in the bite, pulling me back into the trees.
	Back to that night…
	The woods were dead quiet, too quiet, and my boots crunched over the leaves loud as hell. I didn’t care. Let whoever was out there hear me. I wasn’t sneaking up on anyone. Ma was slumped against a trunk with her head back and her eyes half shut like she was already gone.
	“Ma?” My voice cracked, and I hated that it cracked.
	Her eyes fluttered open, weak and cloudy, and she tried to smirk, but it twisted crooked with pain. “I’m… dying, Chip,” she said, her voice scraping out dry and rough. “You were always… too much like me.” She swallowed, her breath shaking. “I never told you… because I wanted you to find your own way. Thought you’d leave all this behind. Be a big football star.” Her eyes squeezed shut. “But… I guess… I don’t get a choice now.”
	My head spun. “What? No. Mom, don’t talk like that.”
	She cut me off. “Come closer.”
	“What?”
	Her lips twitched. “Closer, baby.”
	Something in me hesitated, but she was Ma, so I leaned in just enough to hear her and feel her breath on my ear, and that was when she moved.
	Her jaws clamped onto my neck and everything detonated as her fangs tore in and fire ripped through me, hot and blinding, my blood spilling fast down my chest while I staggered with my hands slipping and my breath blowing apart as the world tilted. The scream that came out of me was not just pain but fury and shock and something breaking open all at once, because it didn’t feel like she was killing me. It felt like she was forcing something awake, carving her mark into me and daring me to survive it. All the darkness she carried slammed into my veins at once. Instead of collapsing I surged, and I knew even through the agony that there was no going back.
	Her body slumped against the tree as her breaths came shorter and weaker, and her eyes burned one last time before dimming out like a dying bulb. I felt her life sliding into mine, and every second she faded I got heavier and hotter and stronger. I couldn’t look away because watching her die felt like watching myself being built piece by piece out of her last breath. When her chest finally stopped the woods went silent again, but I didn’t because I was alive with everything she put in me.
	Football was never my future because Danny needed that field like oxygen, not me. Under those lights all I ever saw was another cage. Ma knew that because even when she said “football star” she already knew I was meant for this, for blood and teeth and power and pack, and my fate was never in the bleachers but right there, dripping down my neck.
***
	I got home and staggered into the basement. My body jerked like it couldn’t hold me together, and every blink sliced my world into violent bursts of infrared. The room strobed red hot like something inside me was switching the lights on and off with its claws.
	I wanted to let the wolf rip straight out, but I couldn’t because part of me knew that if I let it out there would be no going back. I needed the truth she had kept hidden, and that hesitation tore at me worse than the change itself.
	I slammed into a chair and it snapped like twigs. Boxes crashed. Papers flew. I couldn’t catch my breath. My hands shook so violently I couldn’t hold onto anything for more than a second. I roared and punched a filing cabinet, denting steel like cardboard. Drawers burst open, and I saw a folder marked in black: 
IN CASE SHIT HAPPENS.
I ripped it open and found a slip of paper in Ma’s handwriting:
I found the secret, Chip. I found the trigger that pulls the beast out of people, the spark that makes change unavoidable. Don’t kid yourself. Power like this always takes payment. You don’t beat the darkness that comes with it. You let it in and make it work for you.
I never trusted the Scorpios with it. Give men that kind of power and they don’t bond, they rot. They start testing each other, then testing you, watching for the moment you hesitate. I wasn’t about to hand them something they’d use to turn on me the second I looked away. Lead the pack as the alpha they’ll swear they chose, even when they finally realize they were always riding behind you. 
— Ma
***
Ma’s words stayed with me as I tore down the highway, the engine roaring under my hands. The Ziploc bag of Lycantherone sat in my jacket with another note, scrawled quick, saying that it could control the change sometimes. It felt small next to what was already moving through me, heat spreading fast through my chest and limbs, heavy and alive, like it was already taking over. 
I ease off the throttle and pull the bike to the shoulder, engine idling under me. For a second I just sit there, the bag light in my hand. I thought about Ma grabbing my jacket, pulling me closer. I could still turn back. Could still go inside, wash the blood off, act like none of this was real. Like I was still the same guy. But standing there with it in my hand, that didn’t feel true anymore. That felt like the lie.
I pulled out and tossed it into the dark without slowing down. I wasn’t holding anything back anymore. The man and the wolf were locked together now.  
I twist the throttle hard and the engine roars back, deep and hungry, the pull of it running through me, lining up with everything already pushing to get out. I leaned into the speed with a grin, because whatever I was before was already gone. I wasn’t going back.	
The bridge stretches out in front of me, wet boards slick under the dim streetlamps. Mist drifts up from the falls, cold and damp, hanging low so everything looks half hidden. The roar of the water carries through the gorge. It echoes off the cliffs until it sounds like the earth itself is growling.
Ma’s words stayed with me as I tore down the highway, the engine roaring under my hands. The Ziploc bag of Lycantherone sat in my jacket with another note, scrawled quick, saying that it could control the change sometimes. It felt small next to what was already moving through me, heat spreading fast through my chest and limbs, heavy and alive, like it was already taking over. 
I ease off the throttle and pull the bike to the shoulder, engine idling under me. For a second I just sit there, the bag light in my hand. I thought about Ma grabbing my jacket, pulling me closer. I could still turn back. Could still go inside, wash the blood off, act like none of this was real. Like I was still the same guy. But standing there with it in my hand, that didn’t feel true anymore. That felt like the lie.
I pulled out and tossed it into the dark without slowing down. I wasn’t holding anything back anymore. The man and the wolf were locked together now.  
I twist the throttle hard and the engine roars back, deep and hungry, the pull of it running through me, lining up with everything already pushing to get out. I leaned into the speed with a grin, because whatever I was before was already gone. I wasn’t going back.	
The bridge stretches out in front of me, wet boards slick under the dim streetlamps. Mist drifts up from the falls, cold and damp, hanging low so everything looks half hidden. The roar of the water carries through the gorge. It echoes off the cliffs until it sounds like the earth itself is growling.
	That’s when I spot Tristan coming up the bridge, moving slow like nothing can touch him, like he’s got all the time in the world. Hoodie loose, shirt open at the collar, jeans hugging his legs, sneakers flashing white. His hair keeps falling into his eyes, catching the light when he moves, and the way he carries himself, smooth, untouchable, says he knows exactly how good he looks. I twist the throttle once, sharp, and the sound cracks through the mist. He doesn’t react. He just keeps walking like the road belongs to him.
	The engine snarls when I twist the handle, headlight pinning Tristan in the mist, his shadow stretching long across the boards.
	“Out late, Romeo?” I call.
	He keeps walking, his face ghost pale in the motorcycle beam. “You don’t scare me.”
	I twist the throttle hard, the bike roaring like thunder. Sound cracks the gorge wide open. Tristan flinches, spins, and I swerve straight at him, headlight flooding him white. His eyes go wide. He jolts back, slipping.
	I gun it again, swerve close, and clip him. He hits the planks with a cry. I cut the engine, boots skidding, and I’m on him before he can get up.
“Get off me!” he gasps as I slam him down. His hands push at my chest, weak, his legs slipping on the wet boards. I pin him there, grip locked on his shoulders, feeling him tense and shake under me. I jam my knee into his thigh, keeping him from getting any leverage.
My jaw tightens, muscles aching, breath coming hard as the pull in me locks onto him. 
I drive him hard into the boards. Wood cracks under his back as I dig in, testing him. He gasps, breath knocked out. 
I drag him a few inches across the boards, rough, watching his body jolt with it, feeling it hit harder every time he reacts. My teeth bare, breath coming hot as I get close, close enough to feel him shake, close enough to hear his heartbeat kick.
Then he stops fighting and leans into it. His hands grab my jacket instead, holding on. He doesn’t pull away. Guess he knows he’s not stopping me.
His hand slides up the back of my neck, firm. His other hand presses to my chest, slow and steady. “Easy,” he murmurs, low, like he’s trying to settle me.
	He never knew me like this before, but he knows me now. For the first time someone finally sees me for who I really am. No hiding. No passing. 
The man is the mask and the wolf is the truth.

DANNY
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
I move through the woods at a hard, steady pace, keeping my breathing low as every sound behind me tightens my shoulders, branches snapping underfoot, leaves crunching, wind moving through the trees, and something shifting in the brush. I know the law will be on my tail any minute. I cannot shake the image of Carpenter dying in the parkade, the blood soaking through his shirt and spreading across the cold floor. Something worse rides closer than any search party, a presence that does not need noise to track me. It presses at my back and pulls at something in me at the same time until every step feels like I am either getting away or about to turn and meet it.
I remember it clearly what happened right after.
I ran to the Granger cabin to see Farley because he was the only one who could steady what was starting to break loose in me after we killed Carpenter.
His eyes softened, just a fraction, not pity, something steadier than that. “You’re still fighting it,” he said. “That’s good.”
I shook my head. “Feels like it’s fighting me.”
Farley leaned back slightly, folding his hands together, never rushing, never pushing. “It isn’t just the change,” he said. “It’s everything around it. Pressure. Fear. What’s been building in you for a long time.”
Farley exhaled, slow. “That kind of force doesn’t come from nowhere.” He looked down at the table for a moment, then back up. “Neither did Butch.”
His name hit harder than anything else. My jaw tightened. “What about him?”
“When I first met him, I thought I could help him contain it,” he said. “The way he moved through the world. Direct. Uncompromising. There was structure in it too. A kind of clarity. I thought if I could give it boundaries, it would settle.” He shook his head slightly. “It didn’t settle. It grew.” There was no judgment in his voice, just truth. “He wasn’t meant to be softened,” Farley continued. “He was meant to be understood. Accepted for what he was becoming.” I swallowed. “And what was that?” Farley met my eyes. “A force,” he said. “One this place created.”
He gestured faintly, like he meant more than just the room. “This land. This town. The way it’s been handled. Controlled. Measured. Stripped down into numbers and plans by people who don’t live with what they change.” I thought of Carpenter without him saying the name. 
Farley’s voice stayed calm. “Your mother saw it clearly,” he said. “What was being done. What it would cost. She tried to hold that line. She tried to keep you out of it too,” he added, softer. “To give you a life that wasn’t shaped by that fight.” I looked away. 
“She couldn’t,” I said. 
“That’s right,” Farley nodded. “She couldn’t.”
“Sometimes,” he continued, “what we try to protect people from is exactly what they need to face. Not because it’s fair. Because it’s already theirs.”
“You think I needed this?” I asked.
“I think,” he said slowly, “that what’s happening to you didn’t start with you. And it won’t end with you either.”
“And now?” I asked.
Farley’s voice stayed gentle, but it did not soften the truth. “Now it’s yours to decide what it becomes.”
Farley nodded toward the door. “If you’re going to reach him,” he said, “you won’t do it in here.”
“Reach who?”
“Butch.” He leaned forward slightly. “If you call out,” he said, “really call out, the forest has a way of answering.”
I stepped outside, and somewhere out there I could still feel it, not just the thing that had been chasing me, but something else too, waiting for me to stop running.
Then it slips out from under me.
Now, I’m back in the woods.
I knew I was not going to see my father again, not after what I had done and what I was turning into. He had tried to give me something steady and clean, a way to think straight and keep moving without getting pulled into all of this. He kept my feet under me and my head clear, and I held onto that as long as I could because I loved him for it. But some part of me always knew it was never going to hold, not here, not with everything already set in motion, and now it felt like I had already lost him before I was ready to admit it.
And I had something now, whether I wanted it or not. I knew I could give it to him, the way he gave me what he knew. It wasn’t what he taught me. It wasn’t controlled, but it was strength. If I could pass it to him, he wouldn’t fade out like this. He wouldn’t have to carry it alone.
It didn’t feel right, but it felt like the only thing left that might keep him alive.
It was just past midnight when I reached the house. It stood quiet in the dark, nothing out of place, like it had not been touched by any of it. I climbed the old tree out back, the bark rough under my hands, branches swaying as they carried me up toward the balcony outside my dad’s room.
I slipped through the balcony door and stopped.
He was propped against the pillows, thinner than I had ever seen him, like the bed was swallowing him whole. His skin had gone pale, his eyes sunk deep, his breathing uneven and shallow. He was worn down, like whatever had been holding him up had finally given way.
His eyes opened slow, unfocused at first, then settling on me.
“Dad.” My voice cracked, and I raised a finger to my lips before he could speak. I stepped closer, dirt still clinging to me, clothes torn and stiff. “I know things seem bad right now, but I’ve got something that can change it. It could be a cure. It could give you strength. Power.”
He shook his head, slow but certain. “No…”
I swallowed. “Dad…?”
His throat worked, a rough sound breaking out of him, and he looked at me like I was already gone. 
“No. No…” he murmured, barely there, then it broke wider, panic pushing through it. “No. No!”
“Andrew?” Violet’s voice came down the hall, tight with worry, footsteps moving fast.
I backed toward the window, not waiting, not thinking, taking one last look at him before I slipped out and dropped from the balcony, hitting the ground hard and pushing off into the night.
Now the feeling snaps back into me, sharp and sudden, not from behind but ahead, cutting through the trees like something reaching out, tight with panic and pulling at me in a way I cannot ignore. It is not just fear. There is something human in it, something strained and breaking, and it lands low in my chest like it is meant for me.
I turn without thinking and pick up speed, my feet finding the ground on their own as I move through the woods toward it, the pull tightening with every step while that same force from before stays close. It is no longer following me, but closing in on whatever is calling out. My senses light up sharp and hot, breath deep, pulse heavy, every sound and shift in the dark hitting close and clean. Something in me leans into it instead of holding back, until I break through the trees and see them before either of them sees me.
Tristan is pinned on the bridge, flat on his back, soaked in mist, his hands shoving weakly against Chip’s chest. I can see it ripping through Chip as he changes, not smooth, not controlled, but flooding him all at once.
He lunges, and his teeth sink into Tristan before he even knows he has moved, the bite landing hard and holding a second too long. Tristan’s head snaps to the side, eyes wide, throat caught in the headlight, a smear of red along his shoulder, and then his eyes roll back and he drops flat, going still all at once.
A sharp, otherworldly whistle rips out of me and echoes through the gorge.
Werewolf Chip looks up first and finds me, his grin twisting, eyes locked on me like he’s been waiting for this.
And the change floods through me all at once, heat surging, my body pushing outward as it tears out of me. A growl works its way out of my chest, low, raw, and then we’re on each other.
His shoulder smashes into mine, claws raking across my ribs. I grab him by the fur along his spine and hurl him into the railing, wood splintering under his weight. His jaws clamp down on my arm, white hot, tearing deep. I wrench free, my claws sinking into his hide, dragging both of us across the slick boards.
Headlights explode through the mist, huge, blinding, and a truck engine roars against the gorge walls. The light hits us dead on, our shadows stretching long across the bridge.
The boards crack. Then they give.
The bridge splits open beneath us, planks tearing free. We both drop through the gap locked together in a knot of claws and rage. Gravity grabs us, ripping us down, our bodies smashing against each other as we fall.
We hit the river like a bomb. The freezing cold current eats us, slamming my back into stone, dragging me under. Chip’s claws carve along my ribs. My jaws snap back. We hit each other harder than the rapids hit us.
We roll in the torrent, colliding, tearing, breaking apart and shoving back together. My vision swims red. Every kick, every bite, every shred of force between us pushes closer to the edge of breaking.
I lunge. My jaws lock on his throat. He thrashes, breaking loose, blood filling my mouth. He tears into my shoulder. We spin under, deeper, water roaring in my ears. I slam him down beneath the surface, muscles shaking, forcing him into the current.
His eyes flash wide in the dark water as I pin him, pressing harder, harder, until
SNAP!
The break vibrates through my skull. I feel it before I hear it, because the river swallows the sound. His body goes slack. His claws slip away, drifting with the current as the water clouds red. And as the wolf drains out of him, what floats in my arms isn’t a monster anymore. It’s just the boy. His eyes are rolled white, his neck broken where my jaws tore through.
I drag myself toward the riverbank, body shaking, and I know I’m not going to make it, the damage too much to ignore. I collapse onto the rocks, gasping as the world spins around me.
I hear footsteps through the mist, and then Butch steps out of it. White lines cut across his skin, glowing like embers, not paint but ancient symbols pulsing with a life of their own.
He glances at the markings. “These mean I crossed over,” he says. “Not halfway. All the way. This is what it looks like when it finally takes hold.”
He steps right up to me. Mist rolls off him and hits my neck, cold enough to make me flinch, then it just sits there, sinking in like it belongs. He looms over me, blocking out the moonlight, then drops to a knee beside me and grabs a fistful of my shirt, hauling me up just enough so I have to look at him.
“You made me figure it out, Danny,” he says, low, not loud but it lands. “You stayed. Even when you weren’t sure. Even when I pushed you past where you should’ve walked. Even when I lost it and almost let that thing take all of it.”
His hand tightens in my shirt.
“Now it’s me,” he says. “I’m taking you through it. No stopping halfway. I’ll show you what’s on the other side.”
He kisses me, and something in me shifts right away. It’s not like the wolf pushing up or me holding it back. They both ease at once, lining up and locking together, moving as one. As his spirit lifts and pulls me with it, I feel my body drop off in a sharp, electric release until I see it lying in the dirt, still, finally free of the weight I’ve been carrying.
We hit the ground as white wolves, glowing in the dark, our paws kicking off flashes of light as we run. The mountain rises ahead, and we climb toward the ridge where the trees break and the wind cuts clean. 
At the lookout, the world opens beneath us, glowing faint and warm, every house a heartbeat, every life a flicker in the dark. We stand above it all, carved from light, no longer running or hiding, just watching over the place that made us who we are.

EPILOGUE
I write it first as a novel, then as a play. I keep rewriting until the page becomes a stage and the stage becomes a page. I end up suspended between them, not quite actor, not quite author, just someone pulled under by the story until it feels more real than my own life.
I told people Hillwhite was the reason I left town and that was true, but not all of it. I needed space where I could breathe without watching myself, and without feeling like every look meant something I had to hide. The city gave me that. It was loud enough to disappear in and wide enough that no one cared who I was or who I wanted. 
It was there, in the middle of all that noise, that I went to see my father, who had I never known.
I remember standing outside his place, not sure if I was there to confirm something I already knew. When he opened the door, he didn’t look surprised, only tired, like he’d been waiting longer than he wanted to admit. 
Inside, it was neat, but sparse, like he kept things in place without ever letting them feel like home. We sat across from each other in a quiet room that didn’t belong to either of us yet. I didn’t know what I was supposed to ask, so I asked the only thing that mattered.
“Why didn’t you come back?”
He looked down at his hands before answering. “I thought staying away would make it easier,” he said. “For you. For your mother.” He let out a breath that sounded like it had been held too long. “I was wrong.”
We stayed there like that for a while, not fixing anything, just sitting inside what it was. Then he said something that shifted everything.
“Your brother came to see me once.”
I felt it before I understood it. “My brother?”
He nodded. “Years ago. He found me. We planned to spend a week together. Your mother encouraged it.” He paused, searching for the right way to say it. “But when he realized… who I was… how I lived… he couldn’t stay.”
My chest tightened. “He left?”
“He ran,” he said quietly. “Went back home the same day.”
I already knew the answer before I asked it. “What was his name?”
He looked at me, steady this time. “Chip.”
When he says his name, it clicks. I see Chip clearly now, the way he moved, always pushing forward, never hesitating. He took up space like it belonged to him, like the world was something you hit first and forced to move. He was alive in a way I never let myself be. 
I know my mother couldn’t have known that then, not when we were just babies, but it still feels like it fits. He was always meant to stay and I was always meant to go.
I came back the same quiet way I left, highway miles behind me, one duffel bag, no announcement, just a return that finally stuck. It wasn’t a grand scene or a headline moment, just steps retracing themselves until the town’s edges stopped feeling like edges at all. There is no real escape from this town. There is only the story, circling back, refusing to stay buried.
I gathered the rest of the story the thankless way, from people in Woodland and on the reserve, people who knew Danny, Butch, and Chip, and could only imagine the parts nobody ever filed anywhere official. The stories they handed me were steadier, more honest, than the police record, which held almost nothing at all.
And through all of it, I kept feeling something else, echoes of Danny and Butch still warning us of their presence, haunting the town just enough to push it forward. Their memory moves quiet through Woodland’s mist, steering me toward the pieces I kept missing, urging me to reshape the story again and again, the way certain tales return so the living can rise to the occasion.
When the legend becomes truth, I print the legend.
***
The ritual always begins in the dressing room. The actor playing Butch waits shirtless, and I insist on painting him myself, white lines, spirals, glyphs pulled from instinct. The symbols shift every night, cut sharp or drifting soft like smoke, the impulse steering the brush. Each stroke presses Danny’s ache, envy, and want deeper into him. My eyes snag on the rise of his chest, the arc of his shoulder, the line of his collar.
I linger too long at his collarbone, my fingers dragging slower than they should, and the mark my brother left on me pulls tight, heat spreading out from it, the animal in me waking and leaning into the contact. But I don’t follow it. I never bite him back the way Butch bit Danny in those woods. The hunger in me stays contained, hot and restless, something I carry but never act on, nothing I ever carve into his skin.
Then the call comes, and whatever I hold back here stays behind as I step onto the stage for the final scene. When he kisses me, the lights fall to black as the fog rolls out and swallows the stage.
When the lights rise again, we’re gone, and our silhouettes shape into wolves across the scrim, stretched and shifting, moving like we don’t need bodies anymore. It’s just backlight, angles, and fog, but it reads like something crossing over, and as the curtain falls, the howl sound effect rises, like something answering for us.
Then I reemerge as Danny, finishing the poem he began in Mr. Francis’s class. They’re the words I carry for both of us now, released at last into the kind of quiet only a true theatre holds when it’s really listening.
“Darkest woods, hilltop high, we used to race,
Echoes in the wind, in a wild boy’s pace.
Never knew where hunger met the bone,
Or where the beast inside found a name to own.
Cedar black breath and marching feet,
Heartbeats pounding like thunder’s beat.
We carried ache we never spoke,
Held onto legacy until it finally broke.
Not fangs, not claws, but longing deep,
The kind you feel before you leap.
A roar beneath the quiet skin,
A door you stand at, letting change begin.
The wolf doesn’t rage, it guides, it calls,
It waits for surrender instead of walls.
And when two spirits share a frame, a breath, a name,
They walk out wearing different faces, but the heartbeat feels the same.”
After the show, I’m back in the dressing room on my own, not quite Danny anymore, not fully myself either. 
Tonight, there’s a letter on my dressing table, a fan letter, its honesty sharp enough to sting when I read it. It’s from a young man my age, closeted and carrying the same ache Danny carries onstage. 
I take up my pen, answering as the boy who carries these stories, letting them breathe back into the world through me.
Dear Friend,
I know the weight you carry. That pull in you to be seen. You don’t have to be afraid of it.
There are times when it won’t stay quiet. You feel it rising, slow, like something shifting just under the surface. It can feel like too much. Like if you let it come any closer, you won’t be able to take it back.
Sometimes it’s quieter than that. Just a feeling that if you stay where you are, something in you will start to fade. 
You don’t have to keep forcing it down.
Find someone who doesn’t look away from that part of you. Someone who stays when it gets close. 
Because that same part of you will find its way through all of it. Even when you run. Even when you think you’ve buried it or left it somewhere behind you.
It doesn’t really go away. It brings you back.
And after a while, you start to see it differently. The things that felt like they were pulling you away… were the same ones leading you home.
Yours truly,
Tristan
