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Prologue


Garrett Brock had been fighting the fire for days, but this was the closest he’d come to the flames. They were less than fifty yards away now, ribbons of fire creeping toward him through the undergrowth. Every so often, the flames would overtake some small tree or patch of dry brush, and there would be an explosion, sending sparks flying into the air and a new wall of flame racing through the forest.


Garrett was a member of a four-man crew sent in to dig a firebreak in the hopes of containing the fire on the west side of Redstone. If the firebreak failed, the town would have to be evacuated and the purpose of the firefight would shift from controlling the fire to saving the town.


A sudden gust of wind blew a heavy cloud of ash and smoke eastward. The smoke washed over Garrett in a wave, clogging his lungs and forcing him to double over and cough to clear his throat. When he looked up again, the other members of his crew were gone from sight, shrouded in the pall of thick gray smoke.


The fire kept coming. He could feel its heat pressing against his body and wanted to run. But he steeled himself against the urge and kept working to widen the break.


As he thrust his shovel into the ground, he caught sight of something out of the corner of his eye. There was movement of some kind, coming toward him from the direction of the fire.


He stood up and looked west. His first thought was that one of his fellow crew members had been trapped by the flames, but that wasn’t it. The thing was moving too fast. It appeared out of the smoke and flames like a gray ghost, bounding toward him as if running for its life.


Garrett knew he should move, that he should get out of its way, but it was approaching rapidly. What’s more, he was transfixed by the sight of it, a big silver-gray wolf bounding toward him with an open maw. Four…five strides and it was upon him.


He dropped his shovel and put up his hands to protect himself, but the animal charged right past him, knocking him onto his back and sending his hard hat spinning across the forest floor.


When he recovered his bearings, Garrett sat up and looked behind him. The wolf seemed to be sniffing around inside a small hollow on the other side of the firebreak. A moment later it was running back toward him, streaking past the spot where he still lay on the ground, and heading straight for the fire. Back into the flames.


The wind picked up, pushing ever eastward. The fire grew in intensity, whole trees igniting like match heads, and the animal had gone back into the heart of it.


Garrett got to his feet, picked up his shovel, put his hard hat on his head, and got back to work on the firebreak. But after he’d moved just a few shovelfuls of earth, the wolf reappeared. Patches of its fur were on fire, streaming smoke behind it as it ran. Its maw was open again, but this time Garrett noticed there was something small and black inside it.


He remained on his feet, watching the wolf run past him. It returned to the hollow on the other side of the break and began sniffing around with its snout, as if it were digging a hole or maybe burying something with its muzzle.


And then it stood up on all fours, looking back at the fire.


Garrett felt a needle of dread pierce his heart. “No,” he said under his breath. “Don’t do it!”


Once again, the wolf headed back toward the fire, this time slowing as it passed him and turning its head in Garrett’s direction as if it had heard him speak. For a moment their eyes made contact. There was fear in the wolf’s eyes, and desperation too, perhaps even a plea for help.


Garrett didn’t know what to do, but he had to try something. “Stop!” he shouted, waving his arms in a futile attempt to command the animal.


But the wolf was already on the move, charging back into the forest and disappearing behind the wall of flame.


Garrett watched the fire, anxiously waiting for the wolf to reappear. But it never did.


Minutes later the wind picked up again—and turned. It was blowing westward now, doubling the fire back onto itself. For a short time the flames rose higher, burning hotter than they had in days.


But in just a few hours, the fire had all but burnt itself out.


Then it began to rain.


* * *


It was a short walk out of the bush to the road. But instead of heading for the road, Garrett Brock took a slight detour, returning to the spot where he’d seen the wolf.


The wolf itself was surely dead. Several of the other rangers had mentioned coming across a few large carcasses, and many smaller ones, among the ashes. But Garrett wasn’t looking for the wolf. What he wanted to know was what the wolf had carried out of the fire and deposited in the hollow on the other side of the firebreak.


When he found the break, he began walking along it as if along a trail. Much of the forest on the west side of the firebreak was still smoldering, silently smoking under the fall of rain. In contrast, the east side, the side with the hollow, was still green and lush, although much of the forest’s luster had been dulled by soot and falling ash.


Garrett stopped to check his bearings. The west side of the break was unrecognizable, having been awash with flame the last time he’d seen it. The east side was familiar to him, though, and he knew he was close to the spot where he’d seen the wolf. He set his feet and searched the forest for the hollow. It took him less than a minute to find it, slightly farther along the break than he remembered, but unmistakable once he’d found it.


He moved toward the hollow slowly, not sure what he might find there. As he neared, he began stepping cautiously over the forest floor, careful not to step on any branches that could snap or make a loud or sudden noise.


And then he heard it—a series of low growling sounds.


He stopped in his tracks a moment, unsure whether to move closer or back away.


The growling sounds continued, but now there were several yelps that had been added to the mix.


He stepped forward again, moving into a position where he could peer over a fallen log and down into the hollow.


“Oh my God!” he gasped.


There, nestled into the tight confines of the hollow, were four tiny wolf cubs, each one climbing over the other in an attempt to find a more comfortable position. Or perhaps they were hungry and searching blindly for their mother.


If that was the case, they’d be searching for a long, long time. That is, if a predator didn’t happen by and eat them first.


Garrett had no choice but to take the cubs with him. He slipped off his pack, took off his jacket, and laid it out on the forest floor. Then he slid down into the hollow and picked up the cubs, one at a time, and set them onto his jacket. When they were all nestled comfortably, he wrapped up the cubs and tied off the sleeves, turning the jacket into a sack. There were still growls coming from the cubs, but those were slowly becoming fainter as the animals realized they were now warm and out of the rain, and soon they’d be fed.


Garrett slipped on his backpack and—carrying his wolf-filled jacket in his right hand—headed back toward the firebreak and out of the forest.


* * *


Garrett’s wife, Phyllis, was waiting at the front door to greet him.


The Brocks lived in a modest house just off the main highway outside Redstone. Although not a ranger herself, Phyllis worked for the Forest Service as well and often helped Garrett man the watchtowers during fire season, as well as educate school children about forest conservation during the winter months.


“I heard the fire was under control,” she said. “They said on the radio it looked like it was going to head straight into Redstone, but then it just—”


“Burned itself out, I know,” Garrett said.


Phyllis looked at him for a moment, her eyes narrowing slightly. “You were in trouble, weren’t you?”


“For a little while there, yeah.”


She put her arms around him and gave him a long, tight hug.


Garrett returned the embrace with his left arm, but didn’t let go of the bundled jacket still clenched in his right hand.


“What’s in the bag?” she said, noticing his extended arm.


He hesitated, then said, “I couldn’t leave them.”


“Another animal?” she said, a hint of disappointment in her voice. “I still haven’t replaced the curtains from when you brought home that bobcat last year.”


Garrett ignored her, knowing that she couldn’t possibly protest after she saw them. He knelt down, placed his jacket on the floor, and began to carefully untie the arms. “They would have died if I’d left them in the forest.”


Phyllis looked unconvinced.


But then he opened up the jacket to reveal the four wolf cubs huddled together in a tight mass of gray-white fur.


Phyllis raised a hand to her mouth.


“Well?”


“They must be hungry,” she said, already on her way to the kitchen to warm up some milk.


* * *


After fighting the fire for several days, Garrett slept like a fallen log.


Phyllis, on the other hand, couldn’t sleep a wink. After feeding the cubs, then preparing a box for them in the garage, she had stayed up past midnight just watching the animals sleep. They’d looked so tiny and frail that it was a wonder they’d survived the fire at all.


Were there only four cubs in the litter? she wondered. Garrett had said that the mother had gone back into the fire, most likely to retrieve another cub. But whether there had been another cub, or even two, these four had survived, and she and Garrett would do everything they could to make sure they grew up strong and healthy so they could be reintroduced to the forest when the time came.


Phyllis glanced at the clock on the nightstand. It was just after three in the morning, and the cubs might be hungry. Even if they weren’t, it wouldn’t hurt to look in on them again.


She threw back the covers and slid off the bed without disturbing Garrett. Then she put on her slippers, wrapped herself in a housecoat, and headed to the garage to sneak a peek at the cubs.


She’d left the door leading into the garage from the house open so heat from inside the house would keep the garage warm. Still, Phyllis noticed a drop in temperature when she stepped from the house into the garage. She made a mental note to buy an electric space heater in the morning.


There was no sound coming from the box, and Phyllis guessed the cubs were also sleeping soundly after their harrowing ordeal. Not wanting to disturb them, she crept silently up to the box and peered over the side.


Her eyes suddenly went wide. And she gasped.


“Garrett!” she cried.


No answer.


“Garrett, come here!” she screamed.


“What?” came the faint response from the bedroom.


“Come here! Come and see!”


Footsteps inside the house and a knock on the wall as Garrett tried to get to the garage as fast as he could.


“What is it?” he said, finally stumbling through the doorway into the garage.


“Look!” said Phyllis, pointing down into the box. Garrett shuffled across the garage floor, wiped the sleep from his eyes, and looked.


“Holy…” his voice trailed off in disbelief.


In the box were four human infants.




Fifteen Years Later




Chapter 1


“Okay, how about this?” Noble said. He rolled up his sleeve and raised his right arm over his head. Then he closed his eyes and chewed his bottom lip. After several moments…hair began to appear on his arm.


“All right!” said Argus, clapping his hands together in approval.


Noble continued the partial transformation, opening and closing his hand until the arm, from elbow to fingertip, was covered by a thick mat of gray hair. Then he clenched his hand in a tight fist and held it closed as his forearm muscles writhed and rippled under the skin. The arm was unnaturally large now, like that of a bodybuilder on the body of an otherwise normal fifteen-year-old boy.


“You must have been practicing,” said Tora, the lone female of the group. She was a beautiful young woman, with long brown locks that were naturally highlighted by a streak of golden blond that ran right through the middle of her hair like a ray of sunshine.


“You bet I have,” Noble smiled. “It beats doing homework.”


The others laughed in agreement.


Noble was the unofficial leader of the pack. Although they were all the same age, he seemed older and wiser than his brothers and sister and was the one the others always turned to for help. He was also handsome, not just good looking, but teen-idol cute. He’d also begun shaving on a daily basis, which made him even more desirable to the girls at school.


“Let me try,” said Argus, rolling up his own shirt sleeve.


Argus was the largest of the three males in the pack. Although he easily had the strength to challenge Noble for the position of Alpha Male, he knew that Noble’s mind was better suited for the role of leadership—especially for their life among humans. Argus preferred fighting over thinking, but understood that not all problems could be solved by way of the claw. He had rugged good looks, but his features weren’t as refined as Noble’s. Most striking of all were his eyes, one of which was green, the other blue. He’d been teased about his eyes as a child, but these days no one would dare, since it was a sure way to provoke Argus into a fight, which was something that he had yet to lose.


Argus made a fist and the hair began to sprout along the top side of his arm.


“Hey, I’m doing it,” he said, pulling his sleeve farther up his arm and flexing his bicep.


Suddenly, the entire arm changed into its werewolf form, something halfway between human and wolf. The increased muscle mass in the arm first stretched then tore Argus’s sleeve.


Harlan, the third male, laughed. “Phyllis is going to kill you when we get home.”


Argus sneered at him. “Not if I tell her it’s your fault.” He gave Harlan a push with his oversized arm, and the smaller boy stumbled backward, then fell onto the forest floor.


But instead of landing heavily on the humus, Harlan tucked his body into a tight ball, rolled, and wound up in a standing position, his legs bent, his teeth clenched, and his lips pulled back in a snarl.


Harlan was the runt of the litter and could best be described as bony, no matter what form he was in. He still hadn’t matured like the others had, but he was hopeful that puberty would be the great equalizer among them. Although he could easily handle himself against humans in his wolf form, he was always dwarfed by the lupine versions of Noble, Argus, and even Tora.


“Relax Harlan,” Noble commanded. “He was just kidding around.”


Harlan remained poised and ready for a fight.


“Weren’t you, Argus?”


Argus looked at Noble, then turned to face Harlan. “Yeah, I didn’t mean to push you so hard. Sorry.”


Harlan relaxed slightly and smiled. Then he raised his right arm, pulled back the sleeve of his sweatshirt, and said, “That’s okay, big man. It’s not your fault you can’t control something as basic as shape shifting.”


Harlan’s arm was perfectly transformed with well-defined musculature, thick silver-gray hair, and a set of claws that were as sharp as razors.


Argus didn’t appreciate being shown up, especially by Harlan. He was about to put his little brother in his place when Tora jumped between them in full wolf form. Harlan and Argus stepped back.


Noble looked at Tora, admiring the yellow-white streak that ran back from her head and down between her shoulder blades. “It looks like someone wants to go for a run.” Tora bounded away, then stopped at the edge of the clearing, waiting for the rest of them to join her.


“Well?” Noble asked the others.


“Sure,” said Harlan.


“A run would be good,” Argus agreed.


In moments the boys had transformed into three silver-gray wolves, Harlan being the smallest, Argus the largest.


The middle-sized wolf ran toward the trees, stopping next to Tora, and gestured for her to take the lead.


Without another sound, the lone female bounded into the forest, her three brothers following close behind.


* * *


“All right,” said Doctor Edward Monk. “Let me know when you’re ready.”


The cameraman, a stocky dark-haired man in his twenties named Bruno, adjusted the camera on his shoulder. The soundman, a slightly built man in his fifties named Charles, put a finger to his ear and adjusted the levels on the recorder that hung from his shoulder and rode on his right hip like a saddle bag.


A few seconds later Charles nodded.


“Speed,” said Bruno.


“For more than a hundred years, environmentalists have looked upon fire as the enemy,” the doctor began, stepping lightly through the forest along a route he’d mapped out and rehearsed several times before. “But in recent years, Mother Nature has been telling us a vastly different story.”


Charles and Bruno matched the doctor’s progress step-for-step.


“Fire has been a natural part of forest and grassland ecosystems since there have been trees and grass to burn.” Doctor Monk winced at the line, then said, “Cut!”


“What’s wrong?” asked Bruno.


“That didn’t sound right,” said Monk.


Charles slipped off his headphones. “Sounded fine to me.”


“No, I mean the words didn’t sound right. Not clever enough.”


Charles rolled his eyes.


“Those were the words you scripted,” Bruno offered.


“But they read better than they sounded.”


Bruno gave a little shrug. “Whatever.”


“Okay, I’ll do the last line again,” Monk said. “But take a different angle so we can cut it any way we want to.” Bruno took a look around, moved several paces to his right, then said, “Speed.”


“Fire has been a natural part of forest and grassland ecosystems since there have been trees and grass on God’s green Earth.” That sounded even worse, but the doctor continued. “In fact, ecosystems depend on fire for renewal. After a burn, many forms of life survive, and the mineral-rich ash that’s left behind is perfect for re-invigorating the soil with nutrients, which in turn gives the regeneration process a kick-start by creating ideal growing conditions.”


The doctor turned along his route so that a slight clearing could be seen over his left shoulder. “Fires also create clearings that allow sunlight to penetrate to the forest floor, giving different kinds of vegetation the chance to grow. This helps give the forest some variety between old and new growth, and a larger variety of habitats supporting different species of insects, mammals, and birds.”


Bruno began to pan away from the doctor to get a wide shot of the new forest.


“In short, fire renews and recycles the forest, and is an important part of an ecosystem’s life cycle, as evidenced by this section of Redstone Forest, an area that was ravaged by fire fifteen years ago but is now teeming with new growth and new life forms.”


The doctor remained still, giving Bruno time to get a nice panorama of the forest that they would dissolve into a shot of the trees as it looked immediately following the fire. After about ten seconds, the doctor said, “Cut!”


But Bruno kept filming.


“I said, cut!”


Bruno waved at the doctor to be quiet, then pointed in the direction he was shooting.


The doctor squinted at first, not sure what he was seeing. But then he said, “Oh my God!”


In the distance, four kids, almost adults really, were stripping out of their clothes, and then—it was almost too incredible to believe—began transforming themselves into wolves.


When they were all—Doctor Monk still couldn’t believe it—changed, they bounded off into the forest together, as if they were all members of the same pack.


“Please,” the doctor said. “Please tell me that you got all of that on tape.”


Bruno cracked a smile and nodded. “Zoomed in on them pretty good. I got a close up of one of them changing, almost full frame.”


“Give me the tape!” Monk demanded.


“There’s still twenty minutes left on it.”


“I don’t care, give it to me!”


“But what if they come back?”


“Then put in a new tape, and give that one to me!” Bruno sighed, then lifted the camera off his shoulder, popped the tape out of the side of the machine, and handed it over to Doctor Monk.


The doctor snatched the tape away.


“You’re welcome,” Bruno said under his breath as he tore the plastic wrap off a brand new tape and slid it into his machine.


Monk studied the tape closely, turning it over slowly in his hands. After several moments, he looked up and said, “David Suzuki never got footage like this.”


* * *


The four wolves returned to the clearing about a half-hour later, tongues lolling from the sides of their mouths in evidence of a long, hard run.


The transformation back into human form took no time at all, and in minutes they were all but dressed in their clothes.


“Phyllis is going to kill me,” Argus said, examining the tear he’d put in his shirt sleeve.


“No she won’t,” said Noble. “She’ll understand.”


Tora took a look at the tear. “She might even repair it and hand the shirt down to Harlan.”


Argus laughed at that, but Harlan didn’t even crack a smile.


“Quiet!” Noble said, throwing up his right hand.


“What is it?” asked Tora.


“I heard something,” he said. “Over there.”


The four of them all looked in the direction Noble was pointing.


Harlan shrugged. “I don’t see anything.”


Noble started walking without another word.


The others followed.


He’d gone thirty or forty paces before stopping at the opposite end of the clearing.
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