
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1


[image: ]




The creature was at Mike’s throat in an instant, fangs tearing all the way down into his trachea.  Blood and viscera spurted then streamed down his neck.  It held him like a lion taking down a gazelle, jaws clamped unforgiving on his airway.  Mike tried to scream, but nothing came out other than a stifled gasp. 

As the beast hoisted him upright, Mike dangled like a limp ragdoll and caught a glimpse of its face.  It looked like a huge dog.  More like a wolf—a wolf on steroids.  The monster had hauled itself up on its haunches, standing upright like a person.  At that moment, the moment of his inevitable death, Mike finally understood that werewolves were real.  He stared down at the beast’s eye.  He could only see one eye as he hung haphazardly from the jaws of the werewolf.  The eye was locked on his, the golden amber iris flaring with disdain.  For a second, Mike thought he recognized something in that eye.  As tiny motes flashed in his dimming field of vision, he realized that look in the creature’s eye was the look of feral anger.  And death.

As Mike faded from existence, he barely heard the gunshot.  It failed to register as his consciousness fogged black.

He collapsed on the cold concrete of the driveway; his car keys seemingly discarded a lifetime ago.  The man fell with the monster’s jaws still locked to his throat.  A crater splayed out from the creature’s face, giving the mythical beast an even more unnatural appearance.  The werewolf lay dead atop Mike’s limp body, its blood pooling down on his warm corpse.
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Harsh fluorescent lights stung his retinas as Mike pried his heavy, sandpaper-like eyelids open.  He clenched his eyes closed and groaned against the pain.  That sound wrought in a new sense of anguish.  His throat felt as if he’d vomited a pound of gravel.  He moaned another sigh of agony, only to wince at the continued pain he was inflicting upon himself.  As he tried to control his breathing, Mike inhaled and exhaled through his nose.  He kept his mouth clamped shut.  His breaths came in quick short bursts at first.  Then he was able to stabilize them with effort.  The pain hadn’t ebbed, but he was no longer making it worse.  

He was barely aware of the soft chirps of the monitors beside his bed.  As he steadied himself, the room came into focus without opening his eyes.  All at once, the smell of disinfectant hit him.  The clicks and pings of the bedside machine seem to increase in pitch.  Voices wafted in from the hallway—behind a closed door.  He knew he was in a hospital.  But, strangely enough, he didn’t know how he knew.

Hinges gently creaked as the door opened.  Mike heard the soft footsteps approach with a reluctant tread.  The sounds stopped just to his right.  He could hear a slight shifting as the person alternated between looking at the monitor and visually inspecting him.  A whiff of jasmine softly invaded his nostrils then assailed his olfactory system.

Mike’s eyes snapped open.

“Jesus!” the nurse yelped and jumped back.  “You scared the shit out of me.”  Her nametag identified her as Monica.  She, like all the other doctors and nurses who had checked in on Mike, had exercised extreme caution.  They’d all heard the story.  Hell, everybody had.  Most people paid it no attention.  But some of the sensationalistic tabloids ran with it.  A WEREWOLF MURDERED MY LOVER read one headline.  SHE-BEAST DEAD: EXCLUSIVE AUTOPSY PHOTOS claimed another.  Of course, no pictures had been released.  And no interviews could be had with the supposed beast (since she was dead).  Either way, nobody took any chances near the unconscious patient.

“I’ll let the doctor know you’re awake,” Monica offered as she backed toward the door.  She didn’t believe the story, but something about the way the guy looked at her gave her the creeps.

Mike tried to ask for some water, but no sound seemed to come out.  His throat was killing him.

Monica’s face paled and she rushed out of the room.

“Ohmygod!  It’s true,” she mumbled as she stepped into the hall.

“What’s true?” a voice asked from nearly a foot away.

Monica shrieked out a sound which sounded exactly like a high-pitched, “Yipe!”  She turned to see Anthony “Scoop” Fitzsimmons standing there.  Scoop worked for The National Register—a weekly tabloid specializing in conspiracy theories and X-Files type stories.  The rag always seemed to embellish details out of everyday news stories and convolute them into something unbelievably absurd.  Most of their work bordered on satire and insanity.  They typically left the celebrities and pseudo-celebs alone.  Politicians were also left out, unless there was some sort of alien abduction or a little anal probing to report.

“Sorry.  Didn’t mean to startle you,” Scoop offered.

“I...” Monica hesitated.  She looked around.  “But you...” she started.

He held his hands out in a placating gesture.  “You almost ran me over when you hurried out.”  Pointing down the hall, he added, “I was just heading to the elevator.”  He’d been in and out of the hospital all week, waiting.  After interviewing Amanda and several people who “knew” the principals involved in the implausible story, Scoop had decided to camp out and wait on Mike’s recovery.  In fact, he had offered Monica and three other nurses $100 to text him when Mike finally woke up.  He knew he’d have to wait until after the doctors and police had finished with him.  Scoop could wait.  This was going to be his biggest story since the Sasquatch rapes of 2019.  Already making good on his promise, Scoop handed Monica a hundred-dollar bill.

“You’ll have to wait,” she reminded him as she pocketed the bill and tucked a loose strand of her dyed-blonde hair over her right ear.

“I know.  And I won’t get in anybody’s way,” he offered.  He started to stride toward the lobby then stopped.  “You said, ‘It’s true.’  What was that about?”

She looked around then leaned in close and whispered, “He growled at me.”

Mike lay there, clearly hearing every bit of their conversation.  He didn’t remember growling at her.  He had tried to speak, but nothing came out.  He wondered what the hell was going on.  He couldn’t remember shit.  Looking around, Mike tried to adjust his position in the bed.  He sensed them before he actually felt them.  Mike’s eyes drifted down to see handcuffs chaining him to the bedrails.  He shifted his legs under the blankets just enough to feel how much freedom he didn’t have.

What the fuck is going on? he thought.

As he relaxed back into the bed, content that there wasn’t anything he could do about his imprisonment, Mike thought he heard a laugh.  It sounded more like a chuckle than a laugh.  It sounded sinister and just plain evil.  He perked up and looked around.  It must have come from the hallway.  

He slowly lowered his head into the pillow again.  Again, the chuckle came.  Definitely evil.  It was a menacing little cackle.  And it sure as hell sounded like Angie.

Mike looked to the door and waited for his wife to step inside the room.  But she wouldn’t.  She never would again.
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“Bullshit,” Mike finally croaked out.  He turned his face to the window and the darkening sky beyond.  After a moment, he slowly spun his head back and eyed the doctor.  “I want to know why I’m being treated like this,” he said in a coarse voice barely above a whisper.  His throat hurt like hell when he spoke, but he needed answers.  “And why is everyone acting so scared of me?”

“As I said, you’ve been in an accident, Mr. Stein,” Doctor Carson repeated.  When Mike didn’t interrupt him again, he continued on.  “You’ve had a serious concussion and you lost a tremendous amount of blood.”

“What kind of accident?” Mike asked, still unconvinced.

“I’m not really at liberty to say,” he started then looked to the door.  “Your vital signs look good and everything is improving.  We’ll need to keep you here for a while.”

“How long?” Mike quickly and quietly asked.

“Until you’re well enough to be released,” Dr. Carson replied and shuffled closer to the door.

“How long have I been here?” Mike asked.  He had a gnawing sensation that this wasn’t his first night’s stay.

Carson opened his mouth to speak, thought otherwise then strode out of the room.

What the fuck was that about? Mike thought.  Why wouldn’t anyone answer his questions?

As soon as the door clicked shut behind Dr. Carson’s exit, it swung open again and two new figures stepped into the room.  The pair seemed an odd combination.  They were obviously detectives in civilian clothes.  The woman already had her wallet out displaying her badge which identified her as Detective Nichole Voss.  She had ice blue eyes and long raven black hair pulled back in a ponytail.  The woman easily stood over a foot taller than her older counterpart, Detective Joseph Piscatella.  His brown eyes and graying hair seemed dull in comparison.  They introduced themselves as Nicki and Joe and stood at the foot of the bed.

“Can you please tell me what the fu– what the hell is going on?” Mike finally croaked out after a stagnant pause between the trio.

Voss glanced at Piscatella.  He nodded.  As a newer member of the detective bureau, she was to assume the lead.  He’d been training her and, in a short period of time, had grown confident in her abilities and gave her the lead in several cases lately.  She’d be on her own soon enough.  She pulled her cell phone and clicked a button to record the interview. 

“Actually, we were hoping you could tell us,” she answered.  “What do you recall about the night of April 16th?”

“I don’t remember anything,” Mike protested, still keeping his voice low.  “The doctor said I was in an accident and that I have a concussion.”  He forced a swallow of saliva down.  “But that doesn’t explain why my throat hurts so bad.”  He tried to reach up and rub it, but the clanging of the handcuff against the bedrail stopped his effort well short.

The two detectives exchanged glances.  They already had the story—at least one version of it.  

“You don’t remember any of it?” Piscatella asked.  His voice had a high-pitched almost whiny lilt to it.

Mike defiantly eyed the short detective.  “No.  I don’t remember.  I don’t know what happened.  I don’t know how I got here.  I don’t even know how long I’ve been here.  I just know everybody keeps avoiding me like I’m a murd...  Like I’m some kind of criminal or something.”  He shook his arms, rattling the cuffs to emphasize his point.

“Let me rephrase the original question,” Voss boldly stated.  “What do you recall about the night your wife, Angela Stein, was shot and killed?”  She didn’t buy the amnesia routine.  She’d seen the evidence.  Angie had been shot in the back of the head by Amanda James.  The shooter had admitted to an ongoing affair with Michael Stein.  All of the facts pointed to Angie discovering the affair and going over to Amanda’s house to catch them in the act.  She must have confronted Mike in the driveway and Amanda had shot her in the back of the head.  The original theory had been that after the bullet passed through Angie’s skull, it tore through Mike’s throat.  But the damage to his flesh was inconsistent with what a bullet would have done—even after deforming on its way through Angie’s skull.  The wounds looked as if Angie had slashed and stabbed at his throat with the car keys lying beside the bodies when police and paramedics first arrived on the scene.  So Amanda’s claim of defending Mike could hold up.  But the fact that she continued to claim that a monstrous animal was attacking Mike—that was the part Voss couldn’t get past.  Why make such a bullshit statement?  Why not stick with the truth, if Angie really did attack Mike with the keys?
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