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Try not to listen to those who whisper...






Tommy Roling has a great freelance job, a healthy daughter, and a new city to call home. Plus he just turned 21, and he’s finally comfortable with the fact that he’s a werewolf. So why isn't he happy? 






Could it be his daughter’s "terrible twos," which seem even more terrible because she chooses to stay in her wolf body most of the time? Or is it his growing distance from his family and Nina, his on-again, off-again girlfriend?






Those questions remain unanswered as a series of strange events—and a set of even stranger people—disrupt the lives of Tommy, his daughter, and his slacker brother. The strangers give Tommy and his small pack a harsh glimpse of the whispering madness that hovers just outside the safe boundaries of their fragile little world. 






A world that Tommy just might not be able to hold together on his own.






The second book in the Family Pack series of "rural fantasy" novels, Hunter’s Moon picks up a year after the first book, Family, Pack.






Hunter's Moon was first published in April 2016 by UnWrecked Press.
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Hunter's Moon


Chapter One






Tommy Roling stifled a growl the instant he caught the scent of the man who just walked through the front door of the tavern.


Picking up the smell of one man, even one as aromatic as this guy, was no easy task. He had to filter out the dozens of personal scents—from soaps to sweat to shampoo, not to mention the dreaded perfumes and colognes layered on top of them all. It took practice at first, but with focus and a willingness to let his inner canine take over, just the tiniest bit, he could now do it on demand. It was like pushing through different colored and textured clothes on a rack until he found just the right shirt.


Or in the case of this cigarette-and-beer-stained guy, the smelly undershirt he'd been hunting for all week.


No way am I letting this one slip away and ruin my streak, Tommy thought. Bring 'em back alive, and without a— 


"Dude," a familiar voice whispered, pressing a set of bony knuckles into Tommy's upper arm. "Relax."


Tommy shrugged free of Burt's grip and forced himself not to lash out at his brother. He'd been staring through the mirror behind the bar, watching the skinny guy with the buzzed black hair and the ridiculous chin beard that came down to a point at the neck of his frayed gray T-shirt. 


The guy stopped inside the entrance for just a few seconds, taking in the clientele. Then he shook himself like he'd been goosed and headed to an empty table near the back of the noisy bar.


"Alan Watts," Tommy said in a low voice. He lowered his gaze at last from the mirror, blinking down at his clenched fists on the scratched and water-stained bar. A stuffed red fox stared down at him with glazed marble eyes from its perch next to the dozens of liquor bottles on the other side of the bar. 


"Who?" Burt said, and then he caught the look on Tommy's face. "Oh. One of your guys, huh?"


Tommy nodded, exhaling slowly.


Attix will flip when he hears how Watts just dropped onto my lap, he thought. Guess I owe Burt for that.


He checked his edgy-looking fugitive in the mirror again, catching another hint of the man's sour scent. One of the few people in the hot and muggy bar who was sitting all by himself, Watts downed a shot of something brown the waitress set before him. He followed it with half a mug of beer. 


Bottles clinked, a man barked out a rough laugh, and a bar stool scraped against the wood floor. More human smells flowed in a wave across the bar as the front door opened and closed again. 


Burt drained the last of his own beer while rolling his eyes at Tommy. His shaggy brown hair wafted around him in a cloud as his head kept the beat to a two-decades-old Pearl Jam song about being alive. Burt's latest obsession was grunge rock.


"Excellent song," Burt murmured, and then let out a long, rattling belch.


The voices all around them seemed to increase in volume as the guitars faded and the song ended. Tommy would've preferred a bar closer to campus, with people—mainly young women, though he'd never admit that to Nina—closer to his age, now that he was finally 21 and could drink legally. 


But Burt had raved about the atmosphere and the general funkiness of the Fox Head Tavern, and Tommy needed a night off from studying and writing papers for his full load of classes at Kirkwood Community College. Not to mention trying to keep up with his feisty two-year-old daughter Corinne.


"Shh," Burt said, raising a hand as a new song cranked up from the ancient juke box, glowing blue at the far end of the crowded bar. He held his head cocked to the side, with a grin spreading across his bearded face. 


"It's Temple of the Dog, man. Everyone always plays 'Hunger Strike' by them, but this one, 'Say Hello 2 Heaven,' is really their master work. Check out that fuzzy guitar intro, bro. I could listen to that all frickin' day. Killer."


Tommy let out a forced chuckle and checked Watts in the mirror one more time. Still there. He squirmed on the metal bar stool, which felt flimsy and delicate under his bulky, six-foot-two frame. 


He'd memorized the guy's scent a week ago, in the dirty clothes and soiled bedsheets left in the basement room of a rental house the man recently abandoned. Watts was wanted for questioning in two different cases of assault and one murder investigation. A dangerous guy, on the loose, who'd evaded the police for over two weeks now. Attix was convinced he'd taken off for California or Canada, but Tommy had his doubts. Watts was a local, with family here and other deep ties to the area.


Which was why the strongest thing Tommy was drinking tonight was Sprite on the rocks, with a lime. Even if it was supposed to be guys' night out, with Aunt Melanie watching Corinne for him, and Burt off work tomorrow. Burt always seemed to be off work lately.


On the bar stool next to him, Burt swayed his skinny body in time to the music. He grinned as he caught the eyes of two young women, obviously University of Iowa students, hovering nervously with their bottles of light beer at Tommy's end of the crowded bar. The brown-haired girl gave Burt a half-smile before pointing out the stuffed fox behind the bar to her blond friend.


The girls were definitely in the minority tonight. The Fox Head was filled mostly with older men from town in work boots, jeans, and well-worn T-shirts similar to those worn by Alan Watts. Tommy also saw some hipster-looking grad-school types near the pool table, out slumming and ironically drinking Pabst. 


He also saw an intense young woman with curly brown hair perched at the bar next to the jukebox, furiously scribbling into a hardback journal, oblivious to the people, music, and chaos all around her. Tommy was impressed by her intense focus. 


He elbowed his brother to make him stop his air-guitar solo at the bar. 


Burt dropped his arms and his imaginary guitar with an exasperated sigh. The early-'90s grunge ballad rolled on through the tavern without him. 


"You need another drink," he said, rubbing the thick, reddish-brown beard he'd been cultivating all year. His chick magnet, Burt called it. 


The girls at the end of the bar, Tommy noticed, had turned their backs on Burt.


Some magnet, Tommy thought with a laugh.


Meanwhile, Burt ordered his third draft beer of the night. They'd been at the tavern for less than an hour, and his big brother was well on his way towards getting snockered. Again.


In the mirror, Alan Watts no longer sat alone at his remote table. Tommy stiffened and forgot to breathe.


A slim woman now sat with her back to Tommy, blocking half of Watt's face. The newcomer had short black hair cut almost like a man, at least from the back. As Tommy watched, the other person leaned close to Watts, demanding all of his nervous attention. Tommy saw Watts nod multiple times, his dark eyes widening and his grin shrinking with each nod. 


And then a waitress weaved through the crowd, blocking Tommy's reflected view of the duo. By the time the waitress moved out of his way, the visitor at Watts' table had disappeared.


Here we go, Tommy thought as he elbowed Burt. 


"You got money for all those beers, bro?"


"Hmm?" Burt said, turning away from the old guy he'd been chatting with at the bar stool next to him. "Money?"


"I'm gonna have to bail."


Burt frowned. "Some guys' night out, Tommy. I mean, you're not gonna jump this guy Watts right here in the bar, are you?"


"No."


"Okay. So can we just enjoy our drinks, then? Let me introduce you to my good friend Buddy here. That's really his name. Your fugitive from justice don't look like he's going anywhere—"


Burt snapped his mouth shut as he and Tommy watched skinny Watts get up and stagger toward the bathrooms. 


"Well..." Burt began, but Tommy ignored him. 


In the mirror, he'd noticed something odd. Watts' lips were moving as he worked his way around tables, past booths, and through clumps of people. Like he was having some sort of argument with himself.


Within seconds Watts crossed the bar and pushed out through the side exit.


"Okay, gotta go." Tommy thumped Burt on the chest. "You might want to hang out here another half hour or so, just to be safe. And don't be afraid to call a cab to bring you home."


Burt began to complain about the cost of a cab, but Tommy hurried off toward the side exit, all concerns about his brother shoved to the back of his mind. 


By the time he'd left the bar and its barrage of overlapping smells and ear-battering sounds, he was already in full-blown hunter mode.






* * * * *






In the semi-darkness of the side streets, breathing fast through his mouth, Tommy followed the man's whispering voice.


Usually his quarry made it harder on him than this, but tonight Tommy's luck had finally turned. After half a month of not finding a single one of the never-ending flow of bail-jumpers, probation-skippers, and criminally accused that Attix paid him to track down, he had a wanted man in his sights. Tommy wouldn't let him get away.


On foot, the muttering Watts moved with an unsteady, beer-induced gait past a row of apartment complexes and split-level houses that had been converted into apartments or rented rooms. Since it was early August, most of the college kids hadn't returned yet from summer break, though a handful of yellow lights burned at the various residences on this quiet and late Thursday night.


Tommy stayed a block behind Watts, walking soundlessly in his size fifteen shoes, doing his best to look like a somewhat-buzzed summer school dude heading home for the evening. 


But even at that distance he could still hear the soft hiss of Watts' voice. He couldn't make out any words other than the occasional curse or a repeated "No." 


Tommy couldn't see a phone in the guy's hand, so Watts was either arguing with himself or drunk, possibly both. 


Five grand, Tommy reminded himself.


That was his half of the reward money offered for Watts' recovery. The other half went to John Attix, an Iowa City cop in his mid-forties. Tommy had been working with Attix for over a year now, ever since he'd been assigned to the cop as a shadowing exercise for a criminal justice class he'd been taking at Kirkwood CC.


Since that meeting, he'd found every single one of their fugitives, twenty-one total, even if some of them had taken him a few weeks to track down. And Attix was looking at his second promotion in six months.


When Watts paused two hundred yards ahead to take a leak next to an old pickup, Tommy slipped into the shadow of a big oak whose roots were tearing up the nearby sidewalk. The skinny man's whispering never let up even as he watered the street and the side of the truck. To Tommy's hyper-sensitive nose, the man's urine smelled like beer, whiskey, and sickness. 


He fisted his hands involuntarily. He usually didn't need to resort to violence when he took in a fugitive—most of them pretty much gave up when they saw how tall and thick he was—but there had been a few dudes who'd wanted to try their luck. A couple months ago he'd split three knuckles on one guy's head before the guy decided to come along to the cop shop. 


And he always had that one last trick up his sleeve. One he had yet to resort to using. But just knowing it was there was a confidence-booster.


This guy has been peeing for two minutes, for crap's sake, Tommy thought. What's he doing, marking his territory? 


He calmed his impatience by thinking of Corinne, safe at a sleepover at Aunt Melanie's place. He missed the carefree days of living at Mel's with her two young boys, Trey and Tyler. Tensions grew to a fever pitch a few months ago, when Corinne started kicking and biting and scratching her older cousins—even though she wasn't even two years old and barely twenty-five pounds. 


The last straw had been Burt, who'd also been living at Aunt Mel's after the drama in their hometown last year. Melanie admitted she could handle Corinne's growing wildness, but she couldn't forgive Burt and his nearly constant drinking. Not after all that had happened with their drunk Uncle—druncle—Carl. 


So Burt and Tommy and Corinne moved out right, before Corinne's second birthday last month.


Imagining his little strawberry-blond-haired daughter snuggled into the bed next to Melanie, Tommy smiled and unclenched his hands. 


Corinne's in good hands tonight, he reminded himself. No need to worry about her.


In his peripheral vision, Watts trotted off ahead of him at last, muttering that something was too loud, followed by a half dozen hissed "shit"s.


Three blocks later, the houses thinned out, along with the working streetlights. At the same time, Tommy's head began to ache, followed by a weird buzzing in his fillings that left his mouth tasting like metal.


He held his breath when he realized he couldn't hear any footsteps or whispering. He leaned against a dead tree, and listened. His eyes widened, taking in as much sparse street light and moonlight as he could. He sniffed once, twice, searching for Watts and his smelly shirt.


There. 


About a hundred yards ahead of him, a gray and wiry shape shambled around a car, crossed a street, and stumbled over the curb. Tommy trotted after him as the man started climbing a ten-foot-high chain-link fence that surrounded an electrical substation. 


That, Tommy thought, explains the weird vibrations in my head and teeth.


His skin prickled, and all the hair on his body stood out straight as spikes. He was glad he kept his blond hair clipped short, so it wasn't standing up like a pin cushion. 


Walking fast, he held tight to the waist of his jeans to keep them up. Like his baggy Van Halen t-shirt, the pants used to be tight six months ago. But he'd lost almost thirty pounds in the year he'd been working for Attix. Now his old clothes were perfect for jobs like this, in case he needed to make a quick change. 


Which seemed doubtful tonight. He watched Watts struggling to pull himself up the fence and shook his head. 


In the dim light, the chain links were invisible, and the skinny man looked for a second like he was suspended in the air, a fly in a spider web. 


You're making it too easy, Watts, Tommy thought, breaking into a soundless jog. Too many cigarettes and cans of cheap beer.


Before Tommy could reach him, however, Watts suddenly shot straight up and over the fence with a raspy grunt that almost sounded like a growl. He cleared the top of the fence by a good three feet and then landed with a graceless belly flop. 


Muttering louder now, Watts crawled on all fours toward the buzzing metal structure that looked like a lethal jungle gym with its wires and wicked-looking silver and black appendages. Watts ducked under the various metal cages, fans, and cables and disappeared.


Tommy started to run, pressing his lips together to keep from laughing. Watts had trapped himself in there.


In the past few week of idleness, he'd forgotten about the thrill of the hunt. Even with the stink of stored electricity in his nostrils, he missed getting down and dirty, like back in his football days—chasing the quarterback out of the pocket and making him scramble for dear life. He lived for this, switching over to his animal side. Losing just that little bit of control.


He made it to the chain link fence in ten seconds, and clawed his way over it in three seconds more. 


He hit the ground with a growl of his own.


The violent Mr. Watts is in for the encounter of his life, he thought, baring his white teeth in a wide, wicked grin. And I dare him to try to fight his way out of it.






* * * * *






Tommy's bravado lasted about five steps inside the shadow of the substation.


The buzzing of all that stored power quickly became a dull weight that filled his ears and made his temples throb. He had trouble seeing through the shadows. Usually his vision grew sharper on a hunt, but the darkness seemed to cling to this area. And Watts was hiding somewhere inside it.


Tommy paused before ducking under the main structure that stretched a good forty feet above his head. He listened for Watts' whispering voice, but the buzzing drowned it out. He had no desire to electrocute himself in here, so he stepped back. Keeping the chain link fence on his left, he tiptoed around the interior to the back, where the door to a small metal shed stood cracked open a few inches.


Tommy crept closer, head aching and mouth dry. His grin was long gone. Watts was inside the shed, whispering


"Never shoulda 'greed to this," a whiny voice muttered from inside the shed, the words running together. "And now they're doin' it to me 'gain. Makin' me do this."


Listening to the anguish in Watts' voice, Tommy felt a twinge of sympathy. Then he remembered the man's record, and the woman whose life Watts was accused of taking.


He paused outside the door to the shed, matching up the scent of the man inside with the man he'd spotted at the tavern. A reek of sweat and cheap alcohol and cigarettes. Same guy. 


Tommy took a deep breath, looked up for just a moment at the half moon, and felt a calmness wash over him despite the maddening buzz still filling his head. 


Strength flowed into his arms, back, and legs, but only so much. He cut off the rest of it, picking and choosing what he needed most right now without giving in to it completely.


Here we go, he thought for the second time that night.


Tommy ripped open the shed door. He didn't realize it right away, but he'd yanked the door off two of its three hinges. 


At that moment, he was focused solely on Watts. The man sat hunched under a bare light bulb, sharpening an eight-inch-long hunting knife. Next to him was a metal box filled with many more knives.


"Put down the knife, Alan Watts," Tommy said. Attix always told him to use the fugitive's full name right away. It not only let them know they were busted, but it also unnerved the perps. "I need you to come with me, now."


"What the hell?" Watts said in a high, surprised voice, that was different from the low, whispering voice Tommy heard the past fifteen minutes. "You scared the shit outta me, man!"


"Put the knife down and come on, Alan." 


Tommy's muscles quivered, waiting for any sudden movement. Hoping for it.


Watts looked down at the knife in his right hand and the whetstone in his left, as if he'd forgotten they were there.


"No," Tommy said. "Don't even try. Just put it in the box with the rest of 'em, and close the box."


The knife lifted the tiniest bit. Tommy rushed into the shed and brought his foot down hard on the man's right wrist. The knife flew into the shed wall, and Watts cried out hoarsely.


"Damn it," Tommy said, stepping back from the man down on the floor. "I told you not to do that."


Tommy kicked the box of knives shut and went to one knee with his back against the side of the shed.


"You broke my wrist," Watts said, his voice dull. "This is really gonna hurt when I sober up."


Tommy wasn't quite ready to pull out one of the heavy-duty plastic zip ties he always carried with him. He needed the adrenaline in his blood to recede first. He'd gotten a little out of control when he saw that big knife move.


"Tell me," he said instead, bothered by what Watts was whispering, "about them. Who are they, and what are they making you do?"


Watts blinked and looked closely at Tommy for the first time.


"You know what I did. I mean, she sent you after me, didn't she? Had to be her."


Tommy worked to keep his face blank. He shrugged. 


Attix told him not to talk to the fugitives any more than he had to, but sometimes he couldn't help himself.


"Man," Watts said, leaning back against the shed wall as well, still cradling his injured wrist. "I don't know how she found me in the first place a couple weeks ago. I just wanted to get myself straight, but they all kept hounding me, wantin' me to do a job for 'em." 


He laughed at that, a short, barking sound that was almost like a cough. 


"And then that job led to another one. Never satisfied, these folks. But the money was good."


Tommy nodded, slowly, but said nothing.


Watts paused, eyes going wide as he looked Tommy over, up and down.


"Hey. You didn't know that guy in Mount Vernon, did you? I swear, it was nothing personal."


Tommy had heard enough. He felt like he was back in control of himself again, and now he just felt tired and hungry.


But Watts wasn't done talking.


"The guy had this voice, man," he said. "Most amazing voice I'd ever heard. I wasn't supposed to take the ear plugs out, she told me not to do that, but I had to. It was like, like..."


Despite the ache of electricity filling his bones and the stink of this other man up so close, Tommy leaned forward.


"It was like music," Watts said, looking right at Tommy with rapturous eyes that were seeing something else altogether. "The best song you ever heard. Your favorite song, when you heard it for the first time."


Tommy thought of his skinny older brother back in the Fox Head, jamming to his grunge music with his eyes squeezed shut. And here was this strung-out guy with his box full of knives.


"Let's go, Alan Watts."


Watts shook his head.


"I killed that guy," he said, "with that knife there. I made the music stop. Even though he tried to tell me to stop, it was too late—"


"Alan..."


Watts lifted both hands, injured wrist and all, to cover his ears. His face tightened into a mask of agony.


"But I can still hear his voice. He won't shut up! It keeps telling me to stop, ordering me to, but I disobeyed. I put the ear plugs in just in time and silenced his voice. Killed him."


Instead of coming closer to his prey, Tommy pulled back in surprise. He forgot about the hum of electricity radiating all over his body for a moment. He once knew a guy with a voice like that, back home in Dyersburg, over a year ago. And he’d met another person like that right here in Iowa City.


When he spoke, he could barely maintain the confidence in his voice.


"It was hard to not listen to that guy's voice, wasn't it? To not do what he said?"


Watts nodded with a quick jerk of his head.


"They made me do it. And now they're makin' me do it again. But he still won't shut up..."


Tommy wished now that he'd called Attix. It was going to be a long walk back to his car at the Fox Head, dragging Watts along with him each step of the way.


And Attix would want to kill him for missing this confession.


This noisy substation made him feel like puking. Maybe the buzzing helped Watts keep away the sound of the murdered man's voice. 


"I know a place where it's quiet," Tommy said in his calmest voice. "No voices." 


Watts shook his head. "I'm not going back to jail again."


Tommy glanced around the shed, looking for any other potential weapons, but the place was empty except for the box of knives, the hunting knife next to it, and Watts.


"Relax," Tommy said, "You'll be safe there. You won't need to do any more bad things for those people. Is that what that person at the bar told you to do? Kill someone tonight?"


Watts didn't answer. He just closed his eyes tight and shook his head from side to side.


"Well, it's not gonna happen," Tommy said. "Your bosses aren't getting their way tonight."


"Wait," Watts said, opening his eyes and lowering his hands from his ears with a grimace. The pain from his injured wrist seemed to clear the fog of alcohol and confusion from his dark eyes. "You're not from Mount Vernon, are you? And if she didn't send you, then..."


"Let's just get this around your hands," Tommy said, holding up a thick white zip tie from his pocket. "It'll make things easier for us both."


Watts let out a sudden growling sound, and Tommy's entire body tightened, ready to fight.


But before he could jump towards Watts again, he caught a scent from outside the shed. It was such a familiar smell that it didn't make sense at first here, out of context. On his next, shallow breath, he recognized it.


No, he thought. His dry mouth fell open as he inhaled the smell again. It can't be.


He heard the scuffle of tiny feet outside the shed door, and a flash of fear went through him as he thought of the huge wires and transformers all around them. Electrocution and death.


With Watts just a few feet away, backed into a corner and growling, Tommy risked a look at the open door to the shed.


Just outside the crooked door, ears flattened and tiny white teeth bared, stood a wild animal with reddish-blond fur. It was growling at Tommy and Watts. 


To anyone else, the animal would've looked like a wild dog or maybe even a young coyote, but Tommy Roling knew better. 


"Corinne!" he yelled, his heart in his throat. "I told you to stay home, girl!"


This was a wolf cub, and the wolf cub was Tommy's two-year-old daughter.
















Chapter Two






Burt Roling glanced up at the faded Miller Lite clock perched next to yet another stuffed fox behind the bar. The tavern had at least a dozen of them scattered around, all in different frozen poses. They were all creepy and more than a little bit smelly.


I don't wait around for nobody, he thought with as much bravado as his three beers could muster. I'm not scared, not here in my new city.


He sighed and ordered another beer, knowing he would wait half an hour before leaving anyway, just as his little brother had ordered. At least that long, if not longer. This place was a tavern, after all. The best kind of place to waste time.


The music switched over to '80s hair band garbage, and the noise level in the bar increased in time to the tired tunes. He rubbed his bony chest where Tommy had thumped him for no good reason before rushing off. Even if the guy had lost some weight this past year, he was still a big dude. 


Burt breathed through his mouth to avoid the worst of the smells, from the various sweaty people as well as the long-dead stuffed foxes. He wished he would've brought some smokes with him. But like always, he didn't have much cash, and Tommy the boy scout refused to buy him a pack.


Sipping his fresh beer now instead of gulping it the way he wanted to, Burt turned to say something to his new best friend, the seventy-something Buddy, but the older man had slipped away while Burt was calculating the passing time.


He hated leaving a conversation with a new drinking buddy—Buddy!—unfinished. He'd been explaining to Buddy all the problems with his new job at the movie theater, and he hadn't even gotten to the part about how the idiot manager cut his hours and put him on the crappy shifts. Kids' movie time on Saturday mornings? Unbelievable. 


It's only a matter of time, he could hear Tommy saying, and you'll be filling out more job applications.


Burt winced through another lame Bon Jovi guitar solo and wished the absent Buddy a good life. He tried to locate the two cute girls at the end of the bar who'd been checking him out earlier. But in their place now stood a trio of chunky women in their forties, drinking Bud Lites and scowling at anyone who came close to them.


Just great, he thought, rubbing his cheek through his beard. Nobody here worth a damn. 


And then he noticed the intense girl at the other end of the bar. 


Even though she sat right in front of the ancient jukebox as it blared out a power ballad by Whitesnake or Warrant or Cinderella (Burt could never tell them apart), she was still writing away just as fast as she did an hour ago when he first glanced her way.


Wow, he thought, impressed. How much could one person have to say?


He took a big gulp of his beer to fortify his courage, and then he pushed away from his stool to go find out.


When he stood up to walk towards the girl, he felt a looseness in his joints from all his beers, and the crappy music grew louder with each step he took down the bar. These things usually worked best if he didn't think too much, but just did and said what came naturally to him, in the moment. 


The girl was a lefty, Burt noticed, and that hand covered most of the words she was scribbling in her tiny handwriting. Before he could read any of it, she snapped the book closed and dropped the pen. A pair of intense hazel eyes now stared up at him. She smelled of jasmine and bourbon.


Burt smiled, surprised, still thinking about what he'd seen on the page for just an instant. He could've sworn those words were in another language. They seemed more like Chinese or maybe even hieroglyphics instead of English. Gazing into the owner of those eyes, he felt a shiver of unreality run through him. 


And then he dropped himself as gracefully as possible into the bar stool next to her.


"Sorry to interrupt," he said over the music. "Just wondering if I could buy you a beer so you can take a break." He let out a goofy, nerve-induced chuckle that he regretted instantly. "All that writing looks like thirsty work."


The girl peered at him, her right eyebrow slightly raised, for a good five seconds. Burt tried not to squirm in the silence that followed the end of another song.


Then she said, "Excellent idea."


Burt hoped his exhale of relief wasn't too loud.


The girl held up an index finger with a black-painted fingernail. 


"Just hold on for a second and let me finish up this thought first." 


She reached for her trusty pen and journal again. 


"Stay," she added with a devilish grin.


Burt couldn't have left if he'd tried. He felt glued to his seat as he watched her delicate hand put the black pen through its paces across the pages of her hardbound journal. Her pretty face, flushed red in the cheeks from the warmth in the bar, focused only on her words. 


And again Burt couldn't make out what she was writing. It made his eyes want to cross, just looking at the tiny, unreadable words.


So weird, he thought. I love it.


She wrote for what must've been another minute, but Burt found he didn't mind. He used the time to take a look at her long legs in her black jeans, ending in no-nonsense chunky black boots. His gaze moved up to her short-sleeved white blouse with a nicely open neckline, then to her wrists wrapped in a series of thin black bracelets. Her fingers were decorated by rings with an array of gems on them: ruby, emerald, topaz.


The girl had stopped writing and was now staring back at Burt.


"Busted," he said before he could stop himself.


"O-kay," she said with a laugh. "Awkward."


Burt felt himself relax. He hadn't realized how tensely he'd been holding himself as he waited for her to finish writing or coding, or whatever it was. Like she was testing him to see if he had the guts to wait her out.


As she slid her journal into a brown leather satchel, Burt caught a glimpse of two other identical journals, along with at least two dozen pens lined up inside the bag like unspent ammo. Then she rapped a knuckle on the bar.


"I'll take that drink now," she said and waved at the bartender.


"Wait," Burt said, desperate to regain control of the situation. It didn't help that the jukebox was now blasting out Huey Lewis and the News and totally killing his buzz. 


"Let's start over," he said, holding out his hand. "My name's Burt."


"I'm Lilly. Nice to meet you."


They shook. She had a surprisingly strong grip. Burt liked that, though it made a part of him feel a little less confident, somehow.


He waved at the bartender, and then he nodded at Lilly's satchel. It rested next to her feet, the strap hooked protectively on the toe of one boot.


"That's some serious work you're doing here. Most people just come to a bar to relax, not get in some overtime. What're you working on, if you don't mind me asking?"


"I do mind," Lilly said, and then made Burt squirm a bit longer before she laughed. 


Burt drained the last of his beer, savoring the sound of her laugh. 


A beautiful sound, he thought.	


"I just get lots of ideas, sitting in a bar. I can never keep up with them or write them all down fast enough. I keep thinking I will one day, and when that happens, I won't have to do it anymore."


Burt nodded, as if this happened to him all the time. He much preferred meeting new people and just talking to them rather than writing anything down. His few experiences with writing consisted of some painful term papers back in high school. He liked to live in the moment instead of being all thoughtful and putting things into written form.


"Oh wait, I've heard of people like you," he said, forging ahead without letting his brain slow him down. "Are you part of that writing program at the University?"


Lilly gave him an As if look, and then shook her head.


"Nah, not my style. Not much of a joiner. I don't need a workshop to find inspiration. If you wanna call it that."


  The bartender set a glass tumbler filled with some ice and what appeared to be a large amount of liquor in front of Lilly. Burt tried not to wince at how much that drink was going to cost him.


"In any case," he added, rolling with it now, "I felt like you would appreciate my company. I'm incredibly witty, and according to many ladies in the Iowa City area, I'm not too hard on the eyes. You may have noticed my beard."


"I did," Lilly said with a half-smile that leaned towards a smirk. "Impressive."


Burt rubbed his chin and cheeks as if deep in thought.


"What can I say?" he said with a shrug. "It's a gift."


They spent the next half hour drinking and discussing music and where they were from. Burt left out most of the gory details about his abrupt departure from Dyersburg that had brought him to Iowa City last year. Some things didn't need rehashing, especially when talking with such a pretty and sharp and funny young lady as Lilly. 


He kept trying to steer the conversation back to whatever it was she was writing in her journal, but she danced around that issue easily.


Before Burt knew it, the bartender rang the bell for last call, and they finished up their final set of drinks. Then the jukebox wound down for good, and it was just the two of them at the suddenly quiet bar. 


"Walk me home?" she said.


Burt started nodding vigorously even before she finished her sentence. He slid the bartender his worn credit card and said a silent prayer he hadn't yet hit his spending limit. The prayer worked—this time—and he walked out of the tavern with an amazing woman on his arm and a swagger in his step.


He risked a look at the side street where Tommy had parked his gray Grand Am. Still there. He stifled a shudder and let Lilly pull him down the road.


Be careful out there, bro, he thought to Tommy, somewhere out there in the darkness.


"My place is just two blocks away," she said. "And my roommate's out of town until the fall semester starts. Also, I've got wine."


"Huh," Burt said, scarcely able to believe how this night had turned around for him. It made him speechless, if only for a moment or two, which for Burt was saying quite a bit. "That's... nice."


"You bet your ass it's nice, Burt!" Lilly said with a sharp laugh.


Burt let out a laugh as well. This girl was a bit odd, and he liked that. He saw his opening and took it, unable to let go of those weird words and shapes in her journal.


"So be honest here. What makes you write like that? I mean, you must've filled a couple books already with that—"


He was going to say "stuff" but didn't want to push his luck. He just let his cut-off sentence hang there in the dark as they walked. At some point she'd taken his hand, and now she squeezed it, hard.


"Is it like some other language?"


They crossed a road and stepped onto an uneven sidewalk that led to a split-level house broken up into apartments. The streetlight in front of the place had burned out, and the screen door hung crookedly on its hinges.


"I have a lot of catching up to do," Lilly said. "I may never get it all down."


"What do you mean? Get all of what down?"


"All the facts of the situation. Someone has to record them all. It's gotten worse lately."


They stopped right in front of the beat-up screen door, which was swaying the tiniest bit in the cool breeze. The door made an irregular squeaking sound that made Burt want to stick fingers in his ears.


Lilly looked up at him—she was a foot shorter than him, though she'd seemed taller back on her stool at the bar—and shook the brown curls on her head.


"That's some seriously boring stuff to talk about at this point in the evening. It's just my work. We all have a job to do, you know?"


Burt nodded at that, a slightly confused half-smile on his face. He could listen to her talk all night long. But it appeared they had better things than that in store for them this evening.


"I'd better go inside," Lilly said. She touched the side of Burt's mouth, and he felt an electrical current run through his body. "It's pretty late..."


"Yeah," he said. He was already backing away on his traitorous legs before he caught himself.


What the hell am I doing? he thought in a panic. I can't let this night end!


Lilly let out a laugh as she pulled open the crooked screen door and unlocked the wooden door behind it.


"Oh, I'm just messing with you, dude," she said, and then her voice lowered the tiniest bit. "Get your ass in here."


Burt nearly ran her over in his eagerness to do exactly as she'd ordered.




















Chapter Three






Tommy left Watts growling in the shed and reached for his little girl standing outside in her wolf form. She promptly bit him in the hand.


The shock was both immediate and familiar—she had sunk her teeth into him at least a dozen times before in the past few months. He barely even registered the pain as he tried to push her back out of the way. But her wiry little body was too quick for him, and she sprang past him into the shed.


"Corinne!" he cried, reaching for her with a bloodied hand that was already stretching and shifting into something less than human. He needed to hold off the change in front of Watts, but after one look inside the shed, he knew he didn't need to worry.


Watts was now down on all fours, no longer a strung-out-looking man with buzzed black hair. 


He'd made the change into his own wolf form—an emaciated-looking black beast with yellow and red eyes—and he was now squaring off and growling at tiny Corinne. The man's clothes lay in a shredded pile on the concrete floor, and the long fur on the chin of Watts the wolf quivered, looking just like his pointed little human beard.


Tommy leapt into the shed after his daughter, changing in mid-air from a tall, stocky human into a huge wolf with thick, dark-blond fur and paws twice the size of Watts'. He landed on the concrete floor on all fours just as Corinne attacked.


Watts was lightning-fast. He lashed out with a high-pitched whimper—not unlike his fevered whispering from earlier—and struck Corinne hard on her furry shoulder. She flew across the shed in front of Tommy and hit the metal wall with a surprised bark.


Tommy saw red. With a growling bark of his own, Tommy fell on the other werewolf. 


Somewhere in the deep recesses of his consciousness, he heard Attix whispering "Always bring 'em back alive."


And then Tommy heard nothing else but the harsh snapping of bones.






* * * * *






Half a minute later, Tommy stood in his human form, naked and breathless in front of the bloody, broken body of Alan Watts, while his daughter whimpered at him from a few feet away.


He wiped the blood from his hands on Watts' ruined clothes, and then he called to his daughter while he pulled his own clothes back on.


"Corinne," he said. "Come here."


He didn't try covering up the body of the dead man for her sake. Watts had changed back to his human form as soon as the life had been crushed from his wolf body. Corinne had seen worse in her two short years of life. Tommy couldn't help that, though the thought haunted him. No wonder she was getting so wild.


Unlike Tommy and Watts next to him, Corinne didn't change back into her human form. She seemed to prefer her stronger, four-legged self, and he'd find her "wolfing it up"—as Burt called it—more often than not. 


Tommy, on the other hand, had grown up stifling his werewolf genes, convinced by Mom he could only use it once or maybe twice a month, only when the moon was full. Mom had never been one for honesty.


He rubbed Corinne's furry head and checked out her left shoulder where Watts had hit her. She seemed fine, and her werewolf abilities would heal any damage from the blow faster than her human body would. 


"You are in big trouble, little girl," Tommy said, earning yet another nip from her. This time she didn't break the skin.


He let out a shaky breath.


"And so am I," he added, smelling the coppery blood that had spilled from Watts behind him. "Shit."

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Try not to listen to those who whi

BOOK 2 IN THE FAMILY PACK SERIES

“HUNTER?S
MOON

A “rural fanta

sy% novel
=23
F & ¥






OEBPS/images/Logo-UnWreckedPress300.jpg
UNWRECKED PRESS





