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Early 1900s

––––––––
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“WHAT’S YOUR NAME, DEAR?”

The sweet, lilting Southern accent threads through my ears, drawing me to it. I’m lying on a hospital bed with a thin mattress and a flat pillow. I was sleeping peacefully for once, so I am unsure if I should be irritated at the disruption or enjoy the soft tones of the sweet, lilting Southern accent that thread through my ears, drawing me to it. After the bustle of nurses in and out, chattering nonsense, and helping with bodily functions, her voice is a soothing welcome.

I slowly open my eyes to one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen. She has dark hair, dark eyes, a slender frame, and a lovely smile. My brow furrows for a moment while I try to make sense of her and where I am. I croak out my name, and she helps me sit up, bringing a cup to my lips. Her hands are strong, belying the delicate grace of her movements. I greedily drink until she pulls the cup away, telling me to take it easy. 

“Have you been here long?” She helps me rest against the pillows, sitting up, then wets down a cloth to wipe my brow. 

“I’m not sure.”

In all honesty, I cannot remember. I arrived here sick, and they placed me in a large room with the others facing the same illness. And in this large room right now, people are sleeping, coughing, shifting, or speaking in low tones. 

“What if I told you I could help you? I could get you out of here, and you would never face another illness ever again?” She pulls the cloth away and sets it on the table beside my bed. 

She stands beside me, patiently waiting for my answer. I laugh at her and end up in a coughing fit. She places her firm hand on my back and waits until the hacking has subsided. I take another look at her, accepting the handkerchief from her gentle hands. 

“Who are you?” I press the cloth to my lips. 

“A volunteer,” she replies. 

But in seeing what she is wearing, I do not see the typical nurse’s uniform. Whereas the nurses who come and go here wear a white uniform, this woman wears light blue. She has a white apron over her front and a white cap over her dark hair. The fabric is expensive and is not what I would ever consider hospital wear. And she’s wearing a rather expensive necklace, earbobs, and ring. And while it appears as though she might be a nurse, it wouldn’t seem so with the quality fabric and jewelry adorning her body. She’s not being truthful, and it’s easy to tell, making me curious why she’s here.  

“Are you offering this so-called cure to everyone?” Glancing around, I see everyone lost in their sorrows and not paying any mind to me. 

She titters a laugh. “No. Just you.” Her eyes meet mine, and there is mirth behind them—and something else. 

“Why me?” My brow furrows, trying to think if I’ve met her before or if she’s been around me while I languished here in this bed—because I’m no one. 

My father may have known, but said nothing to me about it. My mother refused to discuss it, wishing to keep me around her instead. Now, I’m in the hospital, and she’s at home languishing about her only son, who may die soon. I came in with pneumonia and have ended up with consumption. I wasn’t supposed to know. The nurses spoke in hushed tones, and on those days, I pretended to be asleep while listening to them. I knew that this illness was going to take me out. 

“You are what I’ve been looking for.” Her tone is low and soothing. 

She is also cryptic, and it intrigues me. Despite the illness, or maybe it’s because of it, I’m interested in what she has to say. But I know what I am, I know what I can offer and not offer, but apparently, she doesn’t know...

“Are you sure?” I ask, glancing down at myself. 

Her perfect lips smile at me, and she sits on the edge of my bed. “I know what I want.” She leans into me. 

I angle away from her. “So, what is this miracle cure?” And why does she know it and the doctors and nurses attending me do not? 

“Once you accept, you may never return to what you are now.” She eyes me carefully. 

“Well, I don’t want to be sick again,” I mutter and look away. 

This is true. The illness has taken its toll on my body, my functions, and sometimes, my mind. Lying on these hospital beds with thin mattresses, all I hear is the sound of coughing, the hacking of fluid in the lungs, the banging of bedpans, and the swishing of nurses’ skirts as they move in and out between the rows of beds. I think I might scream if I hear, ‘you just rest’ one more time. 

“You will have to give up this life,” she continues in her lilting Southern voice. 

I look around the room, thinking it would be easy to give this life up. I don’t want to come back here. I never want to visit another hospital again. 

“What do I have to do?” I start coughing again. I feel her hand on my back, and she supports me until I’m through.

She sits once more. “Nothing, dear. But,” she meets my eyes, “it will hurt.”

“Can’t hurt worse than this cough,” I rasp out. 

She smiles gently and leans into me. Her eyes seem to glow. And instead of being afraid, I’m intrigued. 

“You’ll come with me once I do this. It’s how things are done.”

“If you cure me, I’ll go anywhere with you,” I tell her. 

Her lips curve into a smile. “Just the words I need to hear. Don’t worry, dear; you’ll be fine. You’ll be more than fine.”

I wheeze, bringing the handkerchief to my lips. “If you can truly cure me, then do what you need to.”

“My name is Dravena.” She bends to my arm. 

My bicep burns.  
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Chapter 1 – Today
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Brad

––––––––
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HE’S A WEREWOLF. 

Now, this isn’t so strange since I am one. But since the surveyor arrived, there have been a few other things I noticed about him, too. 

I belong to a pack of about fifty, of which, Dreven, is the Alpha. We are not a large pack nor very formidable against a larger pack, but we have been here on this land for about two years now and have established it as home. When Dreven first looked at this spacious piece of property, we were all living in an apartment complex. To say that was dismal living is an understatement. But then he sold the complex to an interested party and could purchase this land. 

The wide-open spaces proved cathartic to us all and strangely made us realize just how cooped up we had been earlier in that dismal complex. We arrived and claimed our spaces—except for me, mine was already a given—and discovered we had neighbors; Werewolf neighbors. This is not really a big deal. At least, it hadn’t been when we first moved here just over two years ago. But Dreven seemed upset by it. 

Clayton is the Alpha of the neighboring pack, and to say he and Dreven butted heads is an understatement. At least until the day Dreven met Ilone, Clayton’s sister. It didn’t take long before he claimed her for his mate, and she accepted readily. We thought things would improve, and in a way, it has. But it seemed Clayton was not happy that Ilone married Dreven, and now he had found other ways to make our lives miserable. 

We started having issues with the water pumps, and Dreven retaliated, angering the Alpha of the other pack. But Dreven holds the one card Clayton can’t beat, which has kept the feud from spilling over into an all-out war. But it’s still annoying, and when it happens, it’s more irksome than anything. Usually, this offense gets hashed out, but this one, the one I’m currently involved in, is a sore spot with both clans. 

To the south of me and the surveyor are acres of fields and woods that my pack calls home. Dreven started with seventy-five acres and expanded to one hundred. We all thought it was to multiply the numbers in our pack, ensuring safety, except that Dreven has not encouraged new members, baby or otherwise. Our last new member joined ten years ago and is our medic. It appears Dreven is content with the size of his pack. 

The fields lie to the north, butting against the other pack’s property and where I am standing now, facing the pumps. The homes on our land start at the clearing before the fields, stretching out to the start of the trees which hide us from the highway, another quarter mile away. So, we have open spaces, farming land, the woods, and our homes. It is a rather nice property and offers the pack the seclusion we need. 

And with the purchase of this property came water rights, the water pumps, and two wells. One well needs fixing, and it sits in the clearing near our community building. But the pumps do work, and we confirmed the water rights with the purchase of this land. The problem is the pumps lie just inside the neighboring territory of the other Alpha, and he’s not cooperating. And so lies the contention. The pumps belong to Dreven’s property, but the lines are unclear—you can imagine his surprise when he discovered a fence around the pumps. 

Today, I’m the lucky one who gets to meet with this guy because Dreven was ‘busy’ and couldn’t be ‘bothered.’ This is odd since it would usually be one of his two Seconds or the third one in training if he couldn’t do it himself. The man walks away from me, looking out across the neighboring property, arms crossed. So far, he has said little other than to tell me his name is Ronald, and he is a county surveyor. Then he asked about the pumps while flashing the ID on the lanyard around his neck. And while the ID seems to be legit, backing up his claim of where he works, I think he’s lying. 

Again, I stand behind the man, knowing where he said he came from, but his clothes... 

Ronald moves to the pumps with a new chain-link fence around them, put up two months back. The gate is locked. Ronald studies the area momentarily, then turns, walking back to me. He struts around like he’s the boss or has complete confidence in himself and his skills. He doesn’t make me nervous, but I can tell he’s trying to intimidate me, if only a little. I generally experience this from others due to what they instinctively detect in me. I don’t fall for it and remain at ease. I’m not afraid, but now it makes me more curious about who he is and why he’s trying to convince me, and perhaps, Dreven, that he’s with the County. 

“Yep,” he says with a country twang, but it comes across forced and insincere. “Looks like your property should cross over at least another twelve feet from the pumps.”

I’m not entirely sure how he knows this without the proper surveyor equipment. There is no documentation for him to assess, and he has nothing to verify notes or details with. I expected, at the very least, a clipboard or a pen leaking in a front pocket. What he’s wearing belies his claim. 

“I’ll let Dreven know,” I say instead. “He’s at a loss why the other owner insists the pumps are theirs when the pumps don’t even filter water to his land.” But that’s only part of it. I’ve seen the paperwork, and the land purchase included the pumps. 

This is why Dreven gets so upset. The pumps do nothing for the other property and everything for ours. And, with Dreven finding his mate in Ilone, I bet he thought Clayton would just give over. He hasn’t, and I suspect it’s the underlying tension now. 

“Probably just wants to cause problems,” Ronald says. “What do you know about the neighbors?” He looks across to where Clayton’s pack lives. We can’t see the homes from here, however. “How many are there? Are they weak, strong, or have one up on you? And this is the back end of their property, right?” 

He’s fishing. I breathe in through my nose. There’s something different about him, and I can’t quite place it. He’s looking at me curiously, and I stand still. I stare him in the eyes, and realize he doesn’t place anywhere, and I don’t place with him. It is odd. In a werewolf pack, rank is everything. I shake my head, avoiding the questions and offering an answer that could be easily discernable. 

“Not a whole lot. That pack is roughly the size of this one. Similar in pack structure, and the pumps are right between the backside of both properties.” 

The other pack has never bothered me directly, so I don’t really care. They’ve only really messed with Dreven and, in doing so, turned off the pumps. So, while in a way it’s messing with the entire pack, everyone knows they direct the action at Dreven. And while it’s annoying and an inconvenience, it usually gets fixed within a short time.  

“Maybe instead of getting the County involved, you all could settle it on your own.” 

I frown at his words. His eyes are intense and seem to glow momentarily. It makes me think he’d relish a fight. 

“Sometimes the Alphas refuse to speak to each other,” I say instead. 

And it’s a little more complex than that. There is Ilone to consider. She may be the only reason Dreven has held back. But their relationship is complicated too, and I’ve wondered why those two are together. Then Ronald moves past me, back to the front of the property where we came from. Frowning, I follow along, and we enter the clearing where the first set of houses is. 

The largest house is Dreven’s, and it faces toward the rest of the houses, going south. We pass by the home, and the next house belongs to Armon. The third house belongs to Thayda, and after a space, more homes intersperse in the clearing along a dirt road. The medic’s home is on the other side of the community building, which serves as the centerpiece of our community. The community building is where Dreven holds pack meetings, and it also serves as a rec room. It has a kitchen for get-togethers and washers and dryers too. We walk down the dirt road past it, and Ronald makes his way to his motorcycle. 

Yet another clue he may not be who he says he is. 

“Nice bike,” I say. It is, and it’s both rugged and sharp looking—I can see myself in the chrome. He approaches it, stands beside it, and I think he belongs to a biking group—or gang. 

“Thanks.” He swings his leg over. 

“Anything else I should know?” I ask, watching him settle in his seat and prepare to fire it up. This was an odd meeting, and it seemed like I should have much more information than just what he told me. 

“What do you want to know about it?” He sits back, glancing at me, then his bike, and back again.  

I press my lips together. “Not the bike. The land issue.”

“Oh.” He turns away from me and fires up the bike. “Yeah, tell Dreven I’ll be in touch.”

The bike hitches and seems about to kill, then rumbles to life, drowning out the world for a moment. He takes off, a spray of dirt and rocks shooting out from the back tire when he spins it out of the drive. I step back, narrowly avoiding the pelting, and watch him gun it down the dirt drive to the county road beyond, just visible from where I stand. 

I glance off toward my home. Everyone else has houses, and I got the cabin. Not that I mind too much. It’s nestled back into the trees, away from the bustle of the others, and I’m by myself. I waffle between liking the seclusion and missing the company of others. The rumble of the bike fades, and I head back up to the community building. No one is inside, and I ran a load of laundry before Dreven tracked me down, telling me about Ronald showing up. He had seemed distracted, now that I think about it. 

I enter the room, and my clothes basket is in pieces and decorates the floor and machines. I exhale in annoyance and finish breaking it down to throw it away. I make the pieces fit in the waste bin and sigh, trying to expel the day’s events. Everyone else has their own washer and dryer, but I have to walk up here to do my own. I fold up my clothes, arranging them carefully so I won’t drop them on my way home.  

~
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MY CABIN ISN’T THE best-looking structure in the whole place, but I call it home. It is one large room, one bathroom, and it had previously served as a hunting shack. It’s probably fifty or sixty years old, and drafty and bare. I nailed a few extra boards over the rotted ones, and the main window has a crack. I did what I could with it and called it home. 

I push open my door and flip the switch for the light. While the cabin structure is over fifty years old, it has rudimentary wiring for electricity, done in its lifetime. Of course, being a werewolf, we have excellent vision, but that’s not the point. I bump the door shut with my hip and cross the room to the dresser, putting my clothes away and trying to shake off the edginess I’ve been feeling since meeting with the so-called county worker. There was something different about him, and it’s bothering me because I haven’t figured it out. It seems like it should be something simple to figure out. 

I turn around, leaning against the dresser. In my one-room home, I have a twin-size mattress on the floor in the corner and a rickety kitchen table with one chair against the wall near the front door. I have a potbellied stove for heat, a regular but small stove to cook on, and a rudimentary kitchen. There are three outlets in the whole place. The kitchen has one, and the other is near my bed, where I have my worktable, rolling chair, and sewing machine close to the bathroom, where the last outlet is. Along one wall is a dresser for my clothes, and in the corner is my dummy stand for my creations.

I exhale slowly, shaking off the earlier encounter again, and hear a knock. I instantly know who it is and cross the room to open the door. Dreven steps inside and surveys my home. He says nothing for a moment, looking around but not really seeing anything. I face him, remaining quiet and studying his attire while I wait for him to speak. He wears the typical jeans and T-shirt of everyday wear. I would love to revamp everyone’s attire here, but I’m sure no one would go for it. 

As an Alpha, Dreven should look more polished—at least, I think so. Despite this, he is still quite handsome. He has dark hair and brown eyes. He works out regularly and knows he looks good. However, this attitude may be more of an Alpha-thing than any arrogance with him. 

“What’d the County say?” He also doesn’t chit-chat. 

“He thinks we should have at least twelve more feet beyond the pumps,” I relay. It’s about all I can say since Ronald wasn’t forthcoming with any more information. And the entire visit was strange. Ronald was strange. 

Dreven nods. “That asshole won’t give. I’m wasting money on lawyers.” He crosses his arms and looks down at his feet. 

I know it’s a sore spot with him. He had to get lawyers involved because the County was dragging its feet on the issue, despite our land deed—if he’d only let Ilone smooth things over. 

“Well, it might be our only recourse,” I say lamely. 

A proper legal definition might be the only way to get this settled once and for all. Or, he could finally give in and have Ilone hash it out with Clayton, but he won’t. In the old days, even before I was turned, it used to be if you wanted land; you fought the Alpha. To the winner went the spoils and the members of the other pack. Things were much wilder back then.  

Dreven swears again. “What did you think of him?” He looks back up at me, assessing me. 

Is that a challenge? I pause for a moment, studying Dreven, my eyes meeting his. I’m not sure what he’s expecting. 

I shrug. “He’s just a county surveyor. He can only tell us property lines.” 

There’s silence again, and I get the impression Dreven expected me to know something. He seems on edge and upset at me. Then he smiles, but it’s forced and fades quickly. 

“He might be back after I talk to the lawyer.” There is silence again. “The annual meeting is coming up. I need something to wear.” He looks thoughtful for a time. 

The switch in conversation throws me off for a moment. Every year he waits until the last minute before he comes to me. 

“Okay. What did you have in mind?” I ask. I already know what I can do. It all depends on what he wants and where it will take place this time. The location of it changes each year, and so does the requirement of attire.  

“Get me a suit,” he says. 

I frown. My funds are severely limited, and I cannot purchase any suit for him. “I can’t—”

“Never mind.” He scowls at me. “I think I have an unused suit in my closet. I’ll have someone bring it by, and you can... do whatever it is you do to fix it up for me.” He turns and heads for the door he never closed. 

“When is this meeting?” 

To Dreven, ‘coming up’ could mean tomorrow or months from now. And this event is for all the Alphas in the state, of which there are many. And then their mates, along with the Seconds or Betas, like they are also called, go with them. They gather to review issues and problems to keep peace within their boundaries. 

“Next week,” he calls over his shoulder and walks off. 

I cross the room and shut the door behind him, unsure of what to make of his remarks and strange look. Again, I’m not sure why he had me, of all people in the pack, meet with this Ronald from the County guy. Armon or Thayda should have, since they are next in line, and even Arnet, the one in training. But me, the last in line—I blow out a breath and shake off my day. Dreven has been acting strange lately.  

I slump my shoulders, feeling tired. Something werewolves don’t always get, even if we need to sleep. I cross over to my worktable and flip open my sketchbook. I am unsure what kind of ‘unused’ suit I will receive, but I look forward to fixing up whatever he brings me. This is something in the pack structure I enjoy doing. 

I am very passionate about clothing and have an expert eye for style.

~
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SINCE MY HOME IS NESTLED further away from the others, I can hear the seclusion, and the separation isn’t lost on me. Almost everyone leaves me alone, which can be hard for a people-person like me. But most days, I’m grateful for it—however, I do get lonely. Getting a knock on the door is one of the last things I ever expect over here, regardless of how much I miss the company of others. So, sitting in my rolling chair at my worktable, sketching out a design, I jerk when a rap hits my door. I had sensed no one coming or heard anyone while I worked. 

“Here.” She thrusts her hands out the moment I open the door. 

She’s wearing a thin top, no bra, tight, too-short shorts, and sandals. Her light blue eyes are flat, and she’s clearly annoyed. Her short strawberry hair is wispy and haphazard and fits her elfin features. I automatically grab the items and notice a bruise along her chin. She crosses her arms over her chest, and I’m unsure if it’s self-consciously. She turns her head to the side.

“Dreven wanted me to tell you not to forget about the meeting he has coming up,” she recites monotone. 

Like I could forget Dreven’s words from earlier, I think. Besides, after yesterday, I saw him again, and he reminded me—and I do not forget about clothes. 

“Thank you, Ilya. Is Armon treating you okay?” Being a werewolf, wounds don’t last—unless they come from another werewolf. Then, it can take longer to heal, depending on the severity, but we do still heal. For her to have a bruise means the hit was hard, and Armon is... well, I’m not sure I can come up with all the words he is. There’s a deeper part of me that would like to take him down a peg, and often my inner werewolf fights my logical reasons not to. 

“Brad.” She glares at me, her eyes icy. “Armon is my business, okay?” She turns from me and leaves, not sparing me another glance or word. 

I watch her leave. Ilya is a sweet girl, usually. She’s lower on the pack totem pole, but above me. Typically, it wouldn’t be this way... I shut the door. So much for caring, but message delivered—I’ll leave her alone if that’s what she wants. I carry the bundle of clothes to my work table. Then I shake out the white shirt, the black suit coat, and the pants. I roll my dummy out and place the suit coat over it. 

Working on Dreven’s suit will provide a challenge. First, it’s been around for a while—this has to be at least ten years old. And I wonder why he hadn’t sent me the one he had from about two years ago. Now, the fashion of the times tells me that updating this suit will take savvy. Not that I’m lacking, mind you. I can fix anything and create anything. I stand back, hands on my hips, and survey it thoughtfully. I willingly accept this challenge. 

My creative brain is already whirling, and ideas flash through my brain so quickly that I jot them down. But I have a good idea of how I want this suit to turn out, and Dreven will look quite handsome and debonair when I’m through. He’ll turn heads at that meeting and gain the respect needed. I don’t care what other people think; clothes make the man—or woman.

As I run my fingers down the lapels, I idly wonder what exactly Ilone will wear and if she will complement him. It would make sense to do so and show themselves a united front. And I wonder if Clayton will be there. That Ilone and Clayton are unable to see each other could be why we’ve been having problems. Ilone is nice enough, but being the Alpha’s wife means another set of obligations and responsibilities. And it’s this set that leaves me wondering about their relationship. Of course, it’s none of my business. 

I turn the dummy around. This single vent in the suit is expertly done, so I don’t think I’ll need to make any alterations. I turn the dummy and button the middle. I’m going to take one button off, leaving two for a nice tapered look, and I’m going to swap out the buttons for something more fashionable. The pockets look okay, but I will add a stylish flap to streamline them. The sleeves look okay. The shoulders—well, the shoulders can be the trickiest part of a suit. If a shoulder doesn’t sit correctly, it can make the entire suit look ill-fitting. But I’m just going to assume they are the right size for Dreven, and if I need to alter them, I can do so later.

As I work, I lose myself. I cease to think of anything but creating. I tune everything out, and it’s a pleasant reprieve from being constantly on the alert for the Alpha’s voice or any other that wishes to go through the pack pipeline, as I call it. We all share a link. And while it can be nice, it can be cumbersome and also a pain in the ass. But when I do this... I can think, I can create, and relax in what I do best. 

~
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I’M IN THE MIDDLE OF a meal, pondering the suit and if I should include a handkerchief and which fold to pick if I do, when someone knocks on the door. My nostrils flare, and I call for her to enter. Thayda pushes open the door. I watch her peruse the place, her lips tight. I keep eating, and she crosses the room to where the dummy is. I know, without looking, she is observing the suit. After a moment, she makes an indiscernible noise, and soon she pushes the rolling chair to the table. She takes a seat and watches me eat. 

“Suit looks good, Brad.”

I swallow my bite of food. “Thank you.” It does; I wholeheartedly agree. 

“How was the meeting with that County guy?” She turns her face to the suit again. 

I set my spoon down. “It was okay. It was strange. He really didn’t say anything. But he thinks the property line should go about twelve feet past the pumps.” 

And it still bothers me how I met with him and not Dreven. I’m the lowest on the totem pole here and not given any responsibility. In fact, because of who I am, I am often ignored or even, by one in particular, picked on. 

“Why didn’t you or Armon meet with him?” I ask. 

Thayda frowns. “I don’t know. Dreven had a meeting with us while the County guy was here. We really didn’t go over much, and after he saw the guy leave, he ended the meeting.” She looks out my cracked window. “It was odd, now that I think about it. We didn’t discuss much of anything, and it seemed he was just keeping us occupied.”

I take another bite and slowly chew. I still can’t put my finger on why that guy seemed so out of place. 

Thayda chews on the inside of her cheek for a moment. “If he’d only let Ilone... never mind. He won’t. Well, if the County guy thinks that’s our property line, then hopefully, it will get changed without having to go to court.” She exhales. “I’m tired of this shit.”

I can only agree. “We can only hope. I hate having to keep contributing to it.” Because it eats into my profits severely, but being in a pack, we do it for the good of it without complaint—at least, not a vocal complaint.
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