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Part One – Fallen Alpha

Evan moaned into his girlfriend's mouth and struggled to collect his thoughts. He wanted her in the worst way, but knew he had to slow down. Her hand felt so good though. Her fingers were small and strong and wrapped around him. She pulled, bending his stiffness and then giggling when she let go and it slapped back up against him. He grunted, afraid he was going to lose control.

"So hard," she whispered before he crushed her lips with his and swallowed her laugh. She was enjoying teasing him. Well, not really teasing, they were going all out this time. He'd talked her into it and got her to admit that she wanted it too. She was tired of waiting and he, well, he was eighteen years and had been the good guy his entire life. Damn right he was ready to live a little! And what better way to spend a Friday night since basketball was over and baseball hadn't started.

She moved her hands up and unbuttoned her shirt. She pulled it apart and grabbed her bra, lifting it up and revealing herself to him in the light of the full moon that shone through the truck's moonroof. "Play with them," she whispered. "Take your mind off...you know, yourself."

Evan grinned and grabbed at her. They'd messed around plenty, but never all the way. Tonight was special. He rubbed her and pinched her, listening to her breathing and moaning to guide his fingers.

"Kiss them," she breathed.

He did. Her skin tasted salty and smoky, thanks to her mom and dad smoking in the house. It was strange at first, but the taste mellowed and he learned to appreciate the way she squirmed and moaned in the back seat of the truck.

Her hands slipped under his shirt and yanked it up. Her fingernails tickled his back and made him shudder. He looked up at her and saw her biting her lip. A little higher her eyes were only half open. Her nostrils flared as she breathed, trying to match her racing heart that he could feel beneath his hands.

"CJ?" he asked.

She slurped as she released her lip from her teeth. "I want this," she told him.

Evan grinned. "I want you."

She nodded and reached down between them. She worked the button loose on her jeans and shimmied out of them, pushing them down and kicking them off her legs. Evan tried to look down and see what he'd only felt once or twice but she didn't give him a chance. "I've heard this is supposed to be easier if I'm on top."

He raised an eyebrow and grinned again. Like he was going to say or do anything that might stop him from getting laid. "Okay, um, how do you—"

She scooted over and made room for him to lay across the bench seat in the back of his dad's quad cab pickup. Evan grunted as he lay down and then pushed his pants down until he could kick them off. The night air felt good against his superheated skin. One more sensation that made him ache to have her touch him again.

CJ straddled his legs and drew herself up. She hit her head on the roof of the truck and gasped. They met each other's eyes and laughed, easing the tension of what they were about to do. Evan swallowed and dropped his gaze to her bare chest. He grinned and started to reach for her, only to have his hands swatted down.

"No, just wait. I want to do this."

"Me too!" he pleaded.

She laughed. "I know. I mean..." she trailed off and dropped her eyes down to where he was pulsing with each rapid beat of his heart. She sucked her lip between her teeth and reached down to touch him.

Evan groaned and stared up at the ceiling. Her fingers made him feel like he was being tickled with a thousand feathers. And not in the ticklish I'm-going-to-wet-my-pants kind of way. She picked him up until he pointed straight up and gently rubbed his hot skin in her palm.

"Jesus, CJ," he groaned. "Be careful!"

"Why? Oh! You mean—"

He nodded. "Yeah, uh... where are my pants. I've got a rubber in the pocket."

"Romantic," she teased while letting him go and turning to find his pants. "I thought girls were supposed to be the ones worried about that kind of stuff?"

"Yeah, well, we don't need that kind of trouble," he said. "I love you and don't plan on ever not being with you, but that doesn't mean I want a kid any time soon."

"Relax, I'm teasing," she said as she turned back to face him. She held up the small square package in her hands. "I've never done this," she admitted.

"Gimme," Evan said and took the rubber from her. He ripped the edge off and fished it out. A few moments later he unrolled it and held himself pointing straight up. The pressure squeezing him made him shudder. "Okay," he said in a shaky voice. "Ready."

"Ready," she repeated. She hesitated and then leaned forward and lifted herself up. "Hold still."

"Don't worry," Evan breathed. "I wouldn't move for the world!"

She flashed him a quick smile and then lowered herself down. She missed, bouncing the spongy latex off her thigh. She used a hand to guide him and gasped when he was in place. "We're really doing this," she whispered.

Evan fought to keep his hips from thrusting up. It might have been the most difficult fight of his life. Much worse than two-a-day football practices. He was right there, touching her with the tip of his—

"Fuuuuuuuck," CJ groaned as she started to push herself down. One hand flew to his belly, planting her palm against his quivering abs while the other wrapped around the part of him that was trying to split her in half.

Evan panted, his thoughts coming and going so fast he couldn't catch on to them. He clenched his fists and curled his toes. Finally he jerked his head up and stared, craning his neck to see around her arm and see that yes, it was really happening. He was losing his virginity. He was inside his girlfriend. Well, barely, but this was better than jerking off into a tissue any day!

CJ's legs were trembling from the strain of holding herself up and the feeling of being stretched. She slid down a little further and gasped as she felt something give inside of her. A new wave of pain hit her a moment later, robbing her of strength and dropping her down on top of him.

Evan bellowed and stiffened. His entire body felt like it was a massive oak tree being bent by the wind. He could even hear it blowing in his ears. A tornado of a storm that whirled around him and scattered everything. He was shouting or grunting or doing something, he wasn't sure. He didn't know what he was feeling, but the pressure around him was no match for the pressure inside of him.

"Evan?"

He blinked and clamped his lips shut, only to find he couldn't catch his breath by breathing through his nose. "Holy shit!"

Her eyes rounded. "Oh no! I didn't hurt you, did I?"

"Hurt? No! Hell no! Wait, did you..." he trailed off as he saw that she didn't look as goofy as he felt. "Oh shit."

CJ blushed and shook her head. "No... I didn't, but trust me, it's fine."

"Fine? Oh shit..."

CJ laughed. "No, not that kind of fine. I mean it's okay. I'm sooo full and stretched. I thought you were going to tear me apart at first!"

Evan grimaced and then perked up at the unintended compliment.

CJ rolled her eyes. "Anyhow, I'm getting used to it now, it's not so bad unless— ouch! Yeah, okay, it's better but when I move, it still hurts."

"I'm sorry! I didn't mean to do that... and, uh, I didn't mean to...you know, um..."

She smiled. "Come on, it's okay. Or should I say come in?"

He groaned. "Give me a little bit, I can go again. I'll make it better. I mean, for you."

"It's okay, really. First time, I get it," she said. "We can— we will— try this again. Just not tonight. Or maybe for a few days."

"That bad?"

She leaned forward and rested on his chest to kiss him. "It is. I thought you were ripping me and then when you busted through...wow, that brought tears to my eyes."

"Busted through? What?"

"I was a virgin too, you know."

"Vir— oh shit! I didn't think about that. Jesus, I feel like such a dick."

"Such a dick," she laughed. "Yes, I suppose it is!"

Evan groaned again.

"You're slipping out," she said.

"I am? I can't feel a thing with this damn condom on."

"You must have felt something!"

He winced. "Oh, um, yeah. I felt that! I mean, after."

CJ lifted herself up until she was sitting on his lap and braced one hand against his shoulder. She rolled off and let out a yelp before dropping to her knees between the front seats and the back seat. She pressed her hands against her crotch and took some deep breaths.

"You okay, baby? I feel like a jerk for hurting you."

"Good," she groaned. "You should. But all girls go through this the first time. Or at least I think they do, that's what I've been told."

"Who told— never mind, I don't want to know."

She smiled and pulled her bra back in place before buttoning up her blouse. Evan pouted when she covered herself and then let out a yelp when she slapped the side of his leg and handed him his pants.

"Get dressed, studmuffin," she teased him. "You need to get me home."

"Oh geeze," he groaned. "Don't, um, don't tell anybody about..."

CJ laughed. "Baby, don't worry. I don't plan on blabbing about my sex life. Especially since it just started! As long as you don't plan on running away with someone else, that is. Then I'd have to tell the whole school."

His lips parted and his eyes grew wide at the play threat.

Her eyes narrowed. "That scares you?"

"No!" he replied without hesitating. "It bothers me that you think I'd do that. I love you! Sure, we're stupid kids and sure, we're supposed to go off to college, but we've been planning on doing that together, right?"

She relaxed and smiled. "I know, just checking."

He scowled. "Well stop."

She pulled herself up on the seat with her arms and kept her legs clamped together as much as she could while she pulled her underwear and jeans back on. There was a lot of wincing while she dressed. Evan pulled his pants back up and, after some more kissing and some giggling, they opened the back doors and climbed back into the front seats.

He turned the track back on and asked, "You sure you want to go home? It's only... oh wow, it's almost eleven!"

"Yeah, I'm sure. I had fun, though. Really, I did. And we did it together, no matter what happens."

"No matter what happens? Why do you have to go and talk like that? Nothing's going to happen. You love me, right?"

She bit her lip and nodded. "I'm just feeling stupid, I'm sorry."

"Well stop it," he insisted. Evan grabbed her hand and held it in his. "This didn't change us."

She nodded again. "I'm just worried, you know?"

"Huh? No. I don't know."

She sighed and pulled her hand back so she could cross her arms in front of her belly. "You've been wanting this for a long time, that's all. Now you've got it. My mom and a lot of other girls say that once we do it, you'll move on."

"That's bullshit," Evan said. "I'm not going anywhere."

She smiled. "I hope not."

He frowned and looked around the truck for some sort of inspiration. Finding none, he turned back and said, "I'll prove it to you."

"How?"

"You'll see. A year from now we'll look back and laugh about this. Then in two years and five years it'll just be funnier."

She shook her head and laughed. "I'm being dumb, aren't I?"

"Well...maybe a little emotional."

She gasped and shook her finger at him. "I'm going to make you pay for that!"

He grinned and put the truck in gear to back out of the pull off into the Shawnee National Forest. "Good, I'm looking forward to it!"

Her hand found his once he pulled back out on the road and they started driving. The high school sweethearts fell into a comfortable silence while thoughts of what they'd just done ran through their heads. Evan had to fight to keep from grinning. He wasn't a virgin anymore! More than that, he'd made love to the girl of his dreams. Sure, it might have only been about ten seconds of making love, but that didn't change the facts.

"Evan!" CJ screamed as she grabbed onto the safety grips in the truck with one hand and threw her other hand to the dash.

He jerked himself out of his sexual stupor and slammed his foot on the brake pedal. The pedal pushed back, the anti-lock system fighting him to keep the tires from locking. He saw the dark grey streak out of the forest on his left and felt the truck shudder as he slammed into the sprinting animal. It bounced off into the bushes and weeds on the right side of the road.

His dad's truck jerked to halt, throwing both of them back into their seats and scattering their thoughts. Evan turned and stared at his girlfriend. "What was that?"

She stared out her window into the darkness. She turned back to look at him and asked, "A deer?"

"Not tall enough," he said. "A dog or a coyote?"

She shook her head. "It was bigger than that. You really sent it flying though."

Evan groaned. "Shit, if that thing busted up my dad's truck, I'm in serious trouble!"

"Come on, let's check it out!" CJ said.

Evan glanced out the back window to make sure there was no one else coming. He put the truck in park and turned to the door. CJ was already sliding out, hissing as her feet hit the pavement and her sore muscles were used.

He fumbled to turn on the hazard lights on the truck and then slid out and walked around the front. Evan raised a hand to shield his eyes from the headlight and cursed when he saw the bumper was bent in. There was some dark fur stuck to it and caught in the truck's grill. No blood that he could see, but there was no denying that he'd hit something.

"Do I call the cops?" he asked.

"Evan! Come here! It's a dog...oh wow, I think you killed it!"

Evan turned away and blinked the spots from his headlights out of his eyes. He hurried over to where CJ had climbed down the shoulder of the road and saw her kneel down next to a dark shape in the weeds.

"Ceej, be careful!" he hissed.

"I think you broke his back," she said. "My god, Evan, he was beautiful!"

Evan stumbled down the embankment and stared at the body of the wolf. "Jesus," he whispered. He reached out but couldn't stop her from kneeling down and running her fingers down the dead wolf's side.

A chill ran down Evan's back, prompting him to turn. A pair of eyes shimmered in the darkness on the other side of the road. He lifted his arm to block the glare of the headlights. As soon as he blinked away the brightness he stared into the woods. Whatever had been there was gone, if it had been there at all.

"Evan? What are you doing?"

"I thought..." he hesitated. Some weeds were swaying and there was no wind out. He squinted and looked up and down the road. Nothing but shadows and darkness. "It's nothing."

"Okay," she said. "You should probably call your dad."

"Yeah, and explain why we were way out here? That's going to go over well."

"Crap, I didn't think of that!" she grew quiet and tried to think of a good explanation. She frowned and looked around before she placed her hand down on the wolf's side again. He shivered under her, drawing her eyes down to stare at it. "Evan, he's—"

Evan froze as CJ's hiss turned into a scream. The wolf leapt up from the ground and twisted in mid-air to land on top of her. She tried to fall back and get away but he put a paw on his belly, stopping her cold.

Evan snapped out of his paralysis and waved his arms. "Hey!" he shouted, trying to draw the snarling wolf's attention. The wolf seemed to ignore him, but it also stopped snarling. It leaned in closer to CJ and lowered its nose to her pants. The wolf sniffed and then lifted his head to lock gazes with her.

Evan looked around, trying to find something. There was a tire iron in the truck, but that was too far away. There— a rotting branch that had fallen off a tree. He scrambled over and dug at it, pulling it up until the punky wood broken and left him with a section shorter than a ball bat but heavy enough he knew it would leave a mark.

He turned back and saw his girlfriend staring into the wolf's eyes. They weren't speaking or moving, just staring at each other. He started to raise the log when a howl split the night. He spun, the hair rising on his arms. Whatever had made the noise was close. Real close. He kept turning and saw dark shapes slinking through the shadows down the road. His truck's headlights lit them up, exposing their fur covered flanks.

Evan spun back around and saw the wolf on top of his girlfriend was watching them. His jowls rose in a growl. They were all wolves, wasn't this one with the others? Or had he staked out his claim and didn't want to share.

Evan adjusted his grip and turned, intent on saving his girlfriend and getting the hell out of there. He wasn't afraid of a wolf. His dad had taught him to fish, hunt, and trap and he'd been playing sports his entire life. There was no way he was going to lose CJ, not after everything they'd done!

The wolf on top of her lowered his head and opened his jaws. He snapped them shut, earning a new scream from CJ. Instead of tearing out her liver or throat the wolf bit down on his own leg, plunging his fangs through the coarse fur and into the flesh beneath. He shook his head, tearing at the wound and dragging his claws across her stomach, digging into her skin.

He released his leg and lifted his head to stare at her again. CJ was panting and let out a whimper when she saw the blood dripping off his chin. His blood. She tried to slide across the ground and get away but her hand slipped and dropped her to her shoulder. CJ grunted and then gasped when the wolf's jaw clamped down on her forearm.

She froze with her mouth open in a silent scream as the wolf bit in to her and shook his head enough to make sure his fangs broke the skin and worked into the meat of her arm. The pain caught up a minute later, making her cry out and restoring strength to her arms. She punched at him with her other arm and drove him back.

The wolf leapt free and stared at her for a long moment. He licked his chops and then turned and let loose his own terrifying howl. CJ covered her ears with her hands and curled up on the ground facing away from him.

Evan skidded across the moist forest floor and swung his club at the wolf. The wolf jumped back out of the way of the stuck and snarled at him. With that show of defiance the beast turned and ran off into the dark woods. Evan watched it go and then spun around to where CJ was lying on the ground and sobbing. She cradled her arm but didn't seem to be staring at anything.

"Chelsea June! Come on," he called as he moved over to her. He knelt and dropped his stick before putting a hand on her. She shivered and tried to get away. "CJ! It's me! It's Evan. Come on, baby, come on."

She blinked and stared at him, recognition narrowing her pupils. The sobs became deeper but she reached for him. Evan grabbed her and started to pick her up when he heard a rustle of leaves and the cracking of tiny sticks. His head jerked around to where another wolf was crouching down and preparing to jump. It was different wolf, with brown fur instead of grey.

"Hang on," he hissed and grabbed his makeshift club with one hand. He spun and put himself between her and the wolf. "Get to the truck!" he shouted and took the stick in a two handed grip.

The wolf snarled and spread his claws, digging them into the loam of the forest floor. 

Evan had seen everything from beavers to wildcats caught in traps. They fought and they fought like hell. They'd run away until they couldn't run anymore, then they became aggressive. It was the only way to stand a chance of surviving against the predators of the world. Predators like a wolf. 

"Fuck you!" Evan snarled and rushed forward. He played left field on the school's baseball team, not a great position by itself, but he was also one of the highest batting averages on the team. His club broke against the side of the wolf's head, spraying rotten wood chips across the ground and sending the wolf rolling through the sprouting bushes.

The wolf came to a stop and staggered to his feet. He shook his head and turned away, bumping into a tree trunk. Evan threw the short chunk he still held at the wolf and turned back. CJ was sitting up and watching. She clutched her bitten arm in her other hand.

Evan ran to her and grabbed her, pulling her up and sharing some of his urgency with her. She ran with him, staggering back up the embankment to the truck. Evan yanked the door open and pushed her in, barely managing to avoid slamming her ankle when he shut the door behind her.  

He glanced over his shoulder. He didn't see the wolf, either of them, but he didn't think for a second they were safe. He ran around the back of his truck and made it in the driver's side without any more sign of them. He shifted into drive and smashed the accelerator, sending both of them back into their seats as the truck's tires chirped on the moist pavement. It surged ahead as the traction control kicked in and sent them hurtling down the road.

CJ turned in her seat and stared out the back window. She gasped and whimpered, "Evan!"

He risked a look and saw two wolves standing in the middle of the road watching them. The moonlight shone down on them and gave their dark fur a silver halo. He turned his head back and jerked the wheel of the truck to keep it on the road. When he checked the mirror the wolves were gone.

"Holy shit," Evan said. "That was... holy shit! Are you okay?"

"It hurts," she complained. She sniffed back a few tears and added. "Feels like my arm's on fire."

"Shit! Okay, um, I'm going to take you to the hospital. We'll figure things out there, okay?"

"The hospital?"

"Yeah, there's no telling what that thing had. I mean, what do wild animals carry? Rabies? Lockjaw? Who knows?"

"You get lockjaw from stepping on rusty nails."

"Oh, well, there are other diseases too."

"Yeah," she mumbled. "I guess."

Evan drove for another minute before he mumbled out loud. "Jesus, what a fucked up night this turned out to be."

CJ's response was to lean against the door and cry.

"Aw damn it, I didn't mean you did anything wrong," Evan moaned. "I'm sorry, Ceej! Really, you were great. I mean, as great as getting bit by a wild animal can be."

"I'm scared," she whimpered.

"Come here," Evan said and lifted his right arm up.

CJ slid across the seat while favoring her wounded arm and snuggled up against him. He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her right before giving her a quick kiss on the top of her head. "You'll be okay, don't worry. They've got medicine for whatever he might have had."

"It's not that," she mumbled. "Well, maybe a little, but not all."

"What is it?"

"He was... I mean, I was..." she sighed and shivered against him. "I don't know. It was just so weird. He stared at me and I swear he wasn't just a dumb animal. I saw things. I felt things!"

"Baby, it was a wolf. He bit you," Evan said. "Sure they're smart, but they're just wild animals."

"I didn't know there were wolves in Illinois," She said.

"We do now," Evan said. He turned another corner and headed into the outskirts of Rosiclare. The hospital was located on the edge of town, making it easy for him to pull into the parking lot of the ER with his tires squealing around the corners.

"Be careful," CJ hissed.

"I am," he assured her. "I have to make sure you're okay. I plan on spending a lot of time with you, remember?"

She flashed him a quick smile and leaned out of the way so he could put the truck in park near the front of the parking lot. Hardin County Hospital had lost a lot compared to the days when the town had been big in mining lead and fluorspar, but that worked out in their favor this time. There was hardly anyone else waiting to be admitted.

Evan rushed around the pickup and opened her door for her. She moved slow, twisting to get her feet out and wincing as she slid off the edge of the seat and down to the ground. Evan caught her and held her up as her legs gave out and she sagged towards the ground.

"Shit, Ceej," he hissed. He shifted and grabbed her so he could lift her up and carry her in his arms. She was young and skinny and he was athletic, he figured it would be easy. After bumping her door closed with his hip and carrying her halfway to the entrance his shoulders and back were burning. His fingers were slipping and he wasn't sure how much more he could handle.

"I'm slipping," she murmured.

"I got you," he lied. He jerked her up and adjusted his grip, but it didn't seem to do any good. He pushed on, determined to get her inside.

"I can walk," CJ said. "Put me down."

"You couldn't get out of the truck," he hissed. "Relax."

The emergency room door loomed ahead of him, growing closer and closer until it slid open. Filled with a surge of hope he pushed in through the rush of sterile cool air in the hospital and veered towards the admitting desk.

The clerk, a middle aged woman with freckles and tobacco stained teeth looked at him as he staggered in. Her eyes widened and she sat straight in her chair. "Do you need help?"

"I think so," Evan wheezed.

She turned her head and shouted, "Jerry, get a chair in the lobby. Quick!"

Evan hoisted her up to try and adjust his grip on her. "Ceej, can you hold my neck?"

Instead of reaching up to hold his neck she sagged against his chest and went limp in his arms.

"Shit!" he hissed and struggled to keep her limp weight from falling. He sank down with her, sacrificing himself to set her on the ground as gently as possible. He looked up and saw the admittance clerk was on her feet and staring at him through the open window. "Help her, damn it!"

The clerk jumped and turned to start shouting into the department behind her. Jerry was already pushing a wheelchair through some doors but he stopped when he saw them on the floor. He left the chair and ran back through the automatic doors.

"What the hell?" Evan shouted. He turned and saw a couple of people in the waiting room staring at him. They looked away before they could meet his gaze, pretending they didn't know what was happening. A fire rushed from his belly into his chest and up the back of his neck to his head. How dare they ignore her?

"Son, I've got her, step back."

Evan turned and saw Jerry was back with another man. Both had scrubs on, Jerry's were blue and the other man wore green. He had no idea if that meant anything, but it served to distract him from the people that weren't helping. He let them check her pulse and breathing before while he scooted back a few feet to give them room to work.

"What happened? She's got a bloody arm, you two get in an accident?"

"Accident? No. Well...sort of. I hit something— a wolf— with my truck," Evan babbled.

"Calm down, son, and tell it to me straight," Terry said while the other man continued to monitor CJ's vitals. "Take some deep breaths."

Evan shook his head. "Sorry, I'm okay. A wolf ran out from the side of the road and I hit it square on. Didn't know what it was though, so we stopped. CJ found it and, uh, she went to check it out. It was dead, or she thought it was."

The male nurse glanced up at him. "From the marks on her arm, I'd say it wasn't."

"A wolf? You sure it wasn't a fox or coyote?"

"Too big," Evan said. "I've hunted and trapped foxes and coyotes with my dad. These were wolves."

"These? There was more than one?" the orderly asked.

The nurse didn't give Evan a chance to answer. "Did it look sick? Foaming at the mouth or anything?"

"I just hit it with my truck," Evan reminded him. "I only hit the one, but there were some others I saw. At least two more. After the one I hit bit CJ, I took a swing at him and he ran off. Another one came at us but I knocked him to the side with a stick I had."

"You had a stick?" the order asked.

"I picked it up. Broke it on the wolf."

The nurse stood up and moved to grab a backboard. "Help me get her up. I don't think anything's broken."

The orderly hurried to help. They rolled her up and then back down onto the board before strapping her to it. Once she was secured they lifted her up and onto the gurney. After making sure the rails on the side of the gurney were locked in place the nurse turned to Evan and asked, "When did she pass out?" 

"Just after we got here," he said. "I carried her in because she wasn't steady. Then here in the lobby she just, um, fainted?"

He nodded and started pushing her back towards the security door into the ER. The orderly punched in a code to open the door and said to Evan. "Get squared away with Janice and then she'll let you come back."

"But... she's my—"

"Come on over here, hon, we'll be quick. What's her name?"

Evan spun and looked the older woman. He glanced back and forth until the door shut behind his girlfriend. He sighed and slumped over to the admitting desk. "CJ— Chelsea June Wixon."

"All right, how old is she?"

"Eighteen," he said. "We're seniors."

She glanced up from the computer at him and smiled. "Sweethearts?"

He blushed and nodded.

"Do you have her mom or dad's number? Someone we can notify? She's eighteen but she's still on their insurance, right?"

"Oh, insurance. Didn't think about that," he admitted. He opened his mouth and then slumped further in his chair. "I have her number, I don't have theirs."

"I see. The phone book, maybe?"

He stiffened. "Duh! Of course the phonebook. Sorry, I'm not thinking straight."

"You didn't have anything to drink tonight, did you?"

"What? No! We, um, we just went out to spend time together."

She flashed him a knowing smile. "All right. I have to ask, that's all."

"Oh, yeah. Okay, sure." He glanced around, anxious to get away from her questions. They hadn't done anything wrong, had they? Well, they'd had sex, but they were both eighteen. It was even protected sex, how many people his age could say that? "Can I go back and see her now?"

"Just a minute, hon. What was your name again, sweetie?"

"Evan. Evan Black."

"Is your daddy Sean Black?"

Evan winced at her use of the word daddy. A lot of girls and women did it, but it kind of creeped him out. It was even worse across the river in Kentucky. "Yeah, that's my dad."

"Your daddy's a good man. Seems like I heard you're growing up just like him. Baseball player, right?"

"Yeah. Football and basketball too."

She smiled. "Boy like you has a future ahead of him. You just have to keep your nose clean. Stupid mistake could cost you bigtime."

Evan swallowed but it didn't help the ice in his belly. "Miss, we weren't drinking, I promise. I was taking her home when the wolf ran out."

"Oh, I believe you," she said. "Don't mind me, I'm just talking. I'm sure you done right by Miss Wixon. Your daddy wouldn't have nothing short of that. Just be careful, there are some girls around this town itching to do whatever they got to so they can fetch themselves a good man."

Evan's mouth was dry and he couldn't breathe for a moment. Was she really telling him this? He glanced around, breaking free of her spell and wondering what he had to do to make the nightmare end. He remembered his phone in his pocket and dug for it. "Let me see if I can find their number."

She smiled. "Go right ahead, sweetie."

He tried to hide his cringe as he brought up the browser on his smartphone and waited impatiently for the slow data connection to bring up results for his search. He felt like it had been at least fifteen minutes by the time he had a number. He dialed it and held his phone up so she could see it, "Got 'em!"

"You're calling them?"

"Better me than a stranger, don't you think?"

She smiled and winked at him.

Evan sat up as CJ's dad answered the phone. "Mr. Wixon? Hi there, this is Evan. There was sort of an accident and, um, we're at the hospital. Hardin County Hospital."

"What's going on?" CJ's dad demanded. "What happened? What kind of accident."

"Nothing bad," Evan said. "I mean, we hit an animal on the road. CJ got out to check on it and it bit her and ran off. So I brought her here."

"Thank god," Mr. Wixon said and then paused. "She is okay, right?"

"I...I don't know. I mean, I think so. He bit her arm, but she passed out when we got here. I carried her in and—"

"Hardin County?" he interrupted.

"Yes, sir."

"I'll be there in ten minutes," he said.

"Mr. Wix—" Evan realized he was talking to dead air and glanced at his phone to be sure. The connection had been broken.

"Her folks coming?" Jackie asked.

Evan nodded. "Yeah," he mumbled. "They are."

"Well good. You're an upstanding young man, they'll see that."

"He's gonna kill me," Evan muttered.

She shook her head. "You saved his baby girl. He's going to feel bad it wasn't him, that's the job any self-respecting father expects of himself."

Evan swallowed. "Ten minutes, he said."

"You hang in there, sweetie. I'll get the rest of what I need from her parents. Why don't you go have a seat over there?" she pointed to the faded chairs in the waiting room.

"Can't I go see CJ?"

She smiled. "Not yet, hon. It won't be long."

Evan sighed and climbed to his feet. It had already been too long. She'd gone downhill fast, what was happening to her back there? Was she okay? He climbed out of the chair and dragged his feet all the way to the chair he ended up in. The other couple in the lobby might as well have been in another county for all the attention he paid them.

He put his elbows on his knees and stared at the carpet while he waited. Thoughts raced through his head, making him wonder how much trouble he was going to get in. Would his dad be pissed he smacked up his truck? Would Mr. Wixon forbid CJ from seeing him because he got her in trouble? Would the cops show up and ticket him for leaving the scene of an accident? Hell, was it even an accident? It had just been a stupid wolf.

The image of the two wolves watching him drive away flashed through his head. That had been weird. Freaky, even. Even freakier was that they were gone the next time he looked. Why stop if they weren't going to keep watching him? And why had the one that bit CJ run off like that? Sure, he'd tried to smash his head in but he missed. Besides, he had a hunch the wolf hadn't been scared of him. Not the way it had been acting.

He heard the door swish open and looked up. Mr. and Mrs. Wixon rushed in, as did Laura Jean, CJ's little sister. She was sixteen and there wasn't much little about her, at least as far as she was concerned. She'd matured early and probably wore a bigger bra than her older sister. She still looked good and had tried a few times to catch Evan's eye. LJ was a spitting image of her mom though, something Evan's dad had told him to watch for. Most girls end up turning into their moms, he said. In LJ's case, that meant her boobs wouldn't always be her biggest feature, but at least Mrs. Wixon seemed to have a good heart.

Evan rose to his feet as Laura Jean turned and saw him. She smiled and waved and then let out a yelp as her mom grabbed her hand and tugged on her. They were being taken back!

"Wait up!" Evan cried out and rushed across the lobby. Jackie ushered them through the door and turned to stop him before he could follow. It clicked shut behind them and locked.

"Family only right now, sweetie," the woman said. "It won’t be long and they'll send for you, don't you worry."

"But I was—"

She hushed him and put a hand on his shoulder. "Just go have a seat. I'll make sure they know you're waiting."

"I—"

"You've been a good and kind young man, don't make me call security," she threatened. "It won't be long now, you just wait and see."

Evan hesitated a moment longer and then let out a frustrated sigh. He forced his fingers to unclench as he spun around and walked back to his seat. He cast a quick glance at the older couple and saw them look away at the same time he looked at them. He scowled and focused on his chair. He would wait as long as it took, even if it meant staying all night!

The minutes cranked past and left him more and more anxious. His eyes were blurry and he was stifling a yawn when the door opened. A young couple carrying a baby in a car seat walked out. The other two people in the waiting room rose and hurried over to join them. Evan watched them explain what had happened and then make their way back out of the hospital. Other than Jackie, the admitting clerk, he was the only one left.

His thoughts started to stray and his eyelids grew heavy before his phone rang in his pocket. He jumped and almost fell out of his chair trying to get to it. Who would call him that late? The only person he could think of was CJ, but she was in the hospital somewhere and her phone and purse was in his truck still.

"Crap!" he groaned when he saw who was calling him. He jumped to his feet and answered the phone as he walked outside to have some privacy. "Hey Dad, sorry I'm not back yet."

"You okay?" his dad asked.

Evan winced. His dad was a good guy, he supposed, but he was pretty strict too. As long as Evan did what he supposed to do— chores, decent grades, not getting in trouble— his dad cut him some slack. The first screw up and all that was gone. Tonight definitely qualified as a screw up.

"Yeah, sorta," he mumbled.

"Sort of?" his voice dropped the irritated edge to a more serious one. "What's going on?"

Evan sighed. "CJ and I were out near the Shawnee and an animal ran out in front of us. I hit it."

His dad was silent for a few seconds that felt like hours. Evan tensed, half expecting his dad's voice to feel like a steel trap snapping shut on the leg of an animal. "Are you and CJ okay?"

Evan let out the breath he was holding. "I am," he said. "CJ...well, um, we got out to check out the animal. It was a wolf."

He heard his dad take in a sharp breath before he asked, "A wolf?"

"Yes, sir," Evan replied. "Big one too. She thought it was dead but she touched it and it jumped up and got on top of her."

"Oh no!"

"It was weird," Evan agreed. "They just stared at each other for a minute. Then the wolf bit himself."

"Wait, he bit himself? Did he miss her or something?"

Evan shook his head. "No, sir. He bit his own leg and then bit her arm. Then the rest of the pack came running and he turned and took off."

"There was a full pack? How many?"

"I'm not sure. Most went after the one that bit her but one of them came at her. I smacked it with a stick and sent it rolling. I got CJ up and back in the truck and we tore out of there. I did see two more in my mirror though."

"Hmm," his dad grunted. "Where you at now?"

"The hospital, Hardin County. Figured I better get her checked out. Her folks are here too."

"You called them?"

"Yeah, the hospital wanted me to. They needed insurance info and stuff, I guess."

His dad grunted. "I see. How is she now?"

Evan didn't try to hide the bitterness in his voice when he admitted, "I don't know. They won't let me see her."

"Why not?"

"I don't know."

His dad sighed. "All right. Do what you need to do, but I might need a ride to work in a few hours. Keep me updated."

Evan stared at the parking lot, speechless. Had his dad just told him to do what he needed to do?

"Evan? You there?"

"Yeah, um, sorry," Evan stammered.

"Think you can give me a ride if you're still there?"

"A ride? You mean I'm not in trouble?"

"Only thing you did wrong was not calling me sooner," his dad said. "I bet your mind's racing a thousand miles an hour right now though, so I can't hold too much fault. I want to know more about those wolves too, I've seen three wolves in the forest in my whole life, and never together. I wasn't sure they were still around here."

"Oh, um, they are. I guess," Evan said. "Thanks...about, you know, trusting me."

"You're as old as I was when I had a lot more heaped on my shoulders. You done good more often than not. Besides, it's just the two of us, if we can't trust each other, what else have we got?"

Evan's cheeks heated at the unusual sentimentality from his dad. He worked for the government as a park ranger and spent most of his time in the woods keeping an eye on the forest. They talked easy enough, but they didn't usually talk about feelings and emotions. His dad was kind of the strong and silent type. Talking about his mom was worse than rare. She'd taken off before he was five years old.

"Okay. Um, I'll let you know," Evan promised.

"Take care of yourself, Evan. Good job."

"Good job?"

"You scared that wolf off, right?"

"Oh, that. Yeah, I guess."

"A man's got to know when to stand and when to run. Sounds like you figured that out just fine, I'm proud of you. I'll see you later, bye."

Evan mumbled a goodbye but he knew his dad had already hung up. He stared at his phone, still in shock, and then glanced through the hospital door to see Mr. Wixon standing and talking to Jackie. He shoved the phone in his pocket and hurried through the door.

"Mr.—"

"There you are!" Mr. Wixon snarled. CJ's father turned on him and marched towards him, raising a finger and punching it at him as though he could drive it through Evan's chest from ten feet away.

"Yeah, I was— what's wrong? Is CJ—"

Mr. Wixon came to a stop just in front of him. His finger curled into a fist at the end of a trembling arm. The man's face was red and his lips were pressed tight together. Evan read the man's face and wondered if he was going to punch him. He stood tall, ready to take a shot to the chin as long as he found out how his girlfriend was.

"Get out of my sight!" Mr. Wixon finally managed to say.

"Get...what? No! How is CJ? Is she okay?"

"You leave this second or I call the cops and they'll take you," he threatened.

Evan shook his head, confused. "The cops? For what? I didn't do that, a wolf bit her!"

"You son of a bitch, don't you play innocent with me! You raped her!"

Evan's jaw fell open and he stared at the furious man with nothing to say. He managed to shake his head a little but he couldn't come up with anything else that made sense. "Did she say that?" he finally managed to ask.

Mr. Wixon snarled and grabbed his shirt in one fist. "She didn't need to, the doctor examined her."

"I didn't rape her," Evan insisted. "She's here because she got bit by a wolf!"

"Did the wolf take her pants off and...and..."

Evan stared at Mr. Wixon as his face went from red to white. A part of him wondered if he was going to pass out, but he was caught up on being furious at the accusation and couldn't do anything but protest. "No! She—"

Evan's words were pounded back into his mouth by Mr. Wixon's fist. He staggered back, stunned by the assault and trying to get back so he could clear his head. His shirt was still clenched in Mr. Wixon's fist, jerking him back and lining him up for a second shot that glanced off the side of his head.

Evan struggled, trying to break free and protect himself. He heard somebody, Jackie probably, shouting in the background. He managed to get free from Mr. Wixon before he was clobbered again, but it was at the cost of his shirt popping several stitches.

Evan staggered back through the doors of the hospital and shook his head. Mr. Wixon followed him, but two men, one an orderly and another wearing a security guard uniform, raced through the hospital after him.

"Mr. Wixon! Stop!" Evan pleaded. His lip was numb and the side of his head was on fire, but he didn't care. "I didn't hurt her! I love her!"

"Get out of here," he snarled and then spat on the ground in front of him. "Get out of my sight and don't you come near my little girl again. You try it and I'll have my shotgun waiting!"

Evan stared back, at a loss for words. Mr. Wixon spat again and then jerked his arm away from the security guard that reached for him. He spun and marched back into the hospital, leaving Evan and the orderly, Jerry, staring at each for a moment.

"You'd best go," Jerry said.

"But I didn't—"

Jerry shook his head. "Until she wakes up and tells her side of it, things don't look good for you."

"That's bullshit!" Evan shouted. "Why won't anyone listen to me?"

"We ain't heard of a wolf attack in these parts in a long time. Longer than any of us been alive. That and the blood and signs of forced entry," he shook his head. "Best thing for you is to disappear and not draw any attention to yourself. Things like this can blow over. I'm not saying the will or they should, but sometimes they do."

"Bullshit," Evan swore again. "I didn't rape her! And I sure as hell didn't chew on her arm! Do I look like I've got teeth that would do that kind of damage?"

The orderly shrugged and glanced back to see the security officer standing inside the door of the hospital. "I hope you're right," he said. "If you are, best thing is to let everyone calm down and hear what she's got to say. Give it a couple of days."

Evan looked from the orderly the security guard and then back. He shook his head again. "You tell her I was here. You tell her that you made me leave. I didn’t want to!"

The orderly nodded. "Yeah, I'll tell her."

Evan stared a minute longer and then cursed again before he turned and walked back to his dad's truck. Each step drained his rage and left him feeling more and more defeated. The ground became blurry with the tears in his eyes. He had to spend a few minutes in the truck composing himself before he glanced over and saw CJ's purse on the floor.

He turned the truck on and backed out before heading up to the no parking zone in front of the emergency room doors. The security guard stepped through them to stop him from doing anything.

Evan rolled down his window and then leaned over to grab her purse. He picked it up and handed it to the guard. "This is CJ's," he mumbled. He didn't trust his normal voice. "Make sure she gets it?"

The guard took it and nodded. "I don't know what's going on, but she'll get it, I promise."

Evan sniffed and nodded. "Thanks," he managed before he stomped on the gas and roared out of the parking lot. They only thing he could think of was trying to find a way to prove he was innocent so he could see CJ again, no matter what the cost. 

###


Part 2 – The Hunt

Evan stopped the truck and stared into the dark forest. This looked like the spot where he'd hit the wolf. It was hard to tell, the moon had moved and the shadows were different. Nothing looked the same, but the weeds were pushed down as though they'd been trampled.

He left the truck running and opened up his door. He needed some proof. Something to show that the wolf was real. Something that would make it clear he hadn't hurt his girlfriend. It seemed pretty obvious to him, why would he bite her? Even if he did, his teeth couldn't do what the wolf's teeth did. Of course that wasn't what CJ's dad was so upset about. Mr. Wixon thought that Evan had raped her.

That was crazy too. It wasn't rape, it was their first time together. First time with anyone, for that matter. She'd been on top for crying out loud! How could he rape her when she was on top of him? How the doctors could connect the wolf bite to a rape was way beyond him. 

Evan shook his head and climbed out. He walked around the front of his dad's truck and stared off the side of the road. It looked like the right spot. He even saw where the wolf had been lying when CJ went over and checked him out. The weeds were still lying down and—

Evan spun around. He'd been standing in the road while she was down in the ditch. He'd seen something though, something on the other side of the road. Eyes shining in the darkness. The eyes of another wolf, he was sure of it now. They'd come after them, even though he'd beat one off with a stick. But how many were there? Three? Four? More?

No gleaming eyes stared out of the darkness at him this time. He turned, searching the trees and weeds along the edge of the road until he was looking at the dark shadows where CJ had been bit. His skin was still crawling. Evan tried to widen his eyes to pull in more light like his dad had taught him.
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