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LIVING LEGEND

Prologue:

Miami Police Report: Dated Oct. 5

Trouble to be expected from one Maru, known drug kingpin. A new group has moved into his "district". As is our best knowledge at this time this new group is being headed by a pair of twins out of Chicago who go by the names Jaques and Cannis Lupus. It is suspected that these two and their rapidly growing network are responsible for the disappearance of well over a dozen of Maru's top dealers in the last three weeks. Given Maru's violent record, it is expected that reprisals will be forthcoming in the near future.

Miami Police Report: Dated Oct. 15

Gangland style hit at beach park. The Lupus twins and some companions were gunned down while having a picnic, all shot multiple times by automatic weapons fire. Preliminary reports show 9mm casings all around scene. There were five to eight shooters, depending on various eyewitness accounts. The suspects walked up to within approximately twenty feet of the table the victims were seated at and opened fire. Each victim was hit a minimum of twenty times and then were each shot in the head at point blank range. The obvious conclusion is these shooters were members of Maru's gang, but as of now we have no conclusive proof.

Miami Police Report Follow Up: Dated Oct. 16

Two bodies have been listed as missing from the city morgue. These are the bodies of  Jaques and Cannis Lupus, approximate age twenty-four to twenty-eight, recent victims of a gangland style shooting. There was no sign of forced entry, so it is suspected that the parties responsible for the two's deaths may have bribed their way into the facility and stolen the bodies as a further warning to others that might challenge Maru's "territory". It is expected they will show up again, possibly mutilated, to emphasize that warning.

Excerpt from Florida Investigating State Trooper's Log: Dated Oct. 31

Very bad scene tonight. Was called to this old sugar plantation house on the edge of the Everglades by the local sheriff's office. A quick check showed this property belonged to one Carlos Maru, a suspected drug kingpin from Miami. There must have been some sort of high level meeting going on in the large upstairs ballroom, as there were many well known crime figures from the Dade County area present. All were found dead in various parts of the building, most upstairs.

Also dead were ten armed guards on the lower level, each having had an automatic weapon. All weapons were fired and most were empty. There were bullet holes all over the walls and ceiling. They had all been ripped to pieces. There was no sign of any perpetrators or effects they might have left behind.

Upstairs in the ballroom all victims had also been armed. Someone had put out the lights at the circuit breaker. Many of the victims appear to have shot each other in the dark and apparent confusion. Again all were torn apart, as if run through a meat grinder. There were limbs and severed heads all about the room. And Maru was found outside, his mangled body hanging in a tree where it had apparently been flung through a window. The tree was estimated to be twenty feet or more from the window.

Again, unless some of the victims were in on the massacre, which appears doubtful, there were no signs of the perpetrators. The blood and gore being as thick as it was, it cannot be ruled out that some of that could have been from the attackers, and they were careful to remove their own injured and dead, but again seems unlikely.

I noted that there were large animal footprints in the blood, the coroner suggesting they were made by some large dogs. Possibly part of Maru's defenses? And, panicked by the carnage, ran off afterward? Or trained attack hounds used by the killers? I'll let the lab boys sort all that out.

One other note. A Fed showed up, and I was told by the Sheriff that the guy was to have free range to view the crime scene. It made me uncomfortable because he did not seem at all surprised at the mess, and did not bother to ask any questions of the other officers and lab crews present.

All I caught of the guy's identity was his first name. Jack. There was something about him that made me uneasy, and it was not just his quiet attitude. Not sure what it was. Maybe just being spooked by the whole ordeal. And on Halloween night, of all times.

 I did hear him talking on his portable phone, and what I heard sent a chill up my spine. I distinctly heard him say, "They're back."

CHAPTER I

Andy sat in the small living room of his apartment, kicked back in the recliner, basking in the warmth of the fire and watching the shadows it produced dance strangely about the otherwise unlit room. He could hear the wind howling outside and occasionally the fire would bank and flatten as if cringing from the onslaught of the premature winter storm that was gaining strength outside. He was nearly dozing as he watched out the window, nearly hypnotized by the swirling snow flakes which glimmered in the security light across the parking lot. It was Friday night and it had been a long, long week. Andy just wanted to sit and vegetate, maybe fall asleep in the cozy comfort of this small but unhurried world that was home.

His eyes had nearly closed when he thought he saw movement outside the window. Just a passing shadow, some poor fool walking down the walk, more than likely freezing their butt off and anxious to get inside where it was warm and dry.

The rap on the door was soft but shattered the peace and silence within the room so suddenly that it made Andy start straight upright in the chair, the foot cushion slapping back with a slam.

"Shit," he muttered, "Who the hell could that be?"

Another rap, this time slightly louder and more urgent.

"Yeah, yeah," Andy grumbled, knowing full well whoever was on the other side of the door could not hear him. "I'm coming."

Upon reaching the door Andy instinctively looked through the peep hole. All he could see was a shadowy figure in a long coat, collar pulled up to protect the head and face. And a hat. A fedora. It was too dark and the person was too close to the door to make out anything else.

The hair on the nape of Andy's neck began to rise and he felt a queezy feeling rumble in his stomach. There was something about that figure that made him uncomfortable. It was more than just the eeriness of the freak storm, the auspiciousness of this dark form on his doorstep. For a brief flashing moment Andy was nine again, and it wasn't cold at all. The smell of honeysuckle filled the air, and the sound of crickets and frogs made a background chorus to the flickering light show of the fireflies. The only thing cool was the dampness from the long grass he was lying in, slowly wetting his shorts and T-shirt.

Rap! Rap! Andy returned to the present, a cold sweat breaking out on the back of his neck despite the chill air near the door. His stomach did a slow cartwheel. What on God's earth brought that memory out?

"Who is it?" Andy tried to keep his tone even, trying not to show the mix of irritation and growing unease in his voice.

The reply was muffled by the wind and Andy asked again, "Who?"

"Jack!" it was nearly a shout this time and it broke the wail of the wind like a runaway locomotive, slamming into Andy's consciousness almost hard enough to make him reel...

...the sound of something... something crashing through the reeds, searching... the crickets and frogs had fallen silent, the fireflies were gone...

"It's Jack, Andy," the voice mellowed. "Come on kid, let me in. It's colder'n hell out here."

... the crashing stopped, not more than ten feet ahead of him. Which way was the wind blowing? Shit, which way? He could hear the breathing ... harsh, panting, raspy, like the wind blowing through... the wind...

... the wind nearly snatched the door from Andy's hand as the trench coated figure nearly dove through the doorway and past him into the room. Andy stood, dumbstruck, the door still wide open, snow swirling in around him, looking like some moronic Christmas caroler with mouth agape but no sound coming out.

"Jeez, Andy," Jack stepped forward, grabbed the door, and slammed it shut. "Jeez! Colder'n a whore's heart out and there you stand, door and mouth wide open." Jack flopped the raised collar of his coat down and pulled off his hat. A mane of shoulder length dark hair tumbled out from under the fedora and settled into a shaggy carpet over the shoulders of Jack's coat. A few tenacious snowflakes lingered on his arms, flickering in the firelight like fourth of July sparklers as they slowly melted.

"Better close that yap, kid," Jack chuckled, his grin showing some large teeth behind his thin lips. "You're gonna catch flies in that thang!"

Andy snapped his lower jaw up mechanically but kept his gaze fixed on Jack's face and that unnerving grin.

"What?" Jack laughed, turning to go all the way into the room. He sauntered over to the fire and put out his hands, rubbing them together in the warmth. "Speak up boy. What?"

... the crunch, crunch of the footsteps, ever so slowly drawing nearer. The rustle of the reeds as something crept through them. He clutched the object in his hand so tight his knuckles ached. His heart was beating thunder in his ears...

... "You with me, kid? I know this is a shock, but I was hopin' you'd be glad to see yer old buddy Jack."

... the moon, which had been nearly full, had been lighting the field with a ghostly silver pallor, making the dewdrops on the tall grass sparkle with faint, dancing spheres. Now the light seemed to be fading. Andy, still clutching the hilt of the dagger with knuckle numbing force, glanced warily up, expecting to see a large shadow looming above him. Instead he saw the moon being swallowed by a huge mass of darkness, edged in silver by the light of the moon that was rapidly disappearing behind it. The wind increased with a sudden burst, shoving the reeds halfway over in its chilling breath. Off in the distance there echoed a deep rumble.

Andy felt like crying. This sucked. It sucked big time. How had he ended up in the middle of all this anyway?...

"Damn it, Andy," Jack's voice was still jovial but a hint of impatience was now slipping in. "What the fuckin' hell is wrong with you?"

Andy shifted on his feet. The blank stare on his face faded as he slowly returned from the past. The warmth from the fire seemed suddenly overpowering and the room incredibly small. He looked at Jack and really saw him for the first time since he had entered the apartment.

"Shit, Jack," was all he could think to say.

Jack's face was not quite right. His eyes seemed somehow slanted, the blue in them far too deep. And his nose seemed somehow too long. When he smiled those impossibly thin lips peeled back to reveal teeth that were unnaturally large. And it was obvious he had not shaved in quite some time.

"What?" Jack grinned, those ivory teeth shining an orange yellow in the flickering firelight.

"What your ass," Andy finally got his composure back. At least most of it. He had mixed feelings. In a way it was great to see Jack again. Of course Jack had not changed a bit in all those years, and this was no surprise to Andy. Andy knew why. He had always liked Jack, even admired him. Even after all that had happened all those years ago. He remembered what his brother Lance used to say about Jack. "What can you say, Spud.  ( Andy's nickname back then to family and friends.) Jack is Jack."

Yeah. Jack is Jack, and Jack is back, Jack. Andy shuddered. The other side of the coin was that the last time Jack was around the world (or at least Andy's world) was turned upside down, inside out, and all the things Andy did not want to believe in suddenly became real.

And now here he was, standing in Andy's living room dripping melted snow all over his carpet, grinning for all the world like some crazed ax murderer in a cheap "B" horror movie.

"Why don't you take off your coat and be comfortable, Jack?" Jack mocked Andy's voice sarcastically. "Pull up a chair, ole buddy. What's new with you?"

Andy chuckled. Jack was, after all, Jack.

"For sure," Andy said, moving forward to take Jack's coat. He carried it into the bathroom and slung it over the shower curtain rod. As he returned to the living room Jack plopped into one of the two big recliners with a grunt, his hair falling across his face. Jack brushed it back and stared into the dying embers of the fire.

"I'm gettin' old, ole buddy," Jack sighed.

Sure you are. Like hell, Andy thought.

"Got any brandy, kid?" Jack inquired, looking up at Andy with those eerie, bottomless blue eyes. One ear poked partially through his hair where he had brushed it back. Andy took a deep breath and stepped back. The ear was elongated and slightly pointed on the end.

"Sure," Andy replied, trying not to let Jack see how unnerved he was by the revelation he had just had. "I'll get us both one, old man."

When he returned, a snifter of the golden liquid in each hand, Jack was again staring into the fire, which was now gaining strength from the two new logs Jack had tossed on while Andy was in the other room. Andy handed Jack one glass, then sat down in the recliner across from him. For a few moments there was silence as Jack raised the glass to his face, sniffing it slowly, then nodding his approval as he took a slow, deep swig of the brandy. 

Andy noted how the drink seemed to actually capture the glow of the fire within it. That was better than dwelling on what he now knew was happening with Jack.

"I guess you noticed I'm making the change?" Jack finally approached the subject. "Things are happening, kid. Bad things..."

Bad things? Andy knew about bad things. The last time Jack was around bad things had happened. Lot's of bad things...

Chapter II

It hadn't started that way. Bad, that is. It had started looking like it might be his best summer yet. Of course he had only eight others to compare it to, but this one looked like it might be a really good one. After all, he had breezed through the third grade. His little league team had won the county championship. And his older brother, Lance, now sixteen, had gotten his driver's license. And a job. And an old beat up pickup truck. So he would not be around much to antagonize his little brother.

Mom had come into some extra money and she had hired some men to come in and fix up the old farm house that was home. It was so much nicer now, with new paint inside and out. Best of all, an air-conditioner in the living room. No more roasting in your own sweat on those hot, humid, airless summer afternoons.

His Mom had also been talking about hiring someone to come out and work the farm for her. She had been trying to do some of the work, with Andy's and Lance's help, but between the three of them they knew pretty much squat about commercial farming. So the eighty or so acres that still belonged to the farm had slowly gone to weed. They had lived off the money from his Dad's posthumous pension from the Coast Guard, money from his Mom's family, and from help from some of the locals.

The money she had come into, he suspected, was from the death of her father's brother Walt. Good old grand-uncle Walt. Always there with the lavish presents at the holidays. It had been Walt that had told him the most about his Dad, who had died in a freak accident down south somewhere. Andy had only been eighteen months old, so he did not remember his Dad at all.

Andy had always liked his grand-uncle Walt, so when his Mom told he and Lance that he had died it had left an empty feeling in Andy he had not known before. He would miss those four or five times a year Walt would come down from Chicago to visit.

That, so far, had been the only dark shadow on his ninth summer, so all in all it looked to have the potential to be a great summer. Adding to his innocent euphoria was the fact that only three weeks before school was out a family had moved into the old Barton place just up the road. And they had a daughter, June, who was, in Andy's mind, the cutest eight year old goddess that he had ever seen.

The county being such a rural area it was not unusual that new people coming in was big news, so it was no surprise to Andy that there was a lot of talk in town about the Rands and their daughter June. He had heard some of it that first day of summer vacation, having rode down to the local store (which with the post office and one dilapidated gas station formed the "town" of Windwood) with his brother Lance to pick up some things for their Mom. Lance had been really nice to him that day, acting like a big brother should as Andy saw it. He had even given Andy money for a soda and a candy bar from the vending machine at "Dan's Gas and Service Center". Lance liked Dan, but he had always laughed at the name of the little place. It was only a half rotted wooden building with one bay and an overhead hoist hanging from a four by six in the rafters. "Regular and mo' regular," Dan always joked about the choices of fuel at the pumps.

It was there on that first day of vacation that Andy had seen Dwayne Lingstrom for the first time. Andy had been standing in front of the soda machine, his deposit already made, trying to decide which sugar laden fluid he wanted to rot his teeth with.

He had pretty much decided when he heard a voice from behind him. He had not heard anyone come up, and on the gravel lot at Dan's you could always hear anyone walking, so a voice so near behind him made him jump, his fingers stopping just short of the knob he had selected.

"I was wonderin' if you was ever goin' to make a choice there, ya little fuck." The voice was deep, gravelly. "There are other folk might want a drink and some of us ain't got all day like ya fuckin' little rug rats."

Andy turned around slowly, his face flushing with anger. He knew that voice. It belonged to the meanest man in town, maybe even in the whole darn world. There, standing directly over him, stubbly faced and with a cigarette butt dangling from his lips, his straggly, greasy hair splayed wildly atop his narrow, pointy head, was Maurice Oliver. Only nobody called him Maurice, not if they knew what was good for them. Everyone just called him "Whip". The word was that Whip was half crazy, and the other half just plain pissed off at the universe in general. He was bad news even on his best days and Andy could tell by the scowl on his face and the way he had his hands jammed in the pockets of his coveralls that this was not one of his good days. Whip had no shirt on, just the coveralls and a pair of ratty high top tennis shoes.

Whip took his hands out of his pockets and pushed Andy aside. "I see's it as how ya made me wait so's ya owes me a drink." Whip pulled the handle for a drink, bent down and jerked the bottle out of its slot. As he popped the top in the opener on the machine he sneered at Andy. "Got any complaints, ya little fuck head?"

Andy could smell him, the grossly sour odor of days old sweat from someone who only bathed when even the flies would no longer come near.  Andy wrinkled his nose.

Whip saw this and his hand darted out, smacking Andy hard across the left side of his face. The blow sent him reeling sideways into the drink machine.

"What'sa matter, shit fer brains?" Whip chuckled."You too good to be near me, ya little pissant cocksucker?" Whip was drawing back his hand to slap Andy again but another hand entered Andy's field of vision as he cowered against the vending machine. It grabbed Whip by the shoulder and spun him around. Then, before Andy even realized what was happening, Whip was tumbling to the ground, his long skinny arms and legs flailing wildly.

Lance stood over him, both hands now balled into fists, his face so red Andy was afraid his skull might actually explode.

"You fuck with my brother again, asshole, and I'll break yer crazy fuckin' neck," Lance growled through clenched teeth.

Andy felt a cold shiver run down his spine. He was glad Lance had intervened, but he wished he hadn't punched Whip. Lance was really pissed, and he was, after all, the starting quarterback of Windwood High, but he was still a good eight inches shorter than Whip. And scrawny or not, Whip was what folks called "wiry". Worst of all was that Whip was just plain dumb fuck crazy!

Whip was back on his feet so quickly that Andy was not sure how he had done it. He moved like a cat, slow and menacing, as he began to circle Lance. Whip's eyes were like empty black holes and a small trickle of blood was dripping out the corner of his curled lips. His face reminded Andy of his vision of what a mad dog would look like.

Whip's right hand darted out, feinted, the left slammed squarely into Lance's nose, staggering him back two steps. Andy gasped. There was a knife in Whip's left hand, its long silvery blade gleaming in the hot afternoon sun. There was a loud crack and Whip staggered forward, grabbing his right calf. He began hopping around and howling at the top of his lungs.

The knife lay at Lance's feet as Whip fell on his butt, still clutching his right calf. About twenty feet away stood a very official looking man with short cropped blonde hair, a dark suit, white shirt, and tie. In his hand was a pistol. A god for real shootin' real bullets pistol with a wisp of smoke still hanging near the man in the breathless air.

The man walked over to the three of them, no sign of emotion on his stern face. Whip looked up at him and saw the gun, then glanced at the hole that passed through the leg of his coveralls. He could feel the burning sensation where the chunk of hot lead had ripped his flesh.

"You fuck," Whip half shouted, half whined. "You'll be sorry for that one, you lousy fuck asshole bastard..."

The man cut Whip's tirade short by pointing the muzzle of the gun at Whip's face, the dark hole of the barrel only a few feet from his nose. The sight of that dark and bottomless looking circle made Whip clamp his mouth shut.

"I wouldn't count on my being sorry," the guy's voice was flat, as cold and unemotional as the look on his face. Dead scarey, Andy thought. Even scarier than Whip's ravings because it was pretty obvious this guy just plain didn't give a shit!

"Now haul your scrawny ass up and get lost. Real far lost," the guy's voice made Andy feel like someone was touching him all over with ice cold hands.

Whip got to his feet, slowly and painfully. His empty black eyes stayed focused on the stranger's as the gun barrel followed his head up. Whip stared into the strangers eyes for a few seconds but even crazy Whip began to wilt under that stone cold icy glare he was getting back. Whip looked down at his feet and shuffled them in the gravel, favoring his still throbbing right leg. He spoke in a low, almost humble voice, "My knife?"

The stranger glanced over quickly at the switchblade that still lay at Lance's feet, then returned his mechanical gaze to Whip. "Nah," was all he said.

Whip stood, still shuffling his feet as if debating what to do next. Andy was sure he was going to do something really dumb, like take a leap at this guy. Instead, Whip turned and began to hobble away, muttering under his breath about how this guy was "gonna get his".

For a very uncomfortable moment Andy and Lance remained motionless as the stranger's eyes followed Whip's progress toward the back of the lot. When Whip had disappeared down the path leading through the woods the stranger turned toward Lance, slipping the big pistol back under his jacket into what Andy assumed was a shoulder holster.

"Thanks, man," Lance finally managed to say, forming a forced smile as he acknowledged the stranger's assistance.

"No need," replied the man in the same flat and unemotional voice. He turned and started walking away.

"You really should watch out for that crazy bastard," Lance called after him. "He's pretty fuckin' weird. And dangerous."

The man turned back, the smallest of a curl in the corner of his lips. "He's a gnat," he said in an even colder tone, the slight sneer even more frightening because the eyes were still blank and empty of any emotion. "You haven't seen weird yet, boy. Or dangerous. If that insolent puppy knows what's good for him he'll stay clear of my business." He turned to leave again, then turned back and said, "That pretty much goes for everybody. If you get my meaning." Andy shuddered visibly. If the early sounds of that voice had been coldly unnerving the one that spoke those last words was like an arctic blast.

The stranger gone, Lance came over to check on his brother. After he made sure Andy was okay he wiped his nose, blotting a small flow of blood with his shirt tail where it had already begun to dry under his left nostril.

"You okay, Lance?" Andy was genuinely concerned and Lance was embarrassed by it.

"Yeah, fine," Lance assured him. "Let's not tell Mom about this, 'kay?"

"'Kay," Andy agreed.

And so the first day of summer went weird. And he had met Dwayne Lingstrom for the first time, even though he did not know who the guy was at the time. He still did not know a lot of things at that time.

That night he had a terrible nightmare, the faces of Whip and the stranger playing over and over again in dark wooded places. Andy awoke in a cold sweat, not sure exactly what the dream had been. He did know, however, that both of those characters in his dream had been living monsters.

As the next three weeks passed the events of that first day of vacation gradually became ancient history. Andy only saw Whip once more those next weeks, staggering down route 602, still limping, still in those same coveralls. As his Mom drove past Andy saw the hole in the lower right pants leg and the small dark stain. Fortunately Whip never raised his head as they passed, so Andy was sure they had not been seen.

As for the stranger Andy did not see him at all during those three weeks.

He did see a lot of June Rand. They spent almost every day together, wandering the back roads and woods, involved in the innocent childhood joy of bonding in friendship. It had occurred only a few times to Andy that he should be keeping an eye out for Whip. Lance had warned him to be careful because Whip was sure to want to get revenge on them.

As the days passed and Andy relaxed into a joyously lazy summer the worries about Whip began to fade into oblivion. And the stranger was just a distant memory, as well.

Lance was almost always either at work or out most of the evening with his girlfriend, Linda. He had been awakened more than a few nights by Lance sneaking past his door, and Andy knew that Lance had been out far too late. Probably drinking beer with his buddies and doing those bad things with Linda that older boys and girls seemed so eaten up with most of their waking hours.

Twice he had overheard Mom and Lance arguing late at night. She was telling him he better stop coming home so late; better stop hanging around with those other boys. Before he got into trouble. Before she took his truck away and he had to spend the rest of the summer at home.

Lance had shouted something back. Something about being grown up. His footsteps had pounded up the stairs and past Andy's room. Then Lance slammed the door to his own room and Andy slipped quickly back to sleep.

Those things did not change over those first three weeks. Then, on the Saturday of the fourth week, Jack showed up at the door, answering his Mom's add for temporary help on the farm...

CHAPTER III

Andy looked at Jack, watching the lines of his face in the flickering fire light. Jack did, he now noticed, actually look somewhat older. Not so much physically. No. More of a thing you felt than actually saw.

"Bad things?" Andy was not sure he wanted to pursue that idea any further yet his curiosity was stirred. Jack had fallen into an almost sullen silence after making that remark and just sat staring at the fire as if his thoughts were far away from the coziness of Andy's small apartment.

Finally he turned slowly back toward Andy and leaned forward in his chair. The shaggy mane of his hair shifted forward with him, hanging loosely on either side of his face, making it hard for Andy to see the expression there.

"Isn't it funny how things in life just keep resurfacing?" Jack mused. "I mean, I have spent years regretting how you and Lance and so many others got dragged into all this in the first place. I replay the whole thing over and over again in my mind, but hindsight is always much clearer."

"'In the first place'?" Andy repeated. "I don't think I like the sound of that. We finished that business that summer. We did, didn't we Jack?"

Jack did not reply, but sat motionless.

"Didn't we, Jack?" Andy pleaded.

Jack raised his head and brushed back his hair. The color in his eyes seemed cloudy.

"Andy," Jack sighed, " there seems to be some loose ends. It seems our friend was not alone."

Andy swallowed hard. "What do you mean?"

"I mean, Andy, that some current events have led me through an investigation that has turned up some rather unpleasant facts," Jack said. "It seems our old buddy had two children. A son and a daughter. Twins, actually. And, Andy, they make their Daddy look like Walt Disney. I have been chasing these two for nearly ten years but it wasn't until last month that we acquired enough information to trace them to their origin."

Andy still did not fully grasp the significance of Jack's words.

"You see, I thought they had been done away with two years ago in Chicago. Someone else had caught on to them. Someone else who knew how to deal with them. But they turned up in Miami a few months ago. By the time I realized who they were, all hell had broken loose.

"Worse yet, the party I had credited with solving this problem for me was killed just last week. There was some sort of mistaken identity when we thought the twins had been ... shall we say ... eliminated. It was a fatal mistake for their would be executioner.

"Make no mistake, Andy. These two are beyond crazy. They really don't have any fear at all. And they enjoy killing, Andy. Even more than that cold bastard that sired them."

Andy sat back in his chair, a old chill again beginning to permeate through him despite the heat of the roaring fire.

"So exactly where do I fit into this?" he asked in a subdued tone.

"It has been discovered that these two somehow found out what happened that summer. They want revenge, Andy. Complete, unequivocal, irreversible revenge. And they have the same wish as their father. To rid all others like them in the world," Jack continued. "I'm pretty sure they know I've been tracking them. And they know about Lance. And about you, Andy." Jack's eyes focused on Andy's face as he tried to decipher Andy's reaction to it all.

Andy did not show any reaction other than his face going totally blank. Inside his mind memories were flashing like film clips. Terrible nightmare images of things that were, of things he had imagined since, and things that he was no longer sure were real or just confused visions of a frightened child's subconscious.

"I know its a nightmare for you, Andy," Jack leaned even further forward and put his hand on Andy's knee. "But, kid, I'm gonna be here with you all the way. This time we will really put an end to this so you can finally get on with a normal life."

"A normal life?" Andy laughed a near maniacal laugh. He could not stop laughing. "A normal life? What the fuck is that, Jack?"

"I was afraid you wouldn't take this too well," Jack admitted. "I thought about just tryin' to watch your back from the shadows. But I knew that wasn't gonna be enough, Andy. At least if you know what's what you got a fighting chance. We've got a fighting chance."

"A fighting chance? A fighting chance, Jack?" Andy was getting irritated. He knew it was fear. And shock. And frustration, because this was supposed to all be behind him. "Fuck, Jack! There was just one last time and look what happened. Now there's two of 'em? Dammit!"

And Lance was there last time. And Mom, Andy thought sadly. Now they were both gone. He had been feeling so alone these past three years. Now he felt so totally alone that he felt empty, drained of any spirit at all.

"You're not going to be alone in this," Jack assured him, reading the emotions on Andy's face. "I swear to God, kid, that I am here for the long term."

Andy looked at him, tears welling in the corners of his eyes. Lance had told him that once, or something very similar. Now Lance was gone. Long gone. Dead as a doornail, stiff as a board, gone ...

"Look," Jack leaned back in the chair. "I wish things were different, Andy, but they aren't. We really don't have a whole lot of time left, either. If I found you they will soon. If they haven't already.

Andy wiped at his eyes with his sleeve. "Okay, Jack,"' he said flatly, "what do we have to do?"

"How well do you remember last time?" Jack asked.

Andy laughed again. He held up his right index finger as a signal for Jack to wait. He rose and went into the bedroom down the hall, dug through some things, finally finding what he was looking for. From under the bed he pulled out a very old and much taped up shoe box, then he returned to the living room. Without saying a word he set the box in Jack's lap then sat back down in his chair.

Jack looked down at the box. It was heavy in his lap and the lid bulged up against the tape. He ran one of his long thick finger nails around the edges, cutting the aged masking tape easily. The lid popped up slightly, and Jack looked at Andy, who was watching him with an amused expression on his face.

Jack lifted the lid and looked inside. He let out a long sigh as the past twenty-six years seemed to run in reverse. It was pretty much all here ... in this one little box ... a summer of pure terror ...

*****

Jack had knocked at the door right around about noon. Andy knew this because he and June almost always went to his house for lunch about that time, some natural clock setting off the hunger in their young stomachs. So they would amble on to Andy's house and his Mom would whip up some sandwiches and they would all three sit around the kitchen table, discussing the events of their little lives.

Andy had heard the rapping on the screen door, which rattled loosely with each knock. June had been telling Andy's Mom about the big, funny looking dog they had seen down by the old gravel pit, which was now a small lake. His mother's face showed concern, and Andy was just getting ready to interject that they were a long ways away from the dog, and that, when they saw it, they skedaddled out of there right quick. Then he heard the knocking.

"I'll get it," Andy jumped up and was nearly past his Mom before she caught his arm.

"I think not, Spud," she said quietly. "You know you're not supposed to answer the door."

Andy shuffled his feet. He was embarrassed. He did not like being treated like a child in front of June. "Aw, Mom," he whined. "You're here. I wouldn't answer it if you wasn't."

"I'd rather you didn't even when I am here, young man," she told him.

Andy went back to his seat, somehow feeling insulted but not sure why. His Mom rose and went to the door. He and June listened, could hear his Mom's voice, and that of a man, but could not make out what was being said. Then they heard the springs on the screen door creak and they knew that whoever it was she was letting him in. Without a word Andy and June slid out of their chairs and edged quietly, side by side, toward the doorway  that lead through the utility room and pantry then into the living room.

They peeked around the corner together and saw Andy's Mom directing someone toward the couch. It was a man, Andy was pretty sure, because he was big. He had on a plain white shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a pair of baggy jeans. His big cowboy boots were all scratched and worn and clomped heavily across the hardwood floor. It was that long mane of dark, almost jet black hair, that caught Andy's attention.

As the man sat down Andy heard his mother offer him something to drink but he did not hear the reply because June was whispering in his ear, "Must be one of them hippy guys my Dad's always gripin' about."

"Hippy?" Andy whispered back. "Do they still call 'em that?"

"My Dad does," June giggled.

They both jerked back into the utility room as Andy's Mom turned their way. June quickly trotted back to the table with Andy hot on her heels. By the time his Mom came into the kitchen they were both innocently munching on their sandwiches. She poured a tall glass of iced tea, smiled knowingly at them, then returned to the living room. After waiting for what seemed a safe amount of time and it sounding as if Andy's Mom and the man had resumed their conversation, Andy and June snuck back to the doorway.

"... and to be honest," the man's voice was deep but somehow softly tranquillizing, "I really don't need this job. You see, I was born into a very wealthy family. No one you've ever heard of, I'm sure, but wealthy enough. I just get tired of the socialite scene, and I want to travel and see the country. The real country, not the part I was brought up in.'Course Dad's a little peeved, but he'll get over it. I would like to just do as many different things as I can, ya know?"

Andy's Mom made no reply but the look on her face was a mixture of confusion and mistrust.

"Please, ma'am," the man smiled a very disarming smile, "I know how this probably sounds, but it's true. And, believe it or not, I really know a lot about agriculture. Took two years of it in college." He laughed. "That didn't sit well with Dad, either."

Andy's Mom smiled. She seemed to be becoming more relaxed, taken in by the man's quiet charm.

"I'm just telling you all this because I want you to know that you won't have to pay me anything. If you got some place I can stay, that'd be enough. And meals. As a matter of fact, I could pay you for the meals and room and board if you like."

Andy's Mom squirmed slightly in her seat. "Why would you pay me to work on my farm?" she asked.

The man got a sheepish look on his face and replied in an almost apologetic voice, "I saw the place on the way in. I took the liberty of looking around before I decided to come talk to you. Having seen this place, it's real obvious you need help. Badly. And that's really what this little quest of mine is all about. All my life I had it easy, everyone always doing for me. I want to be able to do something for others for a change."

"Very noble," Andy's Mom still sounded skeptical. "Why here?"

"Oh, just chance," the man assured her. "I was passing through this way, saw the ad in the local paper, and decided to check it out."

Before Andy's Mom could say anything else the man added, "I saw that old shack back by the barn. That would be cool with just a little fixing up. I could stay there."

Andy's Mom sat silent for a moment, mentally debating. Then she shook her head and laughed. "I know I must be crazy, but, okay. On a trial basis. If you don't work out, you go?"

The man smiled. "Great," he seemed genuinely excited. "When do I start?"

"How about Monday?" she suggested.

"Perfect!" the man smiled even broader.

"You can spend the weekend fixing up the shack if you like. I don't know where you can stay until you do, and I really haven't much money for fixing that place up."

"I have a tent in my car, ma'am," he offered. "If that's all right with you? And there's plenty of lumber and stuff laying around back there to fix up the shack, so I don't need anything for that."

"You're welcome to pitch your tent behind the barn," she agreed. "There are tools in the barn, though some are pretty old and rusty. And bins of nails and stuff that were my husband's ..."

"That'll be fine," the man said. He rose to his feet and offered his hand, which she took. He gave it a hardy shake and started for the door. "Guess I better get started on that shack," he said as he reached the door. "So I'll be ready to start work Monday morning."

"Oh, by the way," Andy's Mom said, " you never told me your name."

"Jack, ma'am," he replied jovially.

"Just Jack?" she inquired, raising an eyebrow.

"Could that be enough for now?" he replied. "Some folks have heard of our family, and I really would rather not be bothered with that."

"Okay, Jack," she replied. "I guess, for now."

"Thanks," he smiled that disarming smile. As he was turning back to the door to leave he spotted Andy and June peeking around the doorway. His smile broadened, genuinely warm, and he winked at them.

"Cute kids," he told Andy's Mom. "Well, if you need me, I'll be in back of the barn, doin' farm hand things." Then he was out the door.

Andy's Mom shook her head and chuckled. Then she turned toward the door leading back into the kitchen. "Okay, you two little snoops ..."

CHAPTER IV

Jack lifted the heaviest of the objects from the box. He held it gingerly between his right thumb and forefinger as if it might bite him. The semi-automatic military .45 pistol was none the worse for its long storage, or at least so it appeared from the outside.

"Still loaded?" Jack asked.

"Yup," Andy replied in a near whisper.

Jack set the pistol on the end table beside his chair, then reached in and extracted the other large object, which was wrapped in a soft white handkerchief. He peeled back the cloth and lying within was a very ornate dagger, now black with tarnish from the years of storage. The two ruby eyes set in the animal head at the pommel still shone bright, and as Jack took the dagger out of the handkerchief the red danced with a life of its own in the firelight. The dagger had been long enough that it had been sitting cross corner in the box. The blade was about an inch wide near the hand guard at the hilt, then tapered rapidly to a sharp point at the tip. The hand guard was shaped like animal paws, one to each edge of the blade, and the grip was wrapped in dark, aged leather. Jack held it, turning it slowly, as if seeing it for the first time.

"Takes you back, huh?" Andy offered.

"You have no idea, kid," Jack replied, his thoughts obviously far away. In years as much as space. Farther away than Andy cared to think about.

Jack set the dagger down next to the pistol. He looked in the box to see what remained. There was a jumbled stack of Polaroid instant photos, now faded with age, the colors no longer really quite right. There was also a plastic baggy with a large clump of thick golden hair inside.

Jack gathered up the photographs and thumbed through them. One was of Lance and Linda, leaning against the grill of his old Chevy truck, clowning for the camera. One was of Andy, a little nine year old Andy, short cropped brown hair, shirt dusty, shorts even dustier, standing awkwardly beside June in her little flowered sundress with her long red hair cascading over her shoulders. Her knees were dirty and she had an ice cream bar in her hand and chocolate camouflaging the majority of the freckles on her face. In the background was the weathered gray wall of the old barn.

In yet another photo was Andy's Mom, her two sons standing to either side, her arms around their shoulders. Another showed Jack, standing beside his car, his left arm in a sling. There were a half dozen others of Lance, Andy, June, and Andy's Mom Gail.

The last one brought Jack's mind back from the soft memories that the others had been lulling him into. It was very dark. There was a shape, more of a shadow. The edge of Andy's bed with its multicolored quilt showing distinctly in the light of the flash and one heavy wooden bedpost caught in that light, as well. And two shimmering blue orbs, set into that dark shadowy shape, just above the row of faintly lighted teeth. The orbs alone glowed in the flash of the camera, a cold fire of a glow. Eyes, Jack noted. His fucking eyes ...

*****

As soon as they finished their lunches Andy and June slipped out the kitchen door and into the back yard. They ran around the barn and hid among some bushes a few yards behind the old weathered gray building. They had both decided that the afternoon would be well spent spying on the stranger. Of course, Andy's Mom had told them to leave Jack alone, which made it even more imperative to spy on him.

"You leave Mr. ... Jack ... alone," were her exact words. "If he really can do the job we need to get this place back up and running. We've already missed early crops. Maybe we can still get in the fall plantings in time. The extra money would be a help, so just let him be."

Andy had read through the outside reasoning to the more sinister warning beneath. Even though she had agreed to let this Jack guy stay around, she was still very distrustful of him.

So now, as they lay side by side beneath the bushes, Andy and June shared the covert feeling of possible danger that only a child can enjoy.

"Man, oh man," Andy exhaled in a whisper. "Check out those wheels."

Jack had parked his car behind the barn. Its sleek black body shone in the sunlight like some sort of automotive deity.

"What is it?" June whispered back. "It's real pretty."

Andy smirked. Girls could be so dumb about somethings! "Pretty? Man, it's awesome. That's a Jaguar XKE. That's one road eatin' machine." Andy was not sure exactly what that really meant, but Lance said it all the time and it sounded cool. Lance was cool, except when he was giving Andy a hard time. Or making their Mom unhappy. Which he had been doing a lot lately.

"Well he did say he was rich," June offered. Andy got the feeling June wasn't really buying Jack's story. She had picked up on Andy's Mom's distrust of the guy, Andy was sure of that.

All that afternoon they watched from the cool shade beneath the bushes as Jack hauled lumber, pounded nails, and was basically just an almost inhuman dynamo of energy. As the sun approached the top of the trees beyond the fields behind the barn Andy and June snuck away, taking their good old time getting back to Andy's house. He and June had whispered back and forth the whole time, speculating on various theories about who Jack might be.

With the shadows now lengthening rapidly Andy tried coaxing his Mom into letting June stay for dinner. It had not taken much to get her to agree, and after calling her parent's to be sure it was okay, June joined Andy and his Mom for dinner. Halfway through, with a mouthful of mashed potatoes and gravy, Andy's Mom let out an exclamation.

"Oh, godth," she nearly spat the food out.

"What, Mom?" Andy was startled.

She swallowed, caught her breath, and said, "That guy. Jack. I forgot. Andy run over to the barn and tell him dinner's ready. Then get right back here." She rose to get another place setting for their mysterious new farmhand.

Andy sat a moment, somewhat stunned. First she says stay clear of the guy, then she tells him to go out in the near dark, back by the barn (by himself) to get this guy to come to dinner.

His Mom turned and saw Andy still sitting at the table. "What?" she asked in her best irritated tone.

"Nothin'," Andy knew not to go into detail. He was out the back door in a flash.

"What?" his Mom repeated.

"You said," June replied meekly, "not to bother him. Sorta like you was afraid for us to be around him."

Andy's Mom stopped, eyes wide. "Shit," she realized what she had just done.

"It's okay, Missus Bloom," June assured her, not entirely sure that it was.

Andy was nearly to the barn when he saw Jack coming around from the far side. He stopped at what seemed a safe distance away and called out, "Hey. Hey, Mr. Jack. Mom says come to dinner."

Jack, who had been preoccupied with the bundle in his hands, looked up. He raised his hands in acknowledgment and shouted back, "Be there as soon as I wash up."

Andy turned to go back to the house, then stopped. He turned back to see Jack disappearing into the small shack behind the barn. It looked really good, Andy had to admit. Then, across the quiet of the late evening, with the light now only a thin red glow on the treetops, he heard the sound of running water.

"I'll be darned," he mumbled to himself. There was a small bathroom in the shack, but even Lance could never get anything in there to work. He had not thought about that until now, and obviously his Mom had forgotten the water did not work there, as well. But Jack, the mysterious farmhand, had gotten the water running. Along with a lot of other things he had done. This guy Jack was pretty amazing.

Andy's Mom was already gathering up most of the dishes by the time Jack came in the back door.

"Hi," he said shyly as he came in. "Oh, man, you're already finished. I'm sorry."

Andy's Mom turned toward him from the sink. "Sit down and dig in," she invited. "And it wasn't your fault. It was mine. I forgot to tell you."

Jack sat down and ate. Andy and June watched, never leaving the table, as Jack slowly finished his food. He did not eat much, which seemed odd to Andy, since Jack had been busy all day and had not eaten a thing.

Andy's Mom left the kitchen to use the bathroom and an uncomfortable silence fell over the three left at the table. Finally Jack whispered, "Did you guys have fun watching me today?"

Andy and June were both caught by surprise as guilty looks spread across their faces. They were feeling a suspicious amazement.

"Oh, it's no biggy," Jack chuckled. "I heard you guys over there under the bushes. You don't need to hide, you know. I am not going to hurt anyone."

Andy looked around to be sure his Mom was still out of earshot. "Mom told us to leave you alone," Andy confessed in a whisper.

"And you did," Jack said. He winked at them and smiled. "'Nuff said, right?"

"Yeah," Andy knew he meant his mother would not hear about it from him. "That's one cool car," Andy had to say it.

"The Jag? Yeah, it's pretty cool," Jack agreed. "Maybe your Mom'll let you guys go for a ride with me in it someday."

"Really?" Andy was now openly excited. Even June appeared to be much more relaxed. Neither was sure exactly why that was. Maybe the baby blue eyes. Or maybe the calm, tranquil voice. Something made Jack seem much less menacing.

"I'll tell you what," Jack smiled, "I think we three are gonna be good friends."

Andy and June smiled back.

Later that night when Lance got home their mother told him about Jack. Lance went into a fit of rage.

"Are you crazy, Mom?" Andy heard Lance shout. Andy had been nearly asleep but was now wide awake. "You don't know shit about this guy. Jesus!"

"Don't you talk to me that way, Lance," she snapped back.

"Fine! And when he sneaks into the house and slits all our throats, don't blame me," he heard Lance grumble loudly. Then he heard Lance's heavy footsteps as he came running up the stairs, the slam of the bedroom door down the hall, and the squeak of the mattress springs of Lance's bed as he flopped down on it. And he heard Lance sobbing into his pillow.

Their mother came up and went to Lance's door. She knocked lightly but there was no response. Andy heard the hinges creak as she opened the door slowly.

"What's wrong, Lance?" she asked gently, and Andy heard the springs squeak again as she sat on the edge of Lance's bed.

There was a brief silence, then he heard Lance sob, "I don't know, Mom. I'm just so confused. I thought as I got older that Dad's bein' gone would get easier. It ain't."

"It'll be all right, son," Andy heard her assure Lance. "It's all gonna be all right. And don't worry about Jack. I'm gonna be careful 'til we're all sure he's okay."

"Yeah," Lance sounded more in control. "We sure do need the help, that's fer sure. I'm sorry, Mom, I didn't mean to yell at you. Sometimes I think I'm just goin' crazy, ya know?"

"I do know, Lance," she sighed. "I do know."

They talked longer but their voices were lowered and Andy could no longer make out what was being said. His eyes grew heavy and he slipped into sleep.

That night, as Andy slept, the terror began in earnest ...

CHAPTER V

Jack peered into those faded blue orbs as if he could see something down deep beyond the flat image of the photograph. Andy watched him, noting each and every line and crag on Jack's face, which was deeply shadowed by the dancing orange glow of the fire. Jack's own blue eyes had taken on that deeper color, cloudy, like an impending thunderstorm on an otherwise bright summer day.

"So what do we need to do, Jack?" Andy asked again. Jack continued to stare at the photo, every bit of consciousness drained into some far away dimension. Into a place Andy had no desire to see or even know about.

"Jack?" Andy was nearly whispering and feeling just a little afraid of the other man at this point.

Jack looked up, his eyes now that clearer and paler baby blue that seemed to speak of wild places; soft, safe, free places. He smiled, again showing those much enlarged teeth.

"Well, for starters," Jack set the last photo back in the box as he spoke, "we need to clean this shit up." He waved his hand over the gun and dagger. "Make sure that old pea shooter still works. Unload it and check the bullets. No doubt they ain't lookin' any better than the dagger."

Andy nodded agreement. "And then?"

"I need to know the names, addresses, and everything you can tell me about everyone  ...and I mean everyone ...who is close to you. These two are no amateurs, Andy. They'll do their homework. They have plenty of time, and if they're smart, they'll use it wisely. But ... and this is really one thing we have going for us ...they are also very arrogant, overly sure of their place in this world. And they lack real patience. They are impetuous, easily brought to a boil.

"One other thing, Andy," Jack's face seemed to lose all emotion. "Their arrogance has made them a new breed. They still keep their cover, but pushed far enough they have no fear of coming out of the shadows and showing their true nature. To any and everyone."

Andy understood. He was still considering all of this when Jack added, "And why should they? Almost no one believes, anyway. Now days everything can be explained  ... or so most people rationalize."

Andy knew that was true. Hell, back the first time no one would ever believe. Never did. And if they did they'd damn well never admit it!

"Now," Jack's face softened. "People close to you ..."

Andy smirked. This would be easy. He was a very private person, not prone to making a lot of friends. There was Lenny Michaels, his partner in the book shop. Lisa Brandle, the part time clerk, really more just an acquaintance. And, of course, most importantly, Wendy Simmons, his ... love interest? He hated the adolescent term "girl friend".

He told Jack about them, then added, as if in explanation for his lonely vigil on a Friday night, "Wendy's in California, visiting her folks. She'll be gone for about another week."

"And that's all?" Jack did not seem surprised. Andy was a good kid, but not much on socializing. "You must be sure, Andy."

"That's it," Andy shrugged his shoulders. "I mean there are regulars at the shop and business people I deal with, but none of them are what you could  even consider as 'close'."

"Well, that'll make it easier," Jack mused. "Tell me where in California this Wendy is and I'll make a few calls. As long as she's out of town she's probably safe, but I'll make sure some people stay on her at all times, just to be sure."

"If you can do that there," Andy had a sudden revelation, "Why not just do that here?"

"I thought about it. But, as I said earlier, the Bobbsey twins are very bright. I don't want to give them any reason to cut and run. Or become too careful. If we make it look easy they may well become more aggressive. Too aggressive is what I'm counting on."

"Bait!" Andy's eyes popped wide open. "You're using me for bait?"

"Us," Jack corrected. "Us, old buddy. I want these two murderous creeps out of the picture. For good. Over the past ten years since they came out of hiding they have left a trail of dead bodies I'd rather not think about. Innocent or not, makes no difference to them. I want them, Andy. They are the last of their breed, and the blood stops here."

Andy leaned forward, squinting his eyes to narrow slits. "What about what I want?"

Jack shrugged. "They're going to come for you, kid. I can only do the best I can to stop them. If we scare them off this time then you'll be spending the rest of your life looking over your shoulder for them. However long that might be."

Andy saw the reasoning in that and sat back into his chair with a sigh. "And what about the others?"

"None of the others played that much of a role in what happened back then. It's you and me, kid. We're all that's left of the ones really involved ..."

*****

It was early Sunday morning as Andy and Lance finished their breakfast, trying not to slop any syrup from their pancakes on their dress shirts and ties. They could hear pounding coming from behind the barn. Their mother was upstairs "putting on her face", part of that last minute ritual of getting ready that took place every Sunday morning as they got ready for church.

"Andy?" Lance mumbled through a mouthful of food. "Whattya think of that guy?" He cut his eyes toward the back door.

Andy was taken aback. Lance never asked him what he thought about anything. Never really seemed to give a hoot, to be sure!

"He seems okay, I guess," Andy shrugged. "He's got a really way cool car."

"Shit, Andy, I ain't askin' about his car," Lance sounded irritated. "What about him? You really think he's okay?"

"Yeah," Andy was trying to find a way to explain the feeling he had during he and June's brief conversation with Jack the night before. "I don't know the words, Lance, but there's just somethin' about him. I really do think he's here to help."

"Why you say that?" Lance swallowed the last of his pancake.

"I told ya, I don't rightly know," Andy was now also getting irritated, mostly with himself. Sometimes he hated being a little kid and not knowing anything. Like how to express himself. "I just have a feelin' we'll be glad he's here, is all."

"I hope you're right, Spud," Lance sighed. "Let me ask you one more thing?"

"Sure," Andy was now eager to please.

"Do you believe his story?"

Andy paused, weighing his thoughts on that subject. 

"No," he replied, and could not help but notice the confused look of amusement on Lance's face.

"You're hopeless, Spud," Lance chuckled. 

About that time their mother came downstairs and called them. They all three went out the door, piled into the old station wagon, and as their mother drove down the long drive to route 605, Andy could still hear the pounding coming from behind the barn.

"I hope I'm right, too, Lance," he mumbled under his breath.

His mother glanced up in the rear view mirror and asked, "What's that, honey?"

Lance, in the front seat beside their mother, laughed and jested, "It's probably just some babbling brought on by the love sickness."

Andy fell silent for the rest of the ride as Lance and their Mom discussed mundane things between them as the bright, warm, humid summer morning slipped past the car windows. The world was colored in shades of green of all hues, and brightly colored flowers whizzed past. It was a pretty darn good summer, Andy was sure, as he inhaled the sweet smell of early morning summertime in the country.

It was in the cool shade of the church's front steps that Andy first heard the rumblings of distant thunder that was the beginning of a storm that would tear through his ninth summer like an emotional hurricane. As the people filed out he overheard them discussing the double murder that had occurred the night before at the Greenbrier Motel, just over the county line. It seemed these two guys, some kind of federal agents was the rumor, had gone and got their throats ripped out in the middle of the night. Nearly took off their heads, was the rumor. Bad business. Not the kind of thing that happened in, or near, such a quiet sleepy little place like Windwood.

"Cops ever'where," one old man said to another as the congregation stood milling about in their usual Sunday morning after church social groups, gathering about on the church's front lawn. "Lights a flashin', dogs, lots'a guys in dark suits. Yup. Pretty bad business, that. Hope they ain't bringin' their city crime dirt down here to us. Yup. Hope not."

As Andy, Lance, and their mother made their way to the parking lot, Andy began to feel a little queasy. Still unaware of the significance of this "unfortunate incident", Andy could not help but wonder why people did such mean stuff to each other.

Possibly because he was still dwelling on that subject, or possibly because it was real, Andy was not sure which, he could have sworn he saw Whip standing back in the dark shadows of the woods beyond the parking lot. Whip, glaring right at them, this big, shaggy dog at his side. Andy shuddered and when he looked again there was nothing there.

"What's up?" Lance whispered as they waited for their mother to unlock the car doors.

"I thought I saw Whip," Andy replied , trying to direct Lance's attention toward the woods with his eyes.

Lance scanned the edge of the trees, squinting as if that might help him pierce the deeper shadows only a few feet within the forest. Beyond that was darkness. There was no one. No movement.

"Maybe," Lance mumbled. "Maybe." Andy was not sure if Lance was speaking to him or just to himself ...

CHAPTER VI

Jack was on his phone, true to his word, and Andy could only make out the hushed tones of his voice coming through the doorway to the kitchen. It would not do much good to listen to the details as Andy doubted he would fully understand them anyway.

It was just starting to sink in. Wendy was at risk, no matter how minimal. And, of course, Lenny and probably Lisa? Once again the people he cared most about had been inadvertently drawn into a terribly dangerous situation through no fault of their own. Or of Andy's, for that matter.

As Jack's voice droned on from the other room Andy felt himself sinking into a dark pit of desperation and despair. This whole deal sucked! It sucked big!

Andy reached out and picked up the dagger from the table. He turned it over and over in his hands, watching the scarlet glow of the ruby eyes as they captured the flickering glow of the firelight. Slowly, ever so slowly, the despair seemed to transform within him, like a chameleon adapting to its environment, fading from hopeless black to the burning red of frustrated anger. Andy was starting to feel pissed off. Really pissed off!

Who the fuck were these assholes? Jack had called them "the Bobbsy twins". Well, who the fuck were they to come along screwing up his life again? What was the point? What was to be gained by all this? As he thought about it his anger mounted and he gripped the dagger ever tighter, feeling the dry leather of the grip crush in and then crack beneath his fingers.

Deal with you "Bobbsy twins" just like we did your old man! something dark and foreboding cried from within him as his arm jerked up and then brought the dagger slashing down.

"Jesus, Andy," Jack exclaimed from the doorway.

Andy snapped back to reality, the handle of of the dagger gripped in white knuckles and the blade buried to the hilt in the arm of the recliner. The ruby eyes flashed fire over his surprised countenance ...

*****

The next few days passed without much of consequence, although Andy made sure he and June stayed closer to home. June was perplexed by his adamance that they stay out of the woods and even away from the edges. She could tell that something had frightened him but Andy kept his promise to Lance and said nothing about their earlier encounter with Whip. He did not say any more about seeing Whip and the dog, either. Not even to Lance.

Lance had told him on a few occasions, "Watch your back, Spud. When I can I'm keepin' an eye out for ya."

That had been true. Lance did not go out at night those first few days after Andy had seen Whip from the front lawn of the church. Instead he and Linda spent the evenings on the front porch.

Jack only came in for dinner, and he and Lance would hold long discussions about automobiles. Andy felt that they could be talking a foreign language for all he cared, because he could only get excited about how a car looked, not how it "performed". Lance, of course, understood all that crap.

Andy did notice that by Wednesday night at dinner Lance and Jack were talking like buddies that had known each other for years. Lance had fallen under the stranger's mysterious spell, just like he and June and their mother had. Even Linda, somewhat put out by this macho camaraderie between the two, could not help but like Jack.

At dinner that night Jack mentioned that he finally got the old tractor going and intended to start turning the south field in the morning. Lance was full of questions, as he had tried for years to get that "Rusted piece of junk" rolling again. He listened with reverent awe as Jack explained the details of how he had revived the thing.

After dinner Jack, Lance, and Linda went out to the barn to inspect Jack's handiwork. Andy's mother got busy doing the dishes and Andy decided to tag along with the other three since there wasn't squat on T.V.

As they crossed the clearing between the house and the barn the otherwise quiet night was interrupted by a shrill howling sound. One long, soul wrenching wail that seemed to fill the night air. As it ended Andy noticed that the ever present evening background sounds of frogs and crickets had just ceased abruptly. He also noticed Jack had stopped just as abruptly, his voice clipping off in mid sentence.

A cold chill swept through Andy's entire body. For a brief moment he saw Jack's eyes, causing the chill to deepen. Jack had turned his head and was gazing with an almost malicious look toward the woods behind the barn. The blue of his eyes began to fade to a deep, bottomless navy. Like the night sky. Like the empty, infinite expanse of space that ran past the edges of the universe.

The crickets and frogs resumed their chorus and a pall of silence fell over the small group. Jack stood rigid as granite, still staring with that icy cold look at the dark silhouette of the tree tops that formed the front edge of the forest.

"Jeez, guys," Linda giggled nervously, "it was just a darn dog." Somehow Andy felt her words lacked conviction.

"Ain't never heard a dog that sounded that way before," Lance mumbled, his gaze, just as Andy's, fixed on Jack's face. "'Bout you, Andy?" Lance flashed him a quick and suspiciously knowing sideways glance. Without a word he had asked Andy, "What'cha think of mister Jack-no last name now, Spud?"

"Maybe," Andy sputtered out, trying to block the words but unable to, "it's that big yella dog we saw last week. Down by the lake."

Jack spun on his heels, eyes wild. They softened quickly, but not without apparent effort on Jack's part. "What yellow dog, Andy?" Jack asked in an even voice, an evenness that belayed excessive control.

Andy staggered back a step, involuntarily shrinking from Jack's sudden attention. Jack also stepped back, relaxing himself, trying to ease the tension that was rapidly building.

"Sorry, kid," Jack excused himself. "Just sparked a bad memory, that's all."

Lance's face was reddening, a mixture of anger and confusion struggling in his jawbone. His newly found hero had rapidly retreated back to the suspicious and mysterious stranger.

"Who the fuck are you, Jack,?" Lance's voice carried the full tone of his disappointment.

Jack stood very still, weighing the entire situation. Andy could have sworn he saw lights flickering in the man's eyes, but later decided it was just the excitement of the moment coupled with the flickering light of the moon as a series of small clouds raced over and then past it. Andy noted all this as he waited for Jack's response. The night air was beginning to feel damp and cool on his neck, each drop of perspiration on his body becoming a miniture ice cube trickling along his flesh.

"Well?" Lance tried to hide his fear and distrust behind a false bravado of arrogance.

Jack shook his head and grinned. "Okay, folks," his voice sounded almost jovial, "I'll hafta come clean, here. Let's go back in the house so I don't have to repeat this to your Mom later."

Lance shuffled his feet. All his trust was now gone. He glared at Jack and growled, "I knew it. You lying bastard. Why should we even trust you to come back in the house? Why? Huh?"

"Because if I had meant any harm to you guys, or your Mom, I could have already done whatever it was I was going to do," Jack pointed out.

"He's right," Linda agreed. "And don't ask me why, but all of a sudden I'm kinda glad he's here." She let her vision dart about as if she were near panic, catching movement in every shadow around them. "Let's go back to the house, Lance, okay?"

"Well?" Jack raised his eyebrows.

Lance stood a moment longer, Linda now edging closer and closer to him. Andy realized he was doing the same from his brother's opposite side.

"Okay, Jack," Lance finally gave in. "Let's go back to the house. And your gonna tell the truth, right?"

"As much of it as I can, Lance," Jack replied.

Lance shot him a distrustful look.

"Hey, once you've heard, you'll understand why I can't tell you everything," Jack explained.

"Yeah, well when Mom hears you lied I doubt anything you say will keep you here," Lance snapped. "Mom hates a liar, Jack."

"Hmmm! Does she hate someone who simply doesn't tell her things they don't think she should know?" Jack asked, grinning.

Lance's face seemed to fold into a confused frown. Andy felt his stomach lurch. He had not even needed to hear the words that Jack uttered next to know what he was referring to.

"I'll tell you guys what. We'll talk about your buddy Whip later." Jack winked at them.

Lance's head turned slowly toward Andy, who cowered away from the dark look of betrayal Lance was giving him.

"No way, man," Andy held his up his palms to emphasize his innocence. "I didn't say squat to nobody. I swear!"

Jack laughed. "Dan sees more'n you boys know," he offered. "Sometimes he just doesn't talk about things 'til the right people ask the right questions for the right reasons."

"So you gonna blackmail us with that?" Lance asked disgustedly.

"No, Lance," Jack smiled that unnerving smile. "But you guys may be in more danger than you can possibly begin to imagine. And not just from Whip. He might be the tool, but he is not the real danger." Jack paused, then added, "I'm afraid my being here may not have helped the situation. Now, come on inside, and I'll try to explain ..."

CHAPTER VII

"God knows, kid, chill out," Jack was truly surprised by what he had seen from across the living room.

Andy slowly slipped the dagger up and out of the thickly padded arm of the chair. He felt sheepish and was sure he looked the same. The red flush on his face was now from embarrassment rather than anger.

"What's kicking around in that odd little bookworm brain of yours?" Jack asked as he crossed the room. He gingerly took the dagger from Andy's hand, replaced it beside the pistol, and sat back down.

"I'm just really rockin' here, Jack," Andy admitted. "I never really expected to even see you again, let alone end up back on the dirty end of one of your little escapades."

Jack's grin faded as he leaned back into the chair, closing his eyes.

"Andy," he spoke softly, his eyes remaining closed, "I wish you hadn't become a part of this. I truly do. And as for my escapades, one way or another, this one should be my last. These two are the last. I'm getting old, at least on the inside, and mighty damn tired, I don't mind telling you. I'm tired of traipsing all over the wolrd, spending my life being tossed from one nasty situation to the next."

Andy felt deeply sorry for Jack at that moment. How long had this man been doing this? Hunter and prey, the endless struggle for supremacy becoming his whole life. Decades? Centuries? Eons? Andy shivered at the thought. Jack had once elaborated on his longevity, though Andy did not recall the exact details. He was not so sure he cared to remember.

"This is not something I want to do to you," Jack repeated. "But what the hell can I do?"

Andy mulled that question over, and in frustration could find no logical answer.

"Okay, Jack," he sighed. "When do we get started?"

"We already have," Jack reminded him. "When Betty Boop and her asshole brother decide to enter the fray I cannot even guess."

"So who are they?" Andy asked. "What do they look like ... you know ... when their normal?"

Jack reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a photograph. He handed it to Andy. There were four people in it, standing side by side. Behind them was white sand, blue water, and palm trees along a Miami beach.

"The two on the left," Jack explained, "are Ben Woods and Larry Derk. Both now dead."

Andy looked at the two on the right. On the end was a deeply tanned and handsome blonde haired guy in his twenties with a smile full of big teeth. He was dressed in shorts and a sleeveless T-shirt, fully displaying his extraordinary muscles. Beside him was the most beautiful woman Andy had ever seen. Perhaps most exotic would be a better term. She appeared to be nearly as tall as her brother, her long blonde hair so thick it added to the appearance of her height. Her mouth was maybe a tad too wide but the lips were very full and almost pouty. Her eyebrows, just like her brother's, were somewhat heavy, and the blue of her eyes, even on film, was cold steel. Andy found it hard to tear himself away from that face. It was captivating, almost hypnotic. He could hardly relate this woman to the problem at hand.

Then he snapped back from the initial surprise. This was only one appearance of the "enemy". He knew all too well what the other was, and the mystique and spell of the woman's beauty faded into the light of cold, cruel reality.

"So that's the Bobbsy twins?" Andy's voice was flat.

"Yup." Jack's was just as empty of emotion.

*****

Andy's mother, who was still at the sink when they came in, was surprised to see them all back so soon. She stood with her apron still on, her shoulder length brown hair tussled and hanging in her face. She leaned her petite form back against the sink, crossed her arms over her chest, and cocked her head slightly to one side as the small troop filed in.

"What's up?" she asked innocently, fully expecting that everyone was going to ask her permission for something.

As the other four took seats around the table Lance said, "Jack's goin' to come clean for us."

Their mother's eyes widened and she rose as tall as her five foot two frame would allow. Without a word she shuffled over to the table and took the nearest empty chair.

"Well, Jack?" her voice was slightly cold.

Jack reached into his pocket and took out a small black leather case, opened it, set it on the table, and slid it toward her. She picked it up and her eyes grew wider. She made no sound, only looked from the contents of the leather case to Jack's face, then back to the case.

"What?" Lance was burning with curiosity. "Let me see."

His mother handed Lance the case, still keeping her silence but her eyes locked on Jack's face. Lance looked in the case and let out an involuntary whistle.

"Fed," he mumbled. Linda looked over his shoulder, saw the badge, and also began to stare at Jack.

"What?" Andy felt left out at this point.

"Is that real?" his mother asked in a suspicious tone.

"Oh, yes," Jack assured her. "Very much so."

"How can we be sure?" Lance interjected.

"Trust me kid, it's real," Jack smiled that disarming smile.

"What?" Andy nearly shouted.

"He's a cop, Spud," Lance snapped. "A federal cop. For the government. You know, Uncle Sam?"

"Oh!" Andy knew Lance did not appreciate his little kid brother interrupting such important "adult" proceedings, but he was pretty sure he had a right to know what was going on.

"Now, I'm gonna try to keep this short," Jack said. "I am going to have to tell you something that Lance and Andy have been trying to keep secret, but it's important." He heard the two boys groan and Lance shot him an angry glance. "You'll understand when I'm through, Lance," he assured him.

"My name really is Jack, as you can see by the I.D. with the badge. Jack and only Jack as far as almost everyone on this earth is concerned. I have used alias last names when I need to, but I prefer plain old Jack.

"I work for a very elite group, sort of a loan company for agents. We work where ever we are needed most. Floating agents, we call ourselves. We are specially trained for a number of different services. I, personally, have some unique talents that occasionally come in handy to our government."

"Such as?" Andy's Mom inquired skeptically.

"That," Jack answered, "is the part I told Lance I will not go into."

"Oh," she again fell silent, though the look on her face showed her continued irritation.

"I am here in search of a very dangerous fugitive. He has many aliases. I couldn't even begin to list them all. To be honest I'm not even sure what he looks like these days, at least most of the time."

That statement raised eyebrows all around.

"Can't really explain that one to you, either," Jack apologized, seeing the questioning looks on the faces around him. "But know this. This is one very cruel, cold, and highly intelligent man. He has killed ... well ... a lot of people in his day.

"The only decent description we have that seems to be consistent is that he is tall with blonde hair. I know that could be a lot of folks. But his deeds. That is how we have tracked him here. To Windwood."

Jack paused for a moment to let it all settle in. A light of understanding was beginning to show in Lance's eyes.

"The two guys killed at the Greenbriar?" Lance queried.

"Yes," Jack replied sadly. "But I suspect that, as is all too often the case with this guy, he did not actually commit the act himself. I can't be sure, but I have a pretty good idea who did. With this guy's help."

Lance's eyes widened. "Whip? You think Whip did it?"

Jack nodded and the boy's mother looked from one horrified face to the other as Andy and Lance stared in stunned amazement at each other.

"Maybe you should tell her about your little encounter with Mr. Whip down at Dan's," Jack suggested.

Lance told her everything as Jack listened intently, correlating Lance's version with the one Dan had given him earlier. Andy's Mom remained silent as Lance related the story and still said nothing when he finished. She looked at Jack and raised her eyebrows in a silent question.

"You see," Jack explained, "there are Whips everywhere you go. Mr. Lingstrom, the name this blonde guy had on the credit card he used at Dan's, knows this all too well. He was the one that 'rescued' you two from Whip. Not because he gave a darn about what happened to either of you, but because he saw the opportunity that the situation presented.

"Whip, foiled from his chance to 'get you', would carry an ever deepening grudge about that little incident. That's when good old Dwayne Lingstrom, a name I suspect we will never see again, would go to him and cut a deal."

"What kind of deal?" Andy's mother asked in a nervous voice.

"Well, this is just supposition, mind you," Jack offered. "But I would suspect it would go something like this. If Whip would act as his henchman, doing some dirty deeds for him, deeds he could assure a lunatic like Whip he would never get caught for, then he would help Whip get his revenge on you two."

Andy's Mom gasped. "You mean kill them, don't you?"

Jack sighed. "It's very possible, yes."

Lance and Andy squirmed in their seats. Andy felt suddenly very ill. Maybe this wasn't gonna be such a great summer after all.

"You see," Jack continued, "I've been tracking this guy a long, long time. Longer than I care to go into. Even after all this time he knows no more about what I look like than I do about him. That may be why he's here. Small town, few strangers that stay here long. Once he knows the cast any new players could very well be me. I suspect that's why Ed and Larry went down. The other two agents. I'm not even sure why they were here, but sometimes old Uncle Sam gets his wires crossed.

"I came into town as quietly as I could. Other than Dan pumping me some gas I tried to make sure no one else knew I was around. After Dan's story, and seeing your ad for help, I decided rather than camping in the woods I might better serve my purpose here."

"Well, everyone in the county knows your here now," Andy's Mom admitted meekly.

"Oh, that's okay," Jack assured her. "I suspect good old Dwayne, or what ever he's now calling himself, already knew I'm here. He's just not sure what to do about it. By using Whip to kill those two agents he proved neither of them were me." More raised eyebrows. "Can't go into that," Jack offered bluntly. "He may not know if I am the one he is looking for, but he'll be wanting to make sure."

"So you think he might send Whip after you next?" Lance asked.

"Maybe," Jack replied. "But he's got to know that, not having gotten me in his little surprise attack the other night ... that I wasn't one of those two poor, unsuspecting guys ...that I am going to be a lot more wary.

"After all these years I'm really surprised that he thought he might take me down that easy. Maybe, just maybe, he wanted the rest of the hounds off his tail before he dealt with the lead dog."

"Well, I suppose this whole place will be crawling with Feds now," Andy's Mom sounded hopeful. "Maybe he'll run off somewhere else when things get to hot around here."

"Not likely," Jack told her. "If we did that, we'd lose him. And he might just lie low for a while and then resurface. You have to understand this guy is as crazy as Whip. As crazy, but not in a stupid way. I'm really hoping that this will be the final hunt for this guy. And he's probably hoping the same thing, 'cause if he gets me, likely as not he will get away scot clean."

"Oh," Lance's voice took on an air of sarcasm, "you're just so great that no one else could ever fill your shoes?"

Jack laughed. "No, Lance. But those special talents I mentioned are what make me the only one who can deal with this guy on his own terms. That's why he wants to get rid of me."

The mystery, partially unraveled yet still full of holes, left the other four seated in silence. Andy again wished he was not so young and stupid, because he understood little about what was going on other than the fact someone very probably wanted to kill he and Lance. He was feeling even more ill. As a matter of fact he was pretty sure he was going to heave at any minute.

"So, who exactly is this guy, anyway?" Andy's mother asked.

"Let's just say that up until a while back he was the head of a powerful underworld organization. One that was growing in strength at an alarming rate. Not without a great deal of sacrifice in time, money, and worst of all, human lives, we finally destroyed his system. Unfortunately we did not get him."

"You look awful young to have been involved in something that must have taken decades to do," Andy's Mom speculated.

"Well, I age well," Jack laughed. "And it really wasn't as long as you might think." 

Andy was not sure but he had a feeling that it was really a lot longer than she thought. Something in his child's mind sensed an air of the fantastic about good ole Mr. Jack.

"So," Lance leaned forward, elbows on the table and trying to sound as grown up as possible. "What do we do now?"

"I'm hoping you folk's'll let me stay on here," Jack replied. "I'd feel better if you did, so I can keep an eye on you guys while I try to nail this clown."

Andy's Mom shifted in her chair. She brushed her hair back and leaned forward, following Lance's example and putting her elbows on the table. She looked Jack square in the face and said, "It really doesn't sound like we have much choice, Mr. Jack who-ever-you-are. But know this. I'm calling Sheriff Brown in the morning to report all this."

Jack shook his head. "Not a good idea, Gail. Hope you don't mind if I call you Gail. Number one, if you're hoping he can verify my credentials and my story, he can't. Number two, I would much rather my real identity stay between just us." He looked about the table for confirmation that all present understood the need for secrecy. "As long as old Dwayne ain't sure who I am he'll be as much in the dark as I am. Maybe more. And number three, all you'll be doing is putting the Sheriff in harm's way in a situation that neither he, nor you, can fully understand. If he starts nosing around I have no doubt he'll end up like those two agents. It was ignorance of all the facts that killed those two, as much as the blade that took their lives."

Andy's mother sagged in the chair as if someone had let all the air out of her. Jack looked genuinely sorry, smiling a weak smile.

"Please, Gail," he pleaded. "All you guys. Trust me. I know it's not easy, but please trust me. I would like to finish this with no more bloodshed. I've seen enough of it. Especially from innocent folks like yourselves. I want to make sure this bastard goes down for good."

Andy's Mom grimaced. "It sounds like you mean to kill this guy. Isn't that illegal?"

Jack frowned. "Sometimes there are special considerations for special  circumstances. The very few people who are my superiors have given me license to deal with this guy as I see fit. And I do wish I could impress upon you all how terribly dangerous this guy really is. If I told you everything ...hell ...you wouldn't believe me anyway."

"So you are going to kill him," she pressed, moral indignation coming through in her tone. "I thought we were all innocent until proven guilty in this country."

Jack sighed, leaned back in his chair, and crossed his hands in front of him. He closed his eyes, sighed again, then leaned forward.

"Please just know that there are some things in this world best not toyed with, Gail," he said in a soft, even tone. "Not all things are black and white, good and evil. And then," Jack mused, as much to himself as to the others, "some things are so black and evil that there is no doubt of their guilt. Believe me, the verdict has been out on this guy for far too long already."

Gail thought about all she had heard for what seemed a very long time. The silence at the table only added to the unease that was turning Andy's stomach into a tempest. He could hear the soft murmur of the night wafting through the screen door and he longed to be outside. The walls of the kitchen seemed to be closing in, the humidity  and heat were suddenly unbearable. A trickle of sweat ran down Andy's back and he shivered.

"All right, Jack," she finally agreed. "God knows why, but for now we'll play this your way. I just hope I'm not making a huge mistake trusting you."

"Trust me," Jack smiled a soft and understanding smile, part of the charm that had Gail deciding to give this guy a chance. "I will do my very best and more to protect all of you. In the few short days I've been here I've seen that I have missed folks such as yourselves from my own life for a long time. There is no way I am letting this maniac hurt any of you. No way."

Gail found solace in the sincerity of Jack's tone. "I hope you're right," she sighed. "I truly do ..."

CHAPTER VIII

"The guy," Jack said, leaning forward and tapping the photograph in Andy's hand, "Was going by the name Jaques. The bitch ... and mark you, Andy, that is what she is ...was going by the name Cannis. Get it? Cannis Lupus? Funny as shit, huh?"

Andy looked at the picture again, studying the beautifully exotic face of the woman.

"Why do you say that about her?" Andy asked.

"Because, Andy, little Miss Cannis is the real control between these two. Good ole Jaques pretty much just does whatever she tells him to. She's the one with the brains, and she's the one with the vicious streak a mile long." Jack paused for a moment and then added, "Killing is a sport to her. A hobby. And she is fully aware of what she is and all that can mean. She uses her unique 'talents' for personal gain and her own psychotic pleasures  and to hell with everything else. Except her brother, Jaques. She's very protective of him. And he of her."

"Just one big happy family," Andy snorted sarcastically.

"Yeah! Beaver and Wally types, huh?" Jack laughed.

Andy smiled a wry smile. "The all American boy and girl," he agreed.

Jack rose from his chair. "You got someplace I can sack out? I'm getting pretty tired."

Andy waved his hand toward the couch on the far wall. "Will that do?"

"You betcha," Jack replied, half yawning. "We'll get these little jewels cleaned up in the morning," he added, pointing to the weapons on the table.

"What if they should come tonight?" the idea came in a rush to Andy's thoughts.

Jack grinned, got his coat, and produced a large revolver and another dagger, an exact twin of the one on the table, though shinier. Its meticulously polished blade shone mirror bright in the firelight.

"Never leave home without 'em," Jack stated.

"Should have known," Andy said, his eyes glued on the pistol.

"Forty-four magnum," Jack offered. "Special soft point load, if you know what I mean."

Andy did.

Andy got Jack a spare blanket and one of the pillows off his bed. Jack seemed to fall asleep as soon as he curled up on the couch, but Andy knew that Jack's version of sleep was totally different than his. No noise would go undetected, no scent, nothing out of place could pass by him, asleep or awake.

Andy went back to the fire, poked at the embers, then grabbed his glass and downed the small trickle of brandy that was left. He reached to turn off the lamp, hesitated a second, then reached down and picked up the dagger off the table. Then he flipped out the light and started for the bedroom.

"'Night, kid," he heard Jack's muffled voice in the darkness.

"G'night, Jack," Andy countered, then made his way as quietly as possible down the hall and into the bedroom. He crawled under the covers without even bothering to undress ...

*****

Andy lay in the near total darkness of his room listening to the lulling sounds of the night outside his window. The drone of crickets and frogs, the soft rustling of the leaves on the big maple just outside as they danced lightly in the soft warm breeze. The occasional bark far off of someone's dog. All the usual sounds of a warm and humid summer night, yet Andy was sure he would never sleep again. Every time he closed his eyes he could see Whip's distorted maniacal face, twisted into a mask of evil and sadistic pleasure. "I'll get you, you little fuck," Andy could hear that raspy, angrily insane voice. And then he saw that Dwayne guy, eyes of cold, heartless steel. "Sure and he will, Andy me lad. I promised him he could. Cut your stupid little ass up into pieces, he will."

Andy sobbed. This was going to be one really suck-ass summer. He rolled onto his back, hands behind his head, fighting back the tears and snuffling at the snot that was trying to fill his nose.

Jack had rode with Lance and Linda when Lance took her home. Andy had been sent to bed but he heard the television on downstairs. Some indiscernible babbling as his Mom sat and waited their return. Andy knew she was not really watching whatever was on.

He had dozed briefly but had heard the clanking rumble of Lance's truck as it pulled up out front, and now he was again wide awake. He slipped quietly out of bed and tip-toed to the window. He could see the top of Lance's truck, just out past the roof of the porch below. Lance and Jack did not get out for some time and Andy began to get nervous.

Then he heard his Mom at the front door and he pulled back, flattening against the wall beside the window.

"You guys coming in?" he heard her ask.

"Yeah," Lance's voice sounded somehow funny to Andy. Almost meek. "Be just one more minute, Mom."

Andy heard the screen door close. Moments later Jack got out of the passenger side of the truck and Lance slid out the other. As Lance came out from under the porch, walking around the front of the truck, Andy could just see him in the porch light, and he looked somehow very tired. Jack came around the front of the truck from the other side and put his hand on Lance's shoulder.

"Just remember, Lance," Andy heard Jack whisper. "You be careful with that thing. Use it only if you need to. Understand?"

"Yeah, Jack," Lance nodded, stuffing something into the front of his pants, then pulling his shirt tail out to cover his waist.

"You take it with you everywhere," Jack continued. "Especially if you're out at night. Which, for a while, I wouldn't recommend."

"What about Mom?" Lance asked. "And Andy?"

"Your Mom already has one. I gave it to her before I left," Jack assured him. "Andy's a little young. So are you, really. But desperate measures for desperate times, 'ey? I have something else for Andy that I'll give him in the morning, but the best thing to do is make sure he stays close to home. Or is with one of us when he goes anywhere."

Oh, great, thought Andy. Now I'm on restriction? What a great summer, fer sure!

Hours later when Lance and their mother had gone to bed Andy was still awake and he doubted that they were sleeping much, either. And Jack ... well, Andy had slipped over to the window a few times to look over at the barn. Each time he had seen a dark silhouette in the waning moonlight, sitting on one of the old crates by the barn. A small red glow illuminated Jack's face as he puffed on what appeared to be a pipe. Jack was on guard, he tried to tell himself, so all was well. Then he thought about those other two agents. Someone had killed them both, seemingly with little effort. But Jack had some special talents. He had said so. Andy shuddered at that thought. Just what might those be, Jack ole buddy?

The night passed slowly and Andy finally fell off into a restless and fitful sleep. All the demons and horrors of a child's wildest imaginings passed through his agitated subconscious that night, with the nightmares set on multi-feature.

Andy slept through the dawn and most of the morning. He finally awoke feeling sticky and hot as the humid late morning air filtered in through his open window. He heard birds twittering happily in the maple just outside. He heard the sound of the tractor from across the field, the up and down growlings of the motor indicating that it was being put under a load. Jack was plowing the south field.

Maybe, and the thought suddenly elated Andy, maybe last night was not at all as he now remembered it. Maybe it had just been part of those horrible, weird nightmares he had been having. Maybe everything was now back to normal now that he was wide awake. As only a child's mind can, he was convincing himself that such was probably the case.

Andy slipped out of bed and his pajamas almost at the same time. He dressed quickly with hopes his Mom might make him a nice big breakfast of eggs and bacon. He was hungry. And then he would trot down the road to June's house and they could spend the day lazily playing in the shade of the trees in her backyard. She was supposed to be getting some new comics at the store when she and her Mom went this morning, so they could spend the afternoon lying around on a blanket, sipping pink lemonade, and laughing at, and being awed by those comic characters. That would be good. Real good. Especially after how bad all those dreams had been.

Andy stood at the window, sucking in the glorious late morning air. It was warm and friendly, full of the heady sweet aroma of honeysuckle and the faint hum of bees. The birds sang softly all around, from light hearted twitters to the raspy calls of the crows in the woods far across the fields. A thick cloud of dust rose from behind the barn and drifted slowly across the as yet unplowed portion of the south field. Andy could see the old tractor bouncing and plodding along, the almost comical figure of Jack bouncing just as much in the seat, like some modern cowboy trying to tame the mechanical beast.

Lance's truck was gone. Andy assumed he was over at the big new grocery store in Anderson, the one he had gotten a job as a stock boy with just before the end of the school year. Too bad Lance had to work on such a beautiful day. Especially in such a yucky place as Anderson. Other than the new grocery store and the small shopping center around it, Anderson was a depressing and slum like town of old run down houses, crammed side by side, their paint peeling and their roofs wrinkling with age. It seemed like every other one had at least one window boarded up with what appeared to be scrap lumber.

Oh, well, Andy returned to his exuberant state of mind, that's Lance's problem. He turned from the window, dashed out his bedroom door and bounded down the stairs, all the while humming to himself. At the bottom of the stairs he looked around but did not see his Mom. He went in the kitchen but she was not there, either. He stood, listening, expecting to hear her tinkering away somewhere. All he heard was the drone of the air conditioner in the living room. He looked out back through the kitchen window but did not see her anywhere out there.

Andy was beginning to feel more than a little uneasy. The dread from the previous night began to close in on him again.

"Mom?" he called softly. No answer.

He went into the living room and tiptoed around the front of the couch. There was his mother, sound asleep, a framed photograph of his father wrapped in her arms and her face red from earlier tears. Andy felt his heart sink. Poor Mom. In his own childish way he realized how hard all this had been for her since their Dad had died. With no one else to depend on other than Lance and himself. Basically two kids.

"You can count on us, Mom," he whispered, tears starting to well in the corners of his eyes. "We might be little, but we can still help."

Then he saw it. Lying on the floor beside the couch. It was a real, live, honest to God, shoots real bullets, gun! One of those kind of pistols the soldiers carried. It glinted, cold and black, in the pale light that passed through the blinds on the living room windows.

Andy felt suddenly very cold. And it wasn't just the air conditioner. He sniffled, turned, and went back into the kitchen. Digging through the cabinets he found a box of cold cereal, then a bowl, and took them over to the table.

"I can fix you some eggs, Spud," his mother's voice from behind him nearly caused him to drop the whole thing when he jumped. Andy turned and saw her standing there in the doorway, her robe rumpled and her hair tussled, a small thin smile on her face. She crossed the room and gave him a big hug, nearly crushing the box of cereal.

"Sorry, Spud," she whispered. "I didn't mean to scare you."

"It's okay," Andy replied, his face still buried in his mother's shoulder. She felt safe and warm and he just wanted to stay there forever.

She released him and took the box of cereal and bowl from his hands. "Eggs," she stated. "And bacon. And toast. For two."

Andy sat at the table and watched her fixing their breakfast. It always amazed him how she could hide her sadness so well. At least when she was awake and knew Andy and Lance were around. The only place it showed up then was in her eyes, and even a dumb little kid like Andy couldn't help but see it.

"Could I go over to June's later?" Andy asked. It had sunk home now that all the bad things of the night before had been based on reality. The euphoria was gone, replaced by a dull, empty ache.

"Sure, sweetheart," she replied. "I'll take you over whenever you're ready. Just be sure to call me when you're ready to come home and I'll come and get you. And please stay right at the house. Don't, no matter what, go wandering around in the woods or any of those deserted little side roads. Okay?"

"No problem, Mom," Andy assured her. He had no desire to run into Whip anywhere, let alone somewhere away from adults. He did not like it, but he was scared enough to know that he had no choice but to depend on the protection of others. He wasn't sure how he would explain it to June but he would figure out something. Something less than the truth. Because he remembered that look Jack had given them at this very table the night before, when he had sworn them to secrecy.

Andy and his mother ate their breakfast in near silence and when they were done his Mom cleared the table and washed the dishes. As she finished Jack knocked at the back door and called softly to let them know it was him. Andy's Mom answered the door and Jack stepped gingerly in.

"Kin a powah fa'm han' get some grub fer lunch?" he chuckled. "I'm powerful hungry."

Andy's mother laughed and with a dramatic sweep of her arm ushered him to the table. "What would you like, Zeke?" she joked back.

Jack sniffed the air and for a moment he looked for all the world to Andy like a dog who has caught some unusual scent.

"Eggs and bacon?" Jack curled his nose in mock disgust. "You're just finishing breakfast? Lordy mordy! The days half over, guys."

"It's been a long night," Gail's tone lost its humor.

"I know," Jack sighed sympathetically, "I know ... "

CHAPTER IX

That incessant fucking ringing. Ring. Ring. Ding-dong, school's out, time to run, time to shout. Glorious summer faded into dark, damply humid nights laden with still, muggy air ... air rustling the reed grasses ... making soft rattling sounds like the stirring of old bones ... skeletons in the closet ... got skeletons in the closet, Wendy, the size of fuckin' Mount McKinley ... big fucking ...rustling ... ring ... boney ass ...ring ...

Andy rolled over, fumbling around to find the phone. He glanced at the clock as his hand found the receiver, the blood red digital numbers seeming to almost sear his eyes. Four a.m. Jesus ...

"Hello," Andy croaked as he drew the receiver to his face.

"Hello, yerself, big boy," the voice snapped Andy awake. It was a female voice. Soft, cold, yet somehow savagely sensual. And dangerous. "I know who you are, butthead. I know all about you and your friend Jack. And I know just what I'm going to do about it." Click. The connection ended.

"That was her," Jack spoke softly from the doorway, his large frame dimly silhouetted there by the green glow of the clock on the DVD player in the living room. "I'd know that voice anywhere."

Andy sat up and put his head in his hands. "I don't know if I can do all this again, Jack," he moaned.

Jack flicked the light switch on and the lamp on the nightstand beside Andy's bed flickered on. Jack crossed the room and sat on the end of the bed.

"I don't mean to be cruel, Spud," Jack used his old nickname, making Andy feel somehow strange inside. He had not been called that in years. "But you haven't got much choice. Unless you would rather just die, dude?"

"Of course not," Andy sighed. "I'm just tired, is all." Andy shook his head and looked straight into Jack's eyes. "However, I guess we now know that, shall we say, the game's afoot? And the lady has made her first move. Now what?"

Jack grinned and shrugged his shoulders. "We wait, Andy," he replied. "Right now she and Dudley have the advantage. They know where we are. We, however, haven't a clue where the hell they are."

Andy thought a moment, then a spark of an idea hit him. He held up one finger to Jack, a gleam of mischief in his eyes. He grabbed the phone and checked the caller ID function. There was a number there. He dialed it, fully expecting to hear an automated voice say the number was not available and was from outside the calling area.

Instead he heard the phone on the other end ringing. Jack's face showed his own surprise.

"Oh, shit," Andy was breathless.

"Brendle's Bar and Grille," a gruff, overly macho voice answered.

Andy covered the mouth piece with his hand. "Shit, Jack, that place is only like three blocks up the road."

"Who's there?" the voice on the other end demanded. "This better not be some prank, dammit ..."

Andy put the phone to his mouth. "It's not," he said evenly. "Someone just made a call from your phone. Did you see her?"

"The hot blonde babe? You bet I saw her! Couldn't miss that honey," the voice replied in a more jovial tone. "Don't usually let customers use the phone, mind ya. But who could resist that sweety?"

"Yeah, sweety," Andy sighed.

"What?" the voice on the other end sounded puzzled.

"Nothing," Andy changed tacks. "Is she still there?"

"Hold on," the guy on the other end announced. The phone remained silent for a few moments then the voice returned. "Sorry, guy, but the chic and her friend split."

"Her friend?" Andy asked, partially to himself.

"Yeah. Some guy that looked ... well, a lot like her. Her brother'd be my guess," the barkeep commented.

"Yeah, her brother," Andy agreed. "Thanks, man."

"Sure," the guy replied and hung up.

"Andy, it's four in the morning," Jack looked confused. "Why would a bar be open?"

"Private club," Andy replied absentmindedly, his thoughts elsewhere.

"Well, the party's about to begin," Jack acknowledged. "She called from there and used their phone so we would know how close they are. Party time, kid. You ready?"

Andy sighed and flopped back onto the bed. "No," he groaned. "But I guess nobody really gives a fuck, huh?"

"Nobody that counts, kid ..."

*****

Jack volunteered to drive Andy over to June's and Gail was grateful. Andy was pretty excited himself. He was going to get to ride in that really cool Jag. Some of the earlier euphoria returned.

About halfway down the road, as Andy was just beginning to enjoy the feeling of the soft leather seats and the thrill of riding so low as the fields slid past on either side, Jack pulled the car over to the shoulder and stopped.

Andy felt a flush of fear. What now? Maybe Jack wasn't such a good guy, after all!

"Andy," Jack said, "I've got something I want you to have." He reached across Andy and opened the glove box. Inside was the usual jumble of papers. And another gun. And a very fancy, shiny knife. Jack took out the knife and it sparkled in the sunlight, bright and silvery. He handed it to Andy.

"This," Jack spoke slowly and deliberately, "is a very special dagger, Andy. I've had this for a very, very, very long time."

Andy looked at it, turning it gingerly in his small hands. The pommel was the head of a wolf, its eyes were fiery red rubies. The hand guards were animal paws, bottoms extended out each side. The blade was somewhat narrow, long, and sharp only at the point on the tip.

"I want you to keep this with you all the time," Jack continued. He looked at Andy, who was dressed only in shorts, a T-shirt, and tennis shoes. "Hmm," Jack mused a moment. "Problem is, where can you keep it?"

Jack snapped his fingers and reached back behind the seat, then began  rummaging around for something. Andy continued to examine the beautiful weapon in his hands as Jack turned back around in his seat. He handed Andy a utility belt, obviously military in origin, on which hung a knife sheath. Jack took the dagger from Andy, slipped it in the sheath, and snapped the strap across the guards.

"Perfect fit," Jack grinned. "Now, let's put this on you, kid."

They both got out of the car and as Jack fitted the belt around Andy's waist he explained, "Do not play with this. It is not a toy. And don't let anyone else mess with it, either. It stays in that sheath unless you need it, understand?"

"Yeah," Andy gulped.

"Anyone asks you, you tell 'em it's a toy, though," Jack added. "Don't want people thinking we're letting a kid run around with a dangerous weapon, now, do we?"

"No," Andy felt cold again.

"Hey, man, it's gonna be okay," Jack assured him. "Just remember. Nobody. Not June. Not her parents. None of your other friends. Nobody handles that except you, me, your Mom, or Lance. Got it?"

"Yeah, Jack, I got it," Andy snapped, not sure why he was getting angry.

Jack smiled his disarming smile. "I know. What an annoying grown-up. It's just that it's very important. The only other alternative would be to keep you home all the time ..."

Andy groaned.

"Remember what your Mom said, too," Jack reminded him. "Stay near the house, away from the woods and off those deserted back roads. These guys wouldn't risk being seen doing something foul, so as long as you're around other people, they most likely won't mess with you. Okay?"

"'Kay," Andy felt whupped. What a lousy darn summer this was turning out to be. He still had no idea how lousy.

Jack patted his shoulder as Andy got back in the car. "It's gonna be all right, kid. Really."

June's mother had given the dagger a suspicious glance but accepted Andy's explanation that it was a toy his mother had gotten him.

He and June lay out back on the old blanket her mother had given them, sprawled out reading the comics June had brought out. They had put the blanket under the big maple tree that covered most of June's backyard and the shade was reasonably cool. The tall plastic cups of iced lemonade finished that cooling touch, and June and Andy were soon lost in those worlds beyond that those illustrated pages offered them. June had made no inquiries about the dagger, probably figuring it was one of those boy things best left unmentioned.

The afternoon waxed on, the sun passing now lower to the tree tops of the woods that lay a few hundred yards behind June's backyard. In between was a long stretch of empty field, mostly hard-pan with a spattering of stunted bushes and some tall but scraggly tufts of grass. The hard-pan was gray and cracked from the summer heat. The dark line of trees stood in stark contrast to this basically barren landscape, casting ever lengthening shadows out across the dry and dusty surface.

Andy took a break from the latest issue of one of his favorite superheroes and let his tired eyes focus on that distant edge of forest. He was gazing dreamily across the field, his mind wandering and not really thinking about anything much. June was still deep into the comic she was reading.

Something moved. Andy squinted his eyes. He did not see anything but the deep shadow of the trees. It was a long way to that tree line, he mused. Probably just his imagination. Yet he could not help but strain to see through those dark shadows beneath the towering giants.

Then he saw the movement again. This time two shapes seemed to almost materialize from the darkness between two of those tall trunks, stopping half in and half out of the darker shadow along the edge of the woods. Even from so far away Andy could see the dancing shadows playing across Whip's craggy face, making it look like some sort of grotesque living mask. Beside him was that big yellow dog. Andy's hand instinctively slipped down over the hilt of the dagger at his hip. June kept reading, not noticing Andy's sudden nervousness. Andy watched the pair as they stood there, still as statues and staring, so it seemed, right at him.

Andy could not help but notice that the dog was even larger than he had first thought. The top of its head came nearly to Whip's shoulders. And it was a really weird looking dog, now that he could see it better. Its head was exceptionally long and narrow, mostly composed of a long and narrow snout. Two large ears poked up out of the thick fur on the back of its head, a thick fur that ran on down its neck to its chest and back, forming a thick and luxurious looking, shaggy mane that thinned once past its shoulders. The legs (very long legs, Andy noted) had much shorter hair on them. It was a truly strange looking dog.

Then came the revelation. The realization that put the cap on the nightmare that this summer was becoming.

By the movement of Whip's head, first looking out across the field, then back at the dog, Andy realized that Whip was talking to the dog. No big deal. Lot's of folks way less crazy than Whip talked to their dogs. But ... but ... the dog's head was responding as if it were listening intently. Understanding. Answering back?

Andy nearly wet himself. It had come to him in a flash of realization so powerful, so harsh, so undeniably irrefutable ... the dog was Dwayne! Dwayne was the dog! "Special talents," Jack had said. Shit! Andy stifled a scream. Dwayne was ... was ... a werewolf of some kind. Shit!

The silver dagger. Yes, it was silver, Andy was now sure. And the guns? Silver bullets, of course. And Jack ... oh shit, shit, shit ... the panic was nearly strangling Andy ... Jack had "special talents" too!

CHAPTER X

Dog's in the chicken coup, poor little hen ... 'cause the dog's in the chicken coup ... and after you again.

"What the hell is that?" Andy groaned, rolling over in bed. The ditty kept ringing in his now semi-awake mind. He glanced at the clock on his nightstand. It was nine a.m. Andy sighed. He was awake now and it would be impossible to get back to sleep.

He slung his legs over the side of the bed and just sat there for a moment. He could hear the shower running and he tried not to imagine what Jack must look like by now. He was, by Andy's estimation, about halfway through the "changing". He would see soon enough, he sighed, and lifted himself out of bed.

The shower stopped and Andy needed to relieve his bladder most urgently, so he went and pounded on the bathroom door. "Hey, Jack," he called through the door. "Gotta whiz, man."

He heard a guttural sound from the other side of the door and he shuddered. Maybe Jack was farther along than he had thought? The door handle jiggled and the door slowly opened, a thick warm cloud of steam rolling out into Andy's face.

"Jesus, Jack," Andy coughed, waving at the thick fog of steam with his hands. He felt sweat breaking out on his face and he strained to see through the slowly fading gray mist that engulfed the bathroom. "Didja ever hear of a vent fan?"

"Sorry, kid," the shadowy shape within rasped. "The steam helps. Feels better."

The change was always rough, Jack had explained all those years ago. It sapped his strength and made him sore all over, leaving him feeling just generally ill. Andy tried to feel sympathetic but found it difficult, all things considered.

Jack came to the doorway and Andy staggered back. An instinctive reaction but one he felt somewhat bad about. The truth was that Jack was no longer easy to look at. He was hunched over, looking for all the world like Quasimodo with a dog's face. His arms and legs were quite hairy, as were his distorted shoulders and back. With nothing but a towel around his waist the nearest thing Andy could compare him to was a caveman.

"Very attractive, Jack," Andy joked nervously.

Jack rolled his eyes up at Andy. At least they were still the same. Pale sky blue, like a calm tropical sea. "Be fucked, Spud," Jack quipped back, his voice raspy, deep, inhuman sounding.

"Fer sure, dude," Andy chuckled, the soft look of Jack's eyes somewhat reassuring despite his grotesque physical form.

Later that morning they sat at the kitchen table with a sheet of newspaper sprawled over its surface, the smell of coffee in the air, mixing in with the smell of the silver polish. And gun oil.

Jack's hands, now actually somewhere between a hand and a paw, made manipulating his coffee cup a major chore. He had verbally guided Andy through the process of dismantling and cleaning the pistol and then its ammunition, while he rubbed and buffed on the dagger as best he could.

Andy decided this was a good time to ask Jack why he was already in the process of making the change. Jack had at first been elusive but finally answered.

"These two aren't going to be that easy to deal with," Jack began. "The only real edge I have right now is that I'm not so sure they actually know what I look like. When I'm normal, ya know? Oh, sure, they know who I am. But it could give me an edge in the future if they don't know my human appearance."

"Besides," he added, "if I have to face them right now I would rather be in full form. Somehow I think we might have a better chance at 'em if we have one human and one ... well, large dog. It's amazing the things people will say around dogs," Jack laughed. "It's been a real help in getting information on more than one occasion. And our first order of business at this point is finding out where our little playmates are holing up. Who, if anyone, they're recruiting as cronies. You know, get the basic rules of the game established."

Jack's voice was a little hard to understand and Andy found himself straining to listen and understand.

"Game," Andy sighed, shaking his head slowly.

"Life's a game, kid," Jack snickered. "Maybe that's trite, but the truth generally is."

"Well, I sure don't like the odds of this one," Andy admitted. "Nor the rules or the possible penalties of losing."

Dog's in the chicken coup ...

"Well, we'll just make sure we don't lose," Jack grinned, his half animal face contorting into a frightening visage. "Been around a long, long time, my little friend, and I ain't lost yet."

... poor little hen ...

"Damn near did last time," Andy pointed out.

... 'cause the dog's in the chicken coup ...

"Point well taken, kid," Jack grumbled soberly.

... and after you again ...

The phone rang and Andy nearly jumped out of his chair, sloshing coffee  onto the paper covered table top. They looked at each other as it rang again.

Jack held up one stubby, long nailed forefinger. "Allow me," he grinned that beastly grin and went to the phone. After the third ring he lifted the receiver.

"Hello," he grunted into the mouthpiece, his eyes and Andy's locked onto one another.

"Jack," the female voice cooed, "Jack, old buddy. Is your friend butthead there?"

"Andy?" Jack rasped. "Yeah, he's here."

Andy was perplexed. Maybe it was Wendy. He started to get up and again Jack held up that finger.

"That's good," the voice crooned. "Hey! Can he come out and play?" A shrill, half sexy, half demoniacal laugh followed.

"Not quite yet, Cannis, my sweet," Jack replied evenly. "But soon, me darlin'. Soon."

"Aw. That's too bad," Cannis feigned disappointment. "Well, I suppose I can wait. After all, Jack, we've got damn near forever, now, don't we? Except for butthead, that is." Again the cackling laugh.

"True," Jack agreed. "Some of us have forever. And some of us only think so."

There was a brief silence. "Touche', Jack, me love," the voice was colder now, some of the cruel playfulness being shaded with a controlled irritability. "But who is who is who?"

"That," Jack replied in his own cold tone, "remains to be determined. How long you been around, sis?" he interjected as a verbal poke at her youth.

"Long enough, you fuck," the playfulness was all gone, replaced with a darkly inhuman tone. "Long enough."

There was another brief silence and then she said, regaining some of her opening sarcasm, "Well, gotta run, Jack. You take care, you hear. You don't sound so good. Like maybe you're not yourself today?" A muffled chuckle. Jack made no reply. "Whasamatter, Jack? Fang got your tongue? Well, gotta split. See ya soon, lover boy ..." Click! ... and the line went dead.

Jack hung up the phone shaking his shaggy head. He returned to the table and sat back down.

"Demented little bitch, no doubt," Jack raised his eyebrows, the blue in his eyes darkening.

"No doubt," Andy agreed, having overheard the conversation even across the room.

Jack looked at the spilled coffee on the table and frowned. "You ever wonder why that shit does that?" Andy gave him a confused look. "Coffee. Whenever you look at it cross-eyed it spills. And one drop of the crap becomes a major flood."

Andy frowned back at him. "Jack," he asked, "who the fuck cares?"

Jack burst out laughing. "Again, Spud, good point ..."

*****

Whip stepped forward but the "dog" crossed in front of him. Whip was pointing right at Andy and June and appeared to be talking loudly, although his voice did not carry the distance. The beast was shaking its shaggy head and advancing toward Whip, who began to back into the deeper shadows behind him.

"It's that strange crazy guy, Whip," June offered, her gaze alternating between Andy and the distant figures at the edge of the woods. She saw Andy's knuckles going white as he clutched the sheath at his hip. Her eyes narrowed into a suspicious scowl. "What's going on, Andy?"

Andy only half heard her, his concentration focused on the two forms at the forest's edge. He gently unsnapped the cover guard strap on the sheath, slipping his sweaty hand around the dagger's hilt. It was an icy cold sweat. His stomach was hurting real bad and suddenly he felt like he had to pee really bad.

"That ain't no toy, is it?" June lowered her voice to a whisper. She was becoming frightened. Andy was acting really weird. Her Dad had talked about what a ...what was the word ... yeah, psycho ... that Whip was. "What's goin' on?" She was nearly in tears.

Suddenly the two figures simply blended into the deep shadow inside the tree line and were gone.

"Hey, butthead," the voice made Andy start. He turned and saw Lance coming across the yard from beside June's house. Andy felt a wave of relief welling up inside him and he snapped the sheath guard closed, then leapt to his feet.

"Mom told me to pick your butt up on my way home," Lance told him as he came closer. "Hey, June," he acknowledge the little girl politely.

"Hey," she replied weakly.

Lance looked closely at the two of them. Andy could see the growing concern on his brother's face.

"What's up, Spud?" he asked quietly, his gaze drifting instinctively to the  distant woods.

"You won't believe me," Andy was nearly in tears. "I know you won't."

Lance looked down at June and her freckled cherub face was a mask of confusion and fear. He shot a quick look at Andy that clearly said "Shut up, Spud! Not now!" Andy swallowed hard and silenced himself.

"I think," Lance tried to divert June's attention , "that you two have just been readin' too much of this junk." Lance waved his hand toward the comics sprawled on the blanket. His eyes were still partially panning the darkening forest. "You done put bogey men in your brains."

"We saw Whip and that big dog," June blurted out, pointing across the field. "Comin' out of the woods."

Lance stiffened a second, then, catching himself, he relaxed. "So ole Whip got himself a dog now, does he?" Andy saw the sideways glance Lance gave him. "We'll talk later, Spud," that look translated. "Well every boy should have one, huh, Spud?" Lance stated aloud.

"Y ... yeah," Any stuttered. "Well, let me help June get this stuff back to the house and we can go."

Lance stepped forward and helped by gathering up the blanket while Andy and June bundled up the comics. Lance folded it as they walked back up to the house, then gave it to Andy to take inside. As they walked to the truck, Andy having said his "good-byes", Andy told Lance about his ride over to June's with Jack.

In the truck Andy put his hand on Lance's arm. "I know you think I'm just a dumb kid, and when I tell you what I figured out today you're really gonna think so. But please just listen all the way through. Okay?"

"'Kay," Lance started up the truck and backed down the driveway. Lance drove home painfully slow so that Andy could finish his story before they got there.

"And now," Andy concluded as they pulled onto the long dirt drive leading from the road to the house, "You're gonna say, 'Spud, that's the dumbest thing I ever heard.' Right?"

Lance did not say that. Lance did not say anything. He just stopped the truck halfway up the drive and sat staring at the dashboard as if he were trying to take in all that he had just heard.

Andy felt his heart pounding. Come on, Lance, his mind was shouting. Tell me what a dumb idea that was. I'm depending on you to tell me what a little jerk I am and give me all the reasons why there's no way I can be right. I'm depending on you!

Instead Lance leaned across and opened the glove box. He pulled out a large, very intimidating looking pistol from within. Without a word he drew back the slide once, then a second time. A bullet ejected from the top and bounced onto the floorboard. Lance bent over and fumbled for it, finally coming up smiling and holding the bullet by the brass casing so that Andy could see the dull gray lead of the bullet itself.

"Sorry, Spud, but ..." Lance stopped in mid sentence. They both saw the last waning rays of the setting sun glint from the end the bullet, shining weakly on the round shape of the silvery plug pressed into the tip.

"Oh, God ..." Lance's jaw dropped ...

CHAPTER XI

The rest of that Saturday passed without incident. The sky stayed dark and the wind continued to howl. Snow fell from the sky in bucket loads, covering the entire world outside with a sound deafening whiteness. The few times that Andy ventured a peek through the curtains to that arctic world outside the only movement he saw was an occasional snowplow and one or two very brave souls inching their way along the storm slickened road beyond the parking lot. The lot itself was a desert of white, the cars no more than large drifts, shadows seen through the clouds of blowing snow. The scene made Andy cold just looking at it, and he would return to his seat by the fire, sipping coffee and hashing through old thoughts and memories.

Jack retired to the bedroom, closing the door behind him. Andy knew he would see no more of Jack that weekend.

As night fell the phone rang. Andy answered it with sweaty palms, but this time it was Wendy. She had seen the national weather and heard about the storm and gotten worried. Andy felt he did an excellent job of hiding his own fears and had assured Wendy that everything was fine. He told her about Jack visiting, describing him as an old childhood friend. Wendy seemed pleased that he had company. They talked for a while, then Wendy said she needed to get a shower and she would call later and they hung up.

Andy returned to the his seat by the fire, picturing Wendy in his mind. Long brown hair, soft face, gentle green eyes. He felt a twinge of anxiety. Jack's got it covered, Andy tried to reassure himself. He better have, Andy decided!

He picked up the remote and flipped on the television. It was time for the news. Just as he had expected the local news was almost completely taken up with coverage of the "blizzard". Power outages, slick roads, accidents. And just as Andy had suspected, the national and international news was full of the same old crap. Death, doom, and destruction. Crime, war, everyone hating somebody else because of their race, their religion, or some stupid conflict that reached so far back in time no one was really sure what exactly had started it all in the first place.

Andy clicked the set back off and set the remote back on the end table beside him, bumping his hand against the cold steel of the pistol that lay there.

"Yep," he sighed sleepily, "Death, doom, and destruction."

When he awoke it was very dark in the room. The fire was nearly gone save for a few flickering embers, and he had never bothered to turn on the lamp. He realized he was hungry. He thought about calling for a pizza delivery, then laughed.

"Guess I'll hafta see what's in the old larder," he mumbled to himself. Remembering Jack he went over to the bedroom door and rapped on it lightly. "Gonna whip up some din-din, Jack. Want anything?"

There was a low grumble, silence, then, finally, Jack replied in a weak, guttural voice, "Not likely, Spud." Andy knew better than to disturb him any further.

After a meal of peanut butter sandwiches, potato chips, and coffee, he treated himself to some frozen chocolate yogurt, which froze him as well.

He rekindled the fire and picked up a catalog of the latest best sellers, browsed through it without really paying much attention, and eventually nodded back off into a peaceful sleep.

Sunday went by much the same, except that the storm had abated. The sky was still gray, but the wind had died considerably. Only a few stray flurries drifted by on occasion when he looked outside. It was still plenty cold and the world was covered in an avalanche of white.

There were no phone calls Sunday. Jack did not stir from the bedroom. Andy spent most of the day watching football games. Not that Andy cared much for football these days, but it did lend an air of normalcy to things. Each time he reached for his coffee and saw the pistol lying there it tore the veil of fantasy to shreds. He finally set it on the floor in front of the end table so he could not see it at all.

And so the day passed, the darkness of night came, and the fire flickered as embers snapped. Andy faded in and out of a fitful sleep. Dreams so vivid, yet so chaotic, that it seemed one drew him into the other and ever deeper into the nightmare universe where reality and horrid fantasy melded into one, huge, never ending tale.

Andy was rudely awakened from this by the sound of the phone ringing. His eyes snapped open and he shuddered as the sound of the phone penetrated the depths of drowsiness that still clung to his mind. Then he was greeted by another eye opening shock. Sitting on the floor only a few feet away was a large dog. Dark, furry, with pale blue eyes like a tropical sea.

"Jesus, Jack," Andy gasped. "Don't do that shit!"

"What?" the beast rasped, a wisp of a grin on its canine lips.

The phone rang for the third time.

"I'll get it," Andy yawned, rising slowly from his chair.

"Good idea," Jack rattled. As Andy brushed past him he rose and followed. Andy could feel his warm breath on his back.

Andy picked up the phone fully expecting to hear Cannis's taunting voice. Instead, after a tentative "hello" he was greeted by a male voice.

"Andy," it was Lenny, his partner at the book store, "what the hell gives, man?"

Andy was momentarily confused. Then he realized it was Monday morning.

"You at the store?" he asked, amazed that Lenny would go in through that snow bound mess outside.

"Sure," Lenny sounded amazed that Andy was not there. "We gotta get going on the holiday stock and displays. Can't let a little snow stop business, can we?"

"Guess not," Andy sighed. He looked at the clock. It was only nine a.m. "Okay. Give me ninety minutes. See you then."

A shower and two cups of coffee later found Andy piling into a pair of jeans, a denim shirt, and a big, baggy sweater to cover the .45 he had stuffed in the back of his pants waistband. Even with the safety on Andy just knew he was going to blow his ass off.

"Coming?" he asked Jack as he grabbed his coat and keys and headed for the door.

"No," Jack barked. "Got some some snooping to do on my own."

"Suit yourself, dude," Andy smiled. "Can you get out on your own?"

"I'll manage, kid," Jack acknowledged.

"Need a key?" Andy asked.

Jack laughed. It sounded more like a cough. "Where would I put it?"

Andy grinned and pointed his index finger at Jack. Then he was out the door.

It took Andy almost forty minutes to travel the four miles to the book store, slipping and sliding even at the crawl he was moving at. There were a few cars on the road, but for the most part the place looked like a ghost town. The sky was still gray with a few lingering flurries. Taking the main drag through town, usually a four lane traffic jam at that hour, Andy felt eerily elated with the unusual quiet. The parking lot at the mall their store was in was also nearly deserted. There were two vehicles covered in snow which had obviously been there all weekend. There were two security cars, for now empty. Lenny's old beat up Chevett, its awful orange paint job standing out grotesquely against the still nearly pristine white backdrop. There were three other cars, two he recognized as the mall manager's and Sal Patroni's, owner of the small Italian restaurant. The third, a small blue sports car, was not familiar.

Andy parked beside that sleek machine, his aging Ford Tempo as close between where he thought the lines on the pavement might be as he could judge, as they were buried under over a foot of snow. He glanced over at the car. No one there. He quickly surveyed the lot. Nothing was moving. There was a small trail leading from the area of the lot where all the cars were to the back entrance. Andy shuffled along in the partially trampled path the others had taken. At the door he paused and looked back across the barren arctic landscape that was the parking lot. Still as dead and lifeless as before. He unlocked the door and went inside.

The warmth inside was welcome. Inside the store Lenny had already been going over his ideas for the holiday displays with Lisa. As it turned out, the snappy blue sports car was hers. Her Christmas gift to herself, she told him with a huge grin.

Around one thirty the three of them began to get hungry. Remembering seeing Sal's car in the lot, Andy suggested they see if they could fanagle a lunch order from him. Lenny called Sal's place, which was on the far end of the mall. After a little haggling Lenny convinced Sal to fix them up a trio of cold subs.

"I'll run down and get them," Andy volunteered. He actually enjoyed walking through the mall when it was empty. It gave him that same eerie elation he had felt on the drive in. The quiet, cathedral like quality, the loud echoes of his own footfalls the only sound heard, gave him a strange rush of peacefulness.

As he reached the halfway point he came across Nate Burdock, one of the security guards.

"What's up with you guys down there?" Burdock asked. "You doin' your books like Sal?"

"Nah," Andy chuckled. "Just got a gung-ho partner. I think he thinks he's a mailman or somethin'. Ya know, neither rain nor snow nor sleet?"

They made small talk for a few minutes and then Burdock continued on his way in the direction Andy had just come from.

Andy stood a moment in the middle of the mall, listening to Burdock's footfalls fading away down the through way. He was beginning to feel a twinge in his bladder.

"Damn," he muttered. "And I only had two cups of coffee." He turned and headed down the side  aisle that led to the restrooms. It was a fairly long hallway, passing the full length between two stores and then to one of the entrance areas. At the end, on the right, just before the double doors leading out, was the men's room. Andy walked quickly over and pushed open the heavy door, then stopped. A cold chill ran up his spine. He turned and looked back toward the main mall corridor. There was nothing there.

As he stood at the urinal, the sound of his urine hitting the porcelain echoing in the empty tiled room, he thought he heard something else. Faint. Distant. Outside, in the hallway. Andy stopped with an effort and stood still, listening.

Click. Click. Click. Click.

In the hallway ...

dog's in the chicken coup ...

slowly, ever so patiently slowly, stalking, claws clicking on the tile floor ...

poor little hen ...

closer now, maybe only a few feet from the door ...

cause the dog's in the chicken coup ...

something pressed against the door and it began to swing in ...

and after you again ...

Andy reached behind and pulled out the pistol much quicker than he would have imagined he could, slipping the safety off in one quick motion. The door stopped about a quarter of the way open.

"Little piggy, little piggy, let me in," a raspy voice taunted from the other side of the door.

Andy shakily leveled the barrel of the gun about at the middle of the door. He made no reply. It was Jaques, he was sure of it.

"Whasa matter, butthead? Forget your lines?" the voice was cold, calm, and brutally without fear. "How about 'not by the hair of my chinny chin chin?'"

Andy backed against the wall to brace himself, the cold of the tile seeping through his sweater, his shirt, and his t-shirt, chilling the beads of sweat that were now running down his back. Beads were also sprouting on his forehead and his palms were becoming slick. He could not stop his hands from shaking.

The door was flung open. Andy gasped, his finger tightened, loosened, tightened loosened, tightened. The gun jumped, he brought it back down, it jumped, he brought it back again to level, it jumped. Three deafening loud "cracks" rang out against the tile walls, searing Andy's ears with pain. A thin veil of smoke lingered in the air.

There was nothing ... no one ... in the doorway. Rapid clicking faded quickly away down the hall, accompanied by a demonic, animalistic, psychotic laugh. Then silence.

Andy stood motionless for a moment, dazed and confused. He heard Burdock's footsteps approaching at a trot.

"Who the fuck let that thing in?" Burdock shouted.

The sound of Lenny and Lisa farther down the mall reached his still ringing ears. They were all headed his way. Andy zipped up his fly and slipped the still warm gun back in his pants, then remembered and pulled it back out, clicked the safety on, and quickly stuffed it back in his waistband and under his sweater.

Spying the three spent shell casings on the floor he kicked them quickly behind the waste basket in the corner. The door swung open and Burdock burst in, his service revolver pointed at Andy.

"Shit!" Andy gasped.

"Shit!" Burdock agreed. He recovered his composure and gave the room a quick once over from the doorway. Then he lowered his weapon and dropped the hammer slowly.

"What the fuck went on in here?" Burdock asked loudly.

"It all happened so quickly," Andy shrugged, doing his best to fabricate a plausible lie. "Loud noises. Sounded like gunshots. Someone darted past the door. I really don't know, man."

Burdock sniffed the air, then gave Andy a cutty eyed look. "You got a gun, Andy?"

Andy laughed nervously. "Oh, sure," his voice wavered. "Got an AK-47 in my shoe, Burdock."

Lenny and Lisa arrived at the doorway and stopped just behind Burdock.

"What happened?" Lisa panted, winded from her trot down the aisle.

Burdock continued to stare at Andy, one eyebrow raised. Andy again shrugged his shoulders.

"Don't know," Andy lied as convincingly as he could. "I swear."

Burdock was obviously not convinced but there seemed to be no harm done. And he really needed to find that big ass dog. Despite the sulfur smell that, though lessened by the vent fan, still lingered in the air, Burdock was willing to let his suspicions of Andy drop.

As Burdock made his way back up the hall, talking to his partner on his walkie-talkie, Lenny and Lisa stood silently staring at Andy. Andy looked beyond them, at the three holes in the wall across the hall behind them. He shook his head. It would only be a matter of time before the police arrived. Burdock's indifference would likely not be shared by the city cops.

"Could you guys excuse me?" Andy asked, faking a sheepish look. "I never got to finish before ... well, before whatever happened here."

Lenny and Lisa stepped out, the door closing behind them.

"We'll be just down the hall," Lenny called through the door.

Andy scooped up the three shell casings from behind the trash can, started to throw them in, then thought better of it. He slipped them into his right pants pocket with his change. He had considered hiding the pistol up in the ceiling tiles but thought better of that, as well. He was sure Jaques was already out of the building. How he got out, or in, for that matter, Andy had no idea. What he knew for sure was he could not go out to his car or return to the apartment unarmed. He went back to the store with Lenny and Lisa, then went alone into his office, where he hid the gun in a desk drawer. He tossed the shells through the grate of the heat return vent and they clanged deep inside. He felt somewhat relieved.

Andy was surprised that the police, even after discovering the bullet holes in the wall across from the restroom, seemed basically disinterested in Andy after he explained he had really seen nothing. That left him even more relieved. After all, he could hardly call on Jack to bail him out of this, now could he? He could see it now. This is Jack. He's a federal agent. And a werewolf. So see, that explains it, guys. No sweat. No harm. No foul.

No way!

Finally the police officers finished questioning and examining and went on their way. The day shot, Lenny and Lisa decided to make the long slippery trek home. Andy said he had a few things to finish up and stayed behind.

Burdock was back on his regular patrol schedule, his partner had returned to his post in the security office. Andy retrieved his gun and was about to leave when the phone rang. He was going to leave without answering it, but changed his mind.

"The Book Shoppe," Andy announced.

"Hey, little butthead," Cannis chimed, "having fun? Did you like my brother, dude?"

Andy felt a wave of anger creeping hotly up his face and in his mind. He choked it back. He was not about to let this ... this thing ... get the best of him.

"Sure did," Andy taunted back. "Almost had his fuzzy head for my wall. Maybe next time."

There was a moment of silence and Andy smiled. He had caught the enemy by surprise. Maybe good old Cannis had forgotten, or maybe she just didn't know, that he had looked straight into the eyes of that devil that had been her father.

"You really are a butthead," Cannis finally said evenly. "You never even got close, little piggy. This was just for fun. We'll get your sorry ass. And when we do we'll make it worth our while."

"Fer sure," was all Andy could think to say.

"You'll pay, you little shit," she assured him, never losing her even tone.

"Or maybe I'll plug you and your fuzz ball brother with something shiny," Andy tried to keep his voice from trembling. "Right between those beady eyes."

"Stranger things have happened," Cannis mused. "But not in my lifetime. Later, Andy old chum." Click.

Andy stood like a statue, holding the phone at his side while the dead line hummed loudly in the otherwise empty office. He really did not want to go back to his car alone. He kept hearing that cold, calm female voice. In Andy's mind there was no doubt that these two were totally over the edge.

Finally he hung up the phone and locked up. He wandered around the mall until he came across Burdock.

"Hey, Nate," Andy called out to him. "Would you mind walking me out to my car. All this shit today has really got me shaken."

Burdock looked at him. "Yeah, you do look kinda pale. No problem. By the way, I explained to Sal why you never got those subs."

On the way out Andy said, half truthfully, "I sure wish I could've told you guys more about what was going on in there today."

"Me, too, " Burdock grunted.

"Any ideas?" Andy tried to sound casual.

"Not a clue," Burdock admitted.

Before he got in his car Andy checked the back seat. Nothing there. Andy climbed in, waved to Burdock, and started on his way home ...

*****

... Lance sat in the cab of the truck, the waning light distorting the lines of his face, which was wrinkled into what Andy was sure would become a permanant frown. Lance twirled the bullet in his fingers as he stared unblinking at the silver tip, as if the tiny facets of light that twinkled from it had mesmerized him into a trance.

"Lance?" Andy finally said in a weak voice. 

Lance physically shook himself from whatever nether world he had slipped into. He turned and looked at Andy, a look of confusion and disbelief in his eyes that frightened Andy. It was the look of a grown-up, thought Andy, who was suddenly confronted with a reality that, by all past teachings, simply could not be.

"I think," Lance said very slowly, "that I need to go have another talk with our friend Jack."

"We," Andy offered. "Me too, Lance."

Lance started to say something but stopped. Andy saw his brother's expression soften. "Yeah, I guess you got as much at stake here as any of us, Spud," Lance conceded. "But for now let's leave Mom out of this. 'Kay?"

"'Kay," Andy agreed.

At the dinner table that evening Andy could tell that Jack had picked up on he and Lance's mood change. As hard as he tried, Andy could not stop staring at Jack. Something about the guy was different. He seemed somehow ... shaggier. That was it. His hair was fuller, coarser looking. His eyebrows seemed to meet above the bridge of his nose. Even his nose seemed somehow just ... wrong. Andy had glanced at his mother a few times, but she had not seemed to notice any of these things. Not Lance and  Andy's edginess or Jack's slightly altered appearance. She did seem exhausted, her mind somewhere else.

When Andy glanced over at Lance, however, he was sure that Lance's return look was an assurance that he had noticed Jack, as well. And Jack kept giving them suspiscious sideways glances of his own.

Neither Andy nor Lance ate much. There mother did not seem to notice that, either. She cleaned off the table in an almost zombie like state. Jack helped her and offered to do the dishes for her.

"If you really don't mind," she sighed. "I think I'll go lie down." Jack nodded and she shuffled off to the living room without another word.

Jack looked toward the living room and when he was sure she was out of earshot, he asked quietly, "Okay, guys. What's up?"

Lance did not say a word. Instead he reached into his pocket and dug out the bullet. He set it gingerly on the table, tapped the tip with his forefinger, then leaned back in his chair with his arms crossed over his chest. He reminded Andy of the school principle the day he had been sent to his office for throwing spitwads in class.

Jack raised an eyebrow. "What?"

Lance leaned forward and again tapped the tip of the bullet. "Who the fuck are you?" in a quiet but near hostile tone. "The lone fucking ranger?"

Jack pulled up the nearest chair, sat, and crossed his hands on the tagble. His eyes darkened slightly.

"And who," Jack's voice remained even, "do you think I am?"

"Or what?" Andy interjected meekly.

Jack's eyes darkened rapidly, then the clouds passed within them and they returned to their usual pale blue. It was a frightening thing to see and Andy physically shrank into his chair. Even Lance had lost some of his earlier nerve.

"Tell you guys what," Jack offered. "I'm gonna do these dishes for your Mom. Then I'm going out to the shack. Meet me there at ... let's say ... ten? And Lance," Jack pointed at the bullet, "put that damn thing back in the cartridge . And bring the gun with you."

Lance nodded. "You gonna give us the low down?"

"I'm going to tell you two astute young men a story," Jack assured them, "that will defy all things you hold to be true. Yes, Lance, I'll give you the low down."

Their mother was sound asleep on the couch as Andy and Lanced slipped out of the house at nine fifty exactly. Lance locked the door on their way out and they both strode determindly toward the shack.

Lance knocked on the door.

"Come in," Jack's voice sounded very hoarse.

Inside Jack was seated all the way across the room, his back to them, the rising moonlight palely flowing through the open window , its light dancing in Jack's long, shaggy hair.

"Sit down boys," he ordered.

There were two chairs just inside the door, side by side. Lance took the one farthest from the door and Andy slid quietly into the other.

"Now," Jack's voice sounded like one of those narrators from those nature films they sometimes showed at school. Calm, unattached, matter of fact. "Where shall I begin?" He paused as if trying to pull his thoughts together. "This story begins a long, long time ago. My first recollections are of a small feudal village in what we now call England. We were serfs, my family, in the serfdom of one Lord Carl of Ludmont. It was a filthy little place, looking back on it. As soon as I was old enough ... a few years younger than you, Andy ... I went to work in the fields with my father and two brothers. It was hard work, I remember that, but our Lord was a good man and he knew that happy and satisfied servants made for a safe and peaceful life. So we lived well ... for those times.

"My brothers and I would , in those rare free moments, dream of becoming knights of the king and exemplifying ourselves on the field of battle with deeds of great courage. We would play fight with swords our father made us of old wooden planks and twine.

"It was on my twelth birthday that father took me into the forest and explained, as best he understood, our heritage. His father had explained it to him. My father was not gifted, he had told me, as his father had been. However he was sure that myself, Erin, and Cull had been. He seemed to be able to tell, though how he never explained . I suppose deep in my heart I know the answer to that, but that is another story for another time. The truth is that one did not truly realize one's 'special talent' until one was in their early twenties, though some things could sometimes be noticed earlier.

"You see, lads," Jack's voice now sounded dreamy and far away, "I am what some might call a 'werefwolf'." Lance and Andy gasped, both now sitting bolt upright.

"Relax," Jack's dreamy voice assured them. "We are not as we are so often portrayed. At least not most of us. We were normal people. We loved, we hated, we eked out our lives just like 'normal' people. However, once we left puberty our aging process began to slow. With each passing year it slowed ever so gradually more. I dare say I haven't aged a full year in your way of thinking in ... god .. near a century?

"Of course there is also the wolf thing. Don't ask me exactly how or why, for no one, even with today's modern world of scientific and medical miracles, can answer that, though lord knows more'n a few have tried. But, yes, we can change. It is not as your silly movies show it, a sudden conversion from man to beast. No. It takes nearly a week to complete the full transformation. And, especially in the last few days, it is a painful and weakening process.

"I remember my first transformation. I was sure I was going to die. But I did not, and once I was in my wolf form I felt a freedom I had never felt before. We three, my brothers and I, would only make the change on very rare occasions those first years. Our father had warned us it was best if others did not know of our gift. From fear and jealousy they had concocted a harsh hating for our kind. If discovered, we would be hunted like animals, no matter what form we were in. My grandfather had died at the hands of a nobleman wielding a silver dagger. Why? Simply because he was different. Murdered , actually, by a trusted friend and fellow Lord.

"Ah, yes, grandfather had achieved a small nobility through his courage and victories in battle. Because of his bloodline he could not be seriously injured by most weapons. The injuries would heal in moments. This is part of the gift. But silver ... silver poisons our blood. Something in its chemistry reacts fatally with our blood."

Jack paused, as if trying to regroup his thoughts. Lance cleared his throat and Andy squirmed uneasily in his seat.

"Grandfather had suspected that betrayal lurked in the hearts of some, so he sent father away. Told him to change his name and hide himself in anonymity, for Grandfather suspected that a great purge was afoot. And, alas, the purge came. Even as disordered as the world was back then, it seemed that mankind could no longer share the world with us. Had it been envy or greed or fear, no doubt a mingling of all three, my kind was nearly eradicated from the world all those centuries ago.

"Not that there was not, in some instances, good cause for the hatred. For you see, despite all things, each of us are men first. The potential power of such a gift had not escaped the minds of some of our kind. Perhaps it was their transgressions and arrogant disregard for regular humans and human life that brought about the purge. All this, however, is lost forever from history, as the murderous deeds most foul and hideous brought against us were certainly not to be made a matter of record.

"So it came to be that, even by my time, there were few of us left. Scattered about Europe, we were unaware of how few or how many there might still be.

"It was not until nearly a century later that the mad faction of our kind became known to myself and my brothers. We discovered that there were two basic courses our people were taking. Those like myself, Erin, and Crull, who wanted only to fit in and use our gifts to better the world when we could. And the darker minded ones, those that would not forget the purge and were so full of their superiorty that they meant to erase all signs of the human race.

"This was a downfall for us all for centuries, and those who exposed themselves were duly hunted and killed, with no regard to their train of thought or moral views. We were powerful, yes, but by no means omnipotent. The human race had grown in numbers, while our kind grew only in small amounts. The gift, more often than not, was not passed on to our offspring. And so our numbers continued to dwindle.

"My brothers and I, seeing the carnage from both sides, made a pact. We would hunt down those in the dark faction and remove them. They had, in turn, already begun their own campaign to remove those of us that they deemed as traitors. This continued for centuries more, and now even our own kind was helping to erradicate itself

"Even my own brother Erin was eventually swayed by the philosophy of the dominant minded dark faction. As we began to draw nearer and nearer to extinction I began to detect an uncomfortable change in Erin. Yet he fought beside Crull and I, even in the last great battle among our kind. It was not until after the last of the opposing group was slain that Crull and I understood why. There were now fewer than a thousand of our kind left. It was 1683 and man was rapidly reaching out for his world.

"Soon, one by one, the others were slain. Erin, in the guise of comraderie, had been systematically trying to eliminate the rest of us so that he alone could be master of the world. He had learned to walk among the humans, use them to his own ends. He had learned, given no opposition from his own kind, he could manipulate the course of history without ever revealing his true nature.

"And so, Crull and I vowed to destroy him. While trying to live our own lives, we trotted all over the globe to try to right the wrongs that Erin was perpetrating.

"How many of us are there left now?" At this Jack sighed. "Two, lads. And two only. Seven hundred years later, the greed that drives us all in one way or another, had allowed one individual to destroy our race."

Jack went silent. After a few minutes Lance asked, "So Dwayne is Erin?"

"Aye," Jack acknowledged. "And each of us did our best to change our appearances over time. We each became very adept at disguise. Which is why Erin and I could likely be in the same room and not even notice one another."

"And Crull?" Lance enquired.

"He had grown tired of the hunt," Jack explianed. "He had taken a wife. Had two sons. Made a life as normal as possible. Erin killed him. Now he wants to make sure neither of those sons can be a threat to him."

"You said there were only two left," Lance reminded him.

"Yes," Jack replied. "I've met the sons. I see no sign of the gift in either of them."

Lance sat pondering this for a moment. Then his eyes popped wide open.

"Dad!" he half shouted.

"Yes, Lance," Jack sighed, still half in that dreamy world of long ago memories. "Your father was Crull. My brother. I am your uncle, lads ..."

CHAPTER XII

Andy sat by the fire. Yes, now he remembered how long. How could he have forgotten. Perhaps he had wanted to? Over seven hundred years. Jesus! He was remembering a lot more ... all of it ... and he was not so sure  that this was a good thing. The bits and flashes had been enough.

Outside yet another storm raged. The weather had gone as crazy as the rest of his life, and Andy could hear the wind howling across the chimney. He did not even need to look outside to know it was snowing a blizzard again.

Jack lay by the hearth looking up at his nephew. "You look troubled, Spud," he ventured. "Care to share?"

"Just remembering," Andy replied.

"Today?" Jack cocked his head.

"Partly," Andy admitted. "But mostly back to when we all first met. I remember a lot more now . Even more than I thought possible."

"Hmm!" Jack mused. "Maybe it's best not too dwell too long on some things, Andy."

"Fer sure," Andy agreed. He sat back in his chair and tried to remember his Mom's face. Lance's face. They were there, right on the edge of his mind's reach, but they would not come into focus. He felt empty inside. How could he forget?

"Tell me about this afternoon again," Jack interrupted his thoughts.

Andy knew that Jack was just trying to take his mind off the past, but he was not sure he wanted to stop trying to remember. It was like a tooth ache. The more you poked at it with your tongue the more it hurt. You knew you should stop but something kept making that tongue creep back over the sore spot.

"I'm really tired, Jack," Andy confessed. "I can't even think straight anymore."

"Okay, kid," Jack relented. Andy knew Jack was feeling down himself. He had spent a futile day trying to get some clue as to where the twins might be "holed up", as he put it. Meanwhile they had known exactly where to find Andy.

"It might be best if you just stay home for a day or two," Jack suggested.

Andy laughed and waved his hand toward the curtains that covered the front window. "I suspect that tomorrow, at least, will be no problem. Even crazy Lenny won't be gettin' out in this shit."

Jack nodded his shaggy head, the firelight sparkling orange reflections in his eyes.

"Are you sure these two are the last, Jack?" Andy asked. Ever since recalling Jack's story he had been having an uneasy feeling.

"I'm positive," Jack assured him. "I should have checked on Dwayne's past a little more carefully. I did not make the same mistake again."

"You mean Erin, don't you?" Andy asked.

Jack's eyes blinked. "You do remember," he sighed. "You were still pretty young at the time. I was never sure you fully understood."

"Maybe not entirely," Andy admitted. "At least not then. Enough to get the picture, but it was all a bit much for me back then."

Jack coughed that strange canine laugh. "Hell, Spud, it's a bit much now."

It was not really that funny, but they both laughed themselves nearly breathless. "Oh, oh, no, Jack," Andy struggled through his laughter. "Just another fucking Pleasant Valley Monday."

"Fer sure," Jack choked, bringing on another round of laughter.

They talked through the night and into the wee hours of the morning. About Lance and he and Andy's mother Gail. About Linda and June. Then Andy told Jack about Wendy. How they had met at the grocery store, and how she had inadvertently squashed his hand with her cart. Then she had insisted on taking him to the emergency room. How one thing had led to another until they had become very much attached to each other.

All the while the snow swirled and danced outside, covering the world with a white blanket of sound muffling purity, as if to remind everyone that there was still beauty in the world. Beauty that could ease a troubled soul. Or two ...

*****

Andy had a hard time falling asleep that night. He stood at his bedroom window watching out over the fields past the barn. The moon was nearly full and a silvery glow cast long shadows over the surreal landscape. Down by the barn he could see the tiny glow of Jack's pipe and he wondered if werewolves had to sleep.

He looked up into the navy blue-black of the night sky and stood transfixed by the twinkling of the multitude of stars and the big, nearly round silver white moon with its darker markings. An occasional wisp of cloud would pass near the moon, racing across the darkness, glowing silver as it passed along, only to fade back into invisibility as it moved away. Andy felt the wind coming through the screen. A warm, damp wind. The quiet of the night, only the soft chorus of small nocturnal creatures rippling the stillness, and the sweet, clean smell of the air, finally began to lull Andy to sleep. He crawled back into bed and fell quickly to sleep.

Crack! Andy sat bolt upright. Crack! Crack! The sharp retorts shattered the still night air. Andy was at the window without even realizing he had left the bed.

Out by the barn a shadowy form was running across the yard toward the fields beyond. Crack! Crack! Two bright flashes from near Jack's shack. A mist ... no, smoke ... trailed in a silvery stream from the direction of the flashes. The dark figure, now nearly to the field, stumbled, fell, then recovered and disappeared into the darkness.

Footsteps clamored down the stairs. At the the same time Andy heard the front door fly open with a ringing squeak. Footsteps on the porch. The other footsteps had made it to the living room.

Andy leaned out but could not see because the porch roof blocked his view. He nearly knocked the screen out of the window pressing his face against it. The porch light came on and he saw the shadows of his mother and Lance stretch out across the backyard.

"Jack?" he heard his mother cry out.

"It's okay," Jack called back. He was now visible as he strode quickly toward the house, occasionally checking over his shoulder.

"Hey, butthead," the soft voice, near a whisper, came from behind him. Andy whirled around, fell against the screen, and nearly tumbled out the window. He nearly wet his shorts as he saw the silhouette in the doorway, faintly back lit from the light from Lance's room next door.

Andy dove under the bed. Whip's hand darted under from the other side, his fingers groping inches from Andy's face. Andy spun around and Whip caught his ankle. Andy kicked with his free foot. Sharp pain shot through his toes as he struck the bed frame. He kicked again, this time striking something else. It was soft on the outside, but harder behind. The pain in Andy's foot flared until his vision turned red.

Whip screamed in pain and Andy heard him stumble back across the room.

"My mouf! You li'l shith. You'th buthted my mouf," Whip screamed, a mixture of pain and anger.

Andy slid back out from under the bed, got to his feet and reached under the pillow. He grasped in panic. He knew it was there, but could not find it. Whip was rising slowly to his feet, shaking his head.

"What's going on up there?" Lance yelled from the bottom of the stairs. "Andy?"

Andy's mouth moved but no sound came out. His fingers touched something hard and cold. He yanked it out from under the pillow. Whip lunged forward and Andy slashed out at him with the dagger. Whip screamed again and fell across the bed, just short of where Andy stood on the other side, at the foot of the bed, his back to the window.

The sound of footsteps racing up the stairs. Three pairs. Whip, lying on his chest on the bed, turned his head to look toward the doorway.

"Shith," he growled.

Andy wanted to move. To run around the bed toward the door, but his legs would not listen to his mind.

Whip leapt at him again. They slammed through the screen together, smacking the porch roof hard, then rolling off and onto the ground in front of the porch. Whip cushioned Andy's fall, letting out a sickly grunt.

Above Andy heard his brother, mother, and Jack burst into his room. Shouts. His mother screaming hysterically. Whip's arm groping around him.

Andy slammed his elbow down hard, catching Whip in the face again. This time Whip only grunted, but his arm relaxed. Andy slipped out and began to run. He had no direction, no plan. His feet would finally obey him and all Andy could think to do was run. He was completely unaware that he still had the dagger locked in his grip. He did not hear Jack calling after him, or notice that Whip had slipped around the house and was running the other way.

Andy was not sure how long he had been running. He was totally unaware that he had run clear across the field, through the woods, and out the other side into another large overgrown clearing. He was also unaware that he had inadvertently lost Jack, who had been trying to catch him after Jack had leapt through the window and down off the porch roof.

Suddenly Andy stopped and the realization of his situation struck him. He was now a long way from the house. It was late. Dark. Scarey. In the distance he could hear Jack calling for him and his spirits rose.

They dropped as quickly when he heard something crashing through the woods to his left. Dwayne. Erin. The beast. And it was getting closer. At first Andy was again frozen, but as the sounds grew rapidly nearer he bolted into the waist high grass of the clearing. He ducked down to his knees, crawling deeper into the mass of reeds and small bushes.

Andy lay down, the smell of honeysuckle sweet in his nostrils. Fireflies flickered above him and the sound of frogs and crickets droned all around. The air was warm and muggy, the grass cool and damp with dew. The dampness from the grass was soaking into his shorts and T-shirt. His foot was beginning to throb.

Jack's voice could no longer be heard. Andy felt totally alone. He choked back a sob. He was getting cold and he was getting very scared. He heard something far away rustling in the grass. Then cracking through the reeds. The crickets and frogs fell silent, the fireflies were gone.

Thunder rumbled in the distance, the twinkling dew in the moonlight was fading. The sky was darkening, the wind rising rapidly.

Something was crashing through the reeds ... nearer, nearer. Then it stopped, not more than ten feet away. Panting, harsh, sharp, like the rush of the wind.

The wind. Shit, Andy thought, which way was the wind blowing. He tried to concentrate. That incessant harsh breathing was making it impossible for him to think clearly. He clutched the dagger in his right hand so tight his knuckles were turning white. The pain in his foot was now forgotten.

"Andy," he heard Jack's voice behind him. He rolled over and saw Jack, only a few feet away, his forefinger to his lips, the pistol resting on his knee as he squatted down in the long grass.

A flash of lightening filled the night sky, sizzling the dark and blinding Andy momentarily. The panting had ceased but Andy was sure that its source was still nearby. Jack edged closer to him, moving in almost complete silence.

Jack put his hand on Andy's shoulder, his face a mask of concern but also distracted with concentration. Listening. Eyes trying to peer through the reeds. Andy felt safer now, but the fact that the beast was near still sent a chill down his spine.

"Later, Artur," a harsh voice rasped from within the grasses. "We have the time, brother."

Andy could hear something retreating rapidly through the reeds. Jack sat statue still for a full minute, then rose and gently pulled Andy to his feet.

Andy's mind just kept rehashing everything that had happened since he was startled awake. It came to him in no logical order, flashing across his memory in crazed, clipped spurts. He was barely aware of Jack leading him through the grass. Or of Jack stopping and kneeling, running his palm over some low grass. But he was very much aware of what he saw on Jack's hand when the flash of lightening revealed it to him.

"Blood," Andy's voice sounded far away, even to him.

"Yes, Andy," Jack acknowledged, putting his arm around the boy and hugging him close. It began to rain ...

Chapter XIII

The next day had been totally uneventful. Other than a call from Wendy the telephone had remained silent. Jack's earlier foray to try and find the twins was not repeated. The sprawling city was no great metropolis, but it was too big to trace one single pair of individuals, especially with the conditions the way they were. Phones were down, power was out, even a day after the deluge of snow that had come far earlier and stronger than was normal for their area. Crews were being called in from all over the state to try and get the roads and utilities back to some use. And it was not even Thanksgiving yet! Two more days until that.

The weather had caused disappointment for Andy in another way, as well. He had hoped Wendy would be back on Wednesday, but because of all the cancellations and flight delays she could not get back before Friday, and possibly not even then. So he would miss having Thanksgiving with her. Not the end of the world, but he had so looked forward to having someone to share the holiday with.

He would most likely end up having Thanksgiving dinner with Lenny and Lisa. The three perpetual singles, trying to act festive and happy in some semi-swank restaurant, while inside being slowly eaten away by a directionless and lonely existence.

 Andy was not sure that Lenny and Lisa shared his feelings on that, but it was how he had felt. Until Wendy came along. His life was suddenly filled with joy and hope, her presence giving him direction and a deeper meaning to the future. He had goals now. A real direction, instead of some foggy notion of "success".

But the last few days had brought back a lot of those old, empty feelings.  Partially because Wendy was not there, partially the situation he now found himself in, and partially because of all the memories it was dredging up. Memories he had hoped to lock away in a vault far in the back of his mind. And the weather. The snow had been peacefully beautiful at first, and since his apartment complex still had power and phone service it had not created any real hardship. But the sitting ... the waiting ... knowing that Cannis and Jaques were out there somewhere, plotting and planning ... to kill he and Jack. To kill them! It was nerve wracking.

Andy could no longer sit still. He paced from his seat by the fire to the window, then to the phone, then to the refrigerator, and then back to his chair. When Jack was there they would talk, speculating on their antagonists' next move. Jack had even suggested Andy try to get Wendy to stay another week in California, and Andy had tried. But the more he insisted the more suspicious Wendy became. Using the weather as an excuse just was not cutting it. If the planes would fly, she had pointed out, then it must be safe. And Andy sure as hell could not tell her the real reason he wanted her to stay away, so he finally dropped it and told her he was looking forward to her getting back. He emphasized that she be careful, and he could tell by her tone she knew something was amiss.

With the light fading quickly from the gray sky Tuesday night was rapidly approaching. The major roads, according to the local news, were clear. So people would start returning to work. Andy was surprised that he was actually looking forward to getting back to work. And getting out of that apartment.

He had to admit that as selfish as it was he was glad Wendy might make it home by Friday. If she could get a flight. As he curled up on the bed and drifted off to sleep he even imagined that he and Jack could tell her everything. Then she could stay at his apartment until this whole mess was over. Where she would be safe. The .45, fully reloaded, lay on the nightstand and the dagger was tucked neatly between the box spring and mattress, the handle protruding out where it could be easily reached.

This was safe, he mused as he faded into a restful unconsciousness. As safe as one can hope for ...

*****

As they trudged through the sloppy, muddy fields, making their way back to the house, Jack kept one arm around Andy's shoulder and the pistol at the ready in the other hand. The sky was constantly aglow with bolt after bolt of intense lightening, the constant roar of the thunder was nearly deafening. The rain pelted them in such huge drops that it stung on the bare skin and in such quantity that it was nearly blinding.

Andy had no concept of time, his mind lost in a semi-shock at all that had happened. He had no real consciousness of his surroundings until he saw the back porch light through the veil of rain. As they drew closer he saw the shadowy shapes of his mother and Lance standing just outside the door. Lance had his arm around their Mom's shoulder much as Jack had been doing with Andy.

Andy felt a sudden desire for normality. His mind snapped back to full understanding and he broke away from Jack and ran toward his mother. As he trotted up the steps he brought himself to a halt mid stride. His mother looked like an angry, frightened little girl. Andy could not make anything of the look on her face other than it frightened him.

Eyes wide, her lips trembling, she looked right past him, her gaze riveted on the form of Jack behind him. As Jack's foot touched the first step she lurched forward, hunched over like some diminutive gnome.

"What the hell have you dragged us into?" she snarled, her lips drawn back until her teeth shone white in the glow of the porch light.

Lance moved forward and put his hand gently on his mother's shoulder. She shrugged it off violently, her eyes now wild.

"Well, Jack?" she was near tears, shouting. "What the fuck is going on? What kind of shit have you been telling my boys? What ... what ...," she finally broke down and Lance wrapped his arms around her, turning her toward him and drawing her in close. She buried her head in Lance's shoulder and sobbed uncontrollably.

"You told her the whole thing, didn't you?" Jack's voice sounded very weary but not accusing.

"Yes," Lance admitted. "I had to. She wanted to call the sheriff.

"I see," Jack smiled weakly. "Well, let's get inside out of this rain. " He put his hand on Andy's shoulder and guided him toward the door. Lance helped his mother through the doorway and she glared back at Jack as he and Andy followed.

"Oh, my God!" Andy's mother gasped.

In the brighter light of the living room Andy saw what had brought on her reaction. Jack's face was a frightful caricature of its former self. His jaw seemed swollen and his eyes slightly slanted. His lips were almost purple and his face was covered with a short, fuzzy hair. His nose seemed flattened, the skin tone darker, and the nostrils flared.

Andy felt a frightened little squeak escape his lips. He edged away from Jack, shuffling toward Lance and his mother. Lance was reaching for the pistol in his waistband.

Jack shook his head, flicked the safety on his own gun to "on", and slipped the pistol into the shoulder holster he was wearing over his T-shirt. Even his arms were much hairier.

"Let's all sit down and get our acts together," Jack suggested.

"It's really true?" Gail looked at Lance. "I mean, look at him" She shook her head. "This," she began to laugh hysterically. "This was your father, guys. Not the man I married. Oh, no! A freak. A monster ..."

"Hey," Jack was obviously offended. "Crull was the man you married. And I am not a monster. Nor was Crull." Jack regained his composure. "Unfortunately, Erin is."

Gail stared at him, her eyes icy. "Pardon me if I have this sudden revelation. You know, that the man I married was not quite human? That the man I slept with, made love with, the man who sired my children ... that I lived with for years ...wasn't really a man at all? I mean, my God, look at yourself."

"What?" Jack's mutating face broke into that disarming grin of his. Lance shook his head and chuckled, Gail shot him a vicious look.

"You think that's funny, son?" she snapped. "That could be you, Lance. Or Andy."

"No," Jack assured her. "Lance and Andy are as human as you are."

"How can you know?" she finally edged her way to the couch and flopped down onto it, her face in her hands. Lance sat down beside her. Andy, now totally exhausted, just plopped down on the floor, the cool hardwood chilling his wet body even further.

"Please, Gail, rest assured that I am almost completely sure your sons are ... shall we say, normal." Jack dropped himself into the overstuffed arm chair.

"Okay," she sighed, her weariness showing in her slumped shoulders and sunken eyes. "Where do we go from here.?"

"Let's start with, why are you changing?" Lance interjected.

"Okay, let's start with that," Jack began "I just feel I can deal with Erin better on his own terms. And I can move around people more freely. After all, who pays much attention to a dog? Even a really large one?"

"But Erin and Whip will know who you are," Andy pointed out, surprised his tired mind was actually following all of this.

"Sure," Jack agreed. "But I can now deal with Erin on an equal level. I will have all the mobility and extra sensory powers that he has. And as for Whip, well, I'll be able to scare the hell out of that little shit. That is, if Andy hasn't already accomplished that." Jack gave him a broad grin and a nod. "Hell, he might be halfway across the state by now."

"So you just feel more comfortable as ... as a ...a", Gail could not finish her question.

"A wolf?" Jack chuckled. "Yeah. In tough situations I do prefer that form."

"And this is what ... what my husband was?"

"Yes, Gail," Jack replied softly. "Crull was just like me."

Gail put her head back in her hands.

"He loved you very much," Jack said. "You were his salvation from a long life in hell. You and the boys. He was everything you remember him as."

"And more ...?" Gail sobbed ...

CHAPTER XIV

Andy puttered around the store, he and Lisa working on setting up the holiday displays and decorations. Lenny took care of the few customers that wandered in, humming happily to himself as he went about his business. The snow was still cutting down the regular mall traffic, but they all three knew that the coming weekend would be their most important of the year. The three days after Thanksgiving. Always big money with the start of holiday shopping in earnest. They needed to get ready, so they did not mind the slow business as they tried to catch up on time lost to the storm.

Andy was putting the garland and lights up around the big window facing into the mall as Lenny glided by, still humming and grinning like a monkey.

"Hey, Len," Andy chuckled, "What's up, dude? You win the lotto? Or maybe your Mom sent you a new pair of socks?"

Lenny laughed. He turned toward Andy and winked. "I got a date with an  angel," he started singing in a not unpleasant voice.

"No shit?" Andy asked. "Where'd you meet this lady? It is a lady?"

Lenny's grin widened. "Cute, Andy, real cute. Yeah, it's a lady. And a very gorgeous one, too, thank you very much."

"So," Lisa popped around the corner of some book shelves, "where'd you meet her in this weather?"

"Jeez," Lenny made a mock face of disgust. "What is this? 'Sixty Minutes'?"

"Oh, come on, Len," Andy prodded. "You've been floating around the shop all day like a butterfly in heat. What do you expect? We're curious."

"Okay, okay," Lenny conceded. "I'll tell you. But only because she's invited all three of us to Thanksgiving dinner tomorrow."

"All three of us?" Lisa was openly surprised.

"Yeah. Can you believe it?" Lenny said. "She's great."

"Well, how did she even know about me and Lisa?" Andy asked.

"I told her, of course," Lenny smirked, as if that had been a really stupid question. "And she seems really interested in meeting you guys. Especially you, Andy, come to think of it."

A red light began flashing in Andy's mind. Sensors picking up uncomfortable feelings, just on the edge of our range, Cap'n. Prepare for extreme stress, all hands. Rig for impact.

"Where did you meet this woman, Len?" Andy's tone had become dead serious.

"At the Mexican place up the road. I walked up there Monday night. It's only like a block from my apartment. We were like the only two there, and we were both surprised they were even open.

"We ended up having dinner together. It turned out she lives in the same complex, two buildings over. We staggered back through the blizzard and sat up all night in her apartment, talking and sipping wine. It was great.

"Then, yesterday, we got together at my place and hung out most of the day."

Andy was beginning to feel ill. He was not sure he wanted to hear anymore.

"What's she look like?" Lisa asked.

"She's about your height, slim," Lenny replied. "She has long, dark brown hair. (Andy felt his spirits rise slightly.) Glasses. She's beautiful."

"So we get to meet her tomorrow if we decide to come?" Lisa said.

"Well, actually, you'll get to meet her," he checked his watch, " in about twenty minutes. We're having lunch."

Andy went back to his work, his brain for the time being had stepped down to yellow alert. Something still was not right but he could not quite figure out what. Once he saw this mystery woman he would know. Of course he would.

Those next twenty minutes dragged on. Then she stepped through the door. She was somewhat petite, just like Lisa. She was dressed in a simple dress of a patterned material that was dark, a mix of brown and black. Her hair was just past her shoulders, very full and straight, so dark brown it was nearly black. She wore pair of thin wire framed glasses.

Lenny went to greet her. She smiled, her thin lips curling demurely. Andy tried to not be obvious as he studied her face. Her eyes were green, but it was an unsettlingly unnatural green.

It could be her, Andy's mind decided. After all, he had only seen the one photograph. Hair dyed, or a wig. Fake glasses. Maybe green tinted contacts to cover the blue eyes. Jeez, Andy, he caught himself thinking, don't be so paranoid. She really did not look at all like the blonde in the picture Jack had shown him.

Lenny and Gwen (Lenny had introduced her while Andy was still looking her over) were getting ready to leave. She turned, still smiling demurely.

"I can't wait to have you all for dinner," she said sweetly.

Andy got cold chills. Was that a veiled threat? Oh, fer God's sake, Andy, chill out!

Gwen looked directly at Andy and mouthed, "Butthead." The demure smile slipped comfortably into a wild sneer. Just as quickly, "Gwen" was just her demure self.

Andy felt his hand slipping across his back toward the .45 beneath his sweater. It was her. Oh, my God, it was her! The bitch! What was he going to do? He couldn't let Lenny go with her. She might kill him now. He felt cold steel against his finger tips.

No. He couldn't shoot her down in cold blood. How would he explain it? Could Jack get him out of such a predicament? Oh, sure! Yeah, judge, she was a frickin' werewolf, ya see ... and ... and...but he had to do something. He could not let Lenny leave with her. He had to do something. But what?

"Cannis," he yelled.

She stopped, just briefly, then continued out the door with Lenny. Lenny looked back at Andy with a puzzled look. Lisa was staring at him like he was a stranger.

Andy grabbed the pistol grip, his hand sweating profusely. His face felt hot and his vision was blurring with emotions so mixed he was having trouble identifying them. This sucked, his mind screamed.

There was a flash of dark. Growling, snapping. "Gwen" shrieked as the huge dog plowed into her. As she rolled on the floor just outside the door Andy saw her extracting something shiny from her purse. The dog snapped its jaws shut on her wrist and she shrieked again. Lenny rushed over and kicked at the brute, but it did not relinquish its hold and blood oozed down Cannis's arm and over Jack's curled lips.

Lenny swung a hard punch at the creature's head but it had no effect. Cannis jerked her arm, snapped her free fist down hard on the top of Jack's head and he let go, staggering back as if stunned. Cannis picked up the dagger and scrambled to her feet, holding it out as she crouched, keeping the sharp point aimed toward Jack as he circled her.

Cannis's lips curled, spittle dripping from the corner of her mouth, a snarling low growl coming from deep in her throat. Lenny began backing away, his eyes as big as dinner platters.

Andy had remained frozen through all this, but now he moved toward the door. He still had the gun grip in his hand, but he kept the gun in his pants under his sweater.

Jack continued to circle and Cannis kept up her defensive posture. Jack saw Andy at the door and shook his shaggy head. Andy nodded back. By now a crowd was gathering and Burdock came bursting through.

"Holy shit?" Burdock gasped, fumbling at his holster. "I'll get that thing, lady!"

Jack turned, saw Burdock drawing his revolver, and leapt, clearing the distance like lightening. He slammed into Burdock and sent him reeling back into the crowd, his gun clattering to the floor. One of the patrons, a young man in Army fatigues, dove for the pistol.

Jack turned his head and growled, "Leave it!"

The air became totally still. Cannis retrieved her bag and bolted down the corridor with striking speed. Her shoes still lay on the floor near the door.

"Did that fucking dog just talk?" someone in the crowd blurted out.

Burdock got slowly to his feet. The young soldier seemed frozen in mid movement, his fingers only inches from Burdock's pistol, his eyes locked with the stormy blue of Jack's.

The rest of the crowd stood in stunned silence. Andy relaxed, leaning against the door frame, feeling totally drained. Lisa was directly behind him. He could hear her breathing. Lenny was to his left, leaning against the big display widow and looking totally shocked and dejected.

Jack wheeled around and disappeared through a hole in the crowd, everyone in his path quickly moving aside. The clicking of his nails faded rapidly. There were a few shouts of surprise from some of the people he whizzed past, and then he was gone.

Burdock was staring at Andy with fire in his eyes. Andy shrugged, but his mind was saying, "Oooooh, shit ..."

*****

Jack had spent the next three days holed up in Lance's room. None of them left the house. Andy, Lance, and Gail all sleeping downstairs in the living room each night. Those three days seemed to drag on forever to Andy. Partly because it was very boring and depressing. His mother had closed all the drapes and the house was dark and omnipresent. It somehow reminded him of the week that winter before when he had the flu and had to spend four straight days in bed. But it was also because of the fear. Not so much the fear of Erin, a.k.a. Dwayne, or of Whip. It was a deeper and darker fear, one that had no real handle but seemed to stem from a misty foreboding of things to come.

Much of that fear was brought on by the way his mother had been acting since "that night". That was how it would always be referred to between the three of them. "That night."

Gail's face was pale and drawn, her eyes sunken and surrounded by dark circles. Andy had heard her moaning in the middle of the night, and once she had awakened screaming, her face soaked with sweat and her eyes deep pits of bottomless despair. Lance had tried to comfort her but she was in such a state that all she could do was toss her head about, pace, and make soft, sobbing moaning noises in her throat. Andy had never felt fear like this in his short life. Not when Whip had attacked him at the service station, not when he had seen Whip and Erin together and realized what Erin really was, not when Whip and he had tumbled through that window only a few nights before. Not even when he had laid there in the grass, soaked with the dew, hearing Erin's animal breath only yards away. All these things had scared the wits out of him and still did every time he thought about them. But none of this frightened him so fully and deep down into his soul as watching his beloved mother, once strong and able, slowly slipping into a dark madness.

As those days passed Andy developed a cold, stark hatred for Whip and Erin. And for Jack, who had, in Andy's young mind, somehow dealt his mother's mind an even more crushing blow by telling her the truth about their father, her husband. Somehow he had transferred that guilt from Lance to Jack, convincing himself that Lance had merely been the messenger. Jack had been the source.

The nightmare had reached to such a depth that Andy began to fear for his own sanity. Even Lance seemed to be coming unglued. He fiddled with the pistol for extended periods, staring off into space as if the very walls were replaying some terrible unseen memory before him.

It was the morning of the fourth day since "that night." Lance was fixing cold cereal for himself and Andy. Gail was still asleep in the living room. Lance set Andy's bowl on the table in front of him, then set his own down to Andy's right. Lance sat down and put his chin on his knuckles, his elbows on the table. He sat, staring blankly into space.

"Maybe it would have been better if Dwayne had just shot us dead down at Dan's when this first started," Lance said flatly, startling Andy from his own thoughts.

"Bullshit!" the voice, harsh and raspy, came from the doorway leading into the living room. It sent a chill down Andy's spine and made Lance snap his head up.

As the thing stepped into the kitchen Andy's mind seemed to go totally blank. It was on overload. This could not be. It was not possible. Not even in his open, still naive child's mind.

Jack stood before them, his deep blue eyes unmistakable even in the long, narrow face of the huge canine creature that he had somehow become. The beast was enormous, its shoulders even with the kitchen counter top, the tips of its ears above Andy's eye level. And the snout, long and as dark black as its maned, thick, furry body, seemed to stretch away from those azure orbs forever.

"Fuck!" was all Lance could gasp.

All Andy could do was sit there wide-eyed and uttering, "Uh ... uh ... uh ..."

"Oh, my God," Gail stood in the doorway , her palms on her cheeks, mouth agape. "It's true. Oh, my God."

Jack turned toward her and sat on his haunches. "Please be calm, Gail," his voice was a raspy sort of growl. "Everything's gonna be okay."

Gail looked at him, a wry grin spreading across her face. That look only deepened Andy's discomfiture. It was the look of sanity on the edge. Of someone accepting that which should not be accepted, of letting go of all preconceived notions of reality.

"Well, of course it will," Gail laughed nervously. "I'm standing in my kitchen, talking to a wolf, who is also a man ... my brother-in-law ... who is reassuring me, that despite the desire of my other brother-in-law ... also a wolf ...and a man ... to kill my children ... that everything is going to be okay. Well, of course it will."

Jack sat silent for a moment. "Sound's plausible to me," he shrugged his furry shoulders.

Gail's jaw dropped. Then she burst into hysterical laughter. It thawed the chill in Andy's mind. Though wild and uncontrolled, his mother's laughter reflected genuine amusement. It was as if he were seeing his real mother for the first time in days.

Chapter XV

"Okay, Andy," Burdock retrieved his pistol from the young service man, then began walking toward Andy as he holstered the weapon. "I think it's about time you told me what's what here."

The small crowd behind him was still milling around, the murmurs of their shocked and excited conversations echoing shallowly in the expanse of the mall. Andy vaguely noticed that more people seemed to be filing in from both ends of the corridor. Then he heard the muffled sound of sirens.

Burdock stood in front of him, a stern look on his face. "What was that thing?"

Andy looked past him and saw the crowd was edging closer, most of them now directing their attention his way, the looks on their faces seeming to repeat Burdock's question. Andy shuffled from foot to foot, feeling like a child again, caught by an adult in some mischievous act.

"Let's have the gun," Burdock continued, holding out his hand. "I know you've got one."

This snapped Andy back to reality. He grinned up at Burdock and shrugged his shoulders again.

"I don't think so, Nate," he was surprised by the chill tone in his own voice.

"Look, Andy, don't make me ..." Burdock was cut short as two police officers came through the entrance at the far end of the mall.

Andy saw Burdock glance that way and seized the opportunity. "Gotta go, dude ... bye." Andy bolted to his left, the opposite direction the officers were coming from.

Burdock made a delayed lunge for him, missed, and Andy ran through the mall with Burdock and the two officers in heated pursuit. He had no time for this, and he knew he needed to get away from these men. He could not afford to be sitting in jail now. Who would come and bail him out? Jack? Not likely. Lenny or Lisa? Maybe. But he could not depend on maybes. Time was getting short and things were moving way too fast.

All these thoughts rambled through his mind as he pounded along, nearly out of breath. Fortunately none of the others in the mall had made any attempt restrain him and he was surprised with the speed he had managed to maintain. The rear exit was only a few yards away. He could get outside, make it to his car, and get the hell out of there.

As he shoved through the door a pair of hands grabbed his arm, spinning him around. Andy instinctively reached for the pistol in the back of his pants, then saw that he was surrounded by four more police officers, their weapons trained on him.

"Freeze real still, buddy," the one that had grabbed him ordered, the barrel of his weapon only inches from Andy's face.

"Aw, shit ...," Andy sighed as he felt someone pull the .45 from his waist band.

"You got a permit for that?" the officer before him inquired.

Andy just stood stock still as one of the officers locked his arms behind him and slipped on the handcuffs.

"Well, do you?" the officer asked again.

Andy just stared at the man, locking his eyes onto the officer's.

"A smart ass, huh?" the policeman grinned. "Maybe you won't be feelin' so smart when your ass is locked up downtown."

As the two officers led Andy out to one of the patrol cars at the curb Andy looked over his shoulder. He saw Burdock standing at the door, shaking his head. Just inside the window he saw Lenny and Lisa, both with confused and shocked looks on their faces, watching Andy be led away to the awaiting cruiser.

As the officer stuffed him into the back seat Andy realized that he should feel embarrassed. He did not. As the officer started to close the door Andy looked up at him.

"Hey, officer," Andy said in a calm voice.

"Yeah?" the officer responded.

"You really have no idea," Andy smiled a thin smile.

"Probably not," the officer agreed.

"Hey," Andy spoke again just as the officer was about to close the door.

"Now what?" the cop sighed.

"Don't lose that pistol," Andy laughed. "I suspect it belongs to the government, and you know how those guys are about messin' up their stuff."

The officer looked at him, frowned, and closed the door. Andy sat back and closed his eyes.

"Where are you, Jack?" he mumbled. "I need some help here, old buddy."

A second officer got in on the passenger side and Andy watched as the car pulled away from the curb. The faces in the windows of the mall slid away. Andy wondered how he had missed seeing that small army of cops as he had run toward the exit. Probably hiding somewhere, he presumed.

"Sneaky bastards," he chuckled under his breath.

"Something amusing?" the second officer looked over his shoulder, peering through the screen at the prisoner in the back seat.

"Pretty much everything at this point." Andy smiled again and shrugged his shoulders. He tilted his head back and watched as the clear blue sky seemed to roll past outside. It was bright out there, what with the sunlight reflecting up off all that snow. An occasional power pole seemed to zoom past and they were stopping at every traffic light.

Then he was seeing old two story houses, their faded gray and brown shingles looking even drearier under the circumstances, their dirty windows with the holey screens staring down at him as they passed like accusing eyes.

"Except," he reminded himself, "I haven't done anything."

Suddenly he felt himself lurching forward and he vaguely realized the car was slamming to a stop.

"Goddam dog," he heard the driver growl.

The car did not stop, but began to fishtail wildly. "Ice", Andy thought, "We're on a patch of ice." The car whirled around sideways, straightened, then spun the opposite way and did a three sixty. The telephone pole stopped it abruptly as it banged over the curb, smashing in the right fender with a sickening crunch.

For a moment all three occupants in the cruiser sat stunned, the only sound being the constant babble of the radio and the soft hiss of the broken radiator. Andy saw steam rolling up the hood, fogging up the cracked windshield. Something landed on the hood with a heavy thud and Andy saw the shadowy canine form through the mist.

"Fuck," he thought aloud. "No gun and handcuffed. Looks like Jaques's gonna have this one easy."

The driver turned and gave him a questioning glance while the other cop was trying to open his jammed door.

"I wouldn't do that," Andy suggested. The officer stopped and followed Andy's gaze out the windshield. He glanced out just in time to see a huge dog staring in at him, its features blurred by the fogged up glass.

"What the hell goes on here?" the passenger side officer asked, squirming free of his seat belt and trying to draw his pistol. The driver was doing the same.

The animal on the hood backed away, disappearing from sight. Both officers flipped the safety off on their weapons and again tried their doors. The officer in the driver's seat got out easily, the one in the passenger seat had to ram his shoulder against the door a few times before it finally released, creaking open on its mangled hinges.

Andy could see nothing as the two officers moved toward the front of the cruiser, the windshield now so totally misted it was just a gray wall.

Andy heard shouts, then two shots. Then silence. Something shaggy leapt into the front seat through the passenger door, and Andy felt his heart skip a beat as he struggled hopelessly against the handcuffs ...

*****

The moon rose into the darkening sky even before the red and purple glow had faded from the western horizon. Andy sat on the front porch listening to the crickets chirping. A huge moth batted about noisily around the porch light, casting a fluttering shadow many times its true size. Gail sat in the rocking chair to the right of the front door and just stared out at the space between the barn and the house. Lance was sitting on the steps with Andy, and Jack was sprawled at Gail's feet, looking for all the world like the family dog. To any passer by they would have appeared to be the typical portrait of rural America.

"What'cha suppose they're up to now?" Lance's voice broke the serene stillness, startling the others.

"Probably out there somewhere," Jack's gravelly voice replied. "Watching. Waiting. Looking for an opening."

"And what are we supposed to do?" Gail asked. "Just sit and wait?"

"Any better ideas?" Jack inquired, not unkindly.

There was another long silence, then Gail's voice interrupted the quiet, "No."

"Too bad," Jack made a harsh sigh. "I was really hoping someone would think of something."

They continued to sit in silence as the darkness of night deepened around them. The stars began to wink out one by one as if a giant dark hand were slowly slipping across the sky. As the darkness approached it the moon cast a silvery edge to the thick bank of clouds, then the moon disappeared also. The air cooled and a brisk breeze began to toss small bits of debris about the yard. A distant rumble officially announced the arrival of the storm.

"Guess we might as well go in," Gail said. She rose from her seat and went to the door. Turning back she saw the other three still had not moved. "Come on, you guys," her voice was half pleading, half commanding. "No sense in getting drenched."

Andy and Lance rose and walked slowly to the door. Lance stopped and looked at his mother.

"Mind if I sleep in my room tonight?" he asked.

She shrugged. "I guess not." Then she turned to Andy, who was behind Lance. "How about you, Spud?"

"I can sleep down here with you, if you want," Andy replied.

"Only if you want to," his mother offered. "I'll be alright. Jack will be here."

"Well," Andy saw Lance give him a sideways glance, "I would like to sleep in my own bed tonight." Lance looked somehow disappointed and Andy felt a warning siren going off in his mind. What was his older brother up to? "If you really don't mind," Andy added.

"Not at all, honey," Gail managed a small smile. "We can't live like refugees forever."

On their way up the stairs Andy tugged at Lance's shirt tail.

"What, Spud?" Lance whispered.

"What're you up to?" Andy whispered back, getting right to the point.

Lance stopped in front of him and frowned at him. "Nothin'," he said flatly.

Andy saw the pistol stuffed into the front of Lance's jeans and thought that Lance looked like some ragtag gunslinger from an old western. Andy started to say something more but the look on Lance's face made him think again.

"Just go to bed and get some sleep, Spud," Lance's tone and face softened. "Everything's gonna be okay, man."

"Really?" Andy did so want to believe that.

"Yeah," Lance assured him. "Yeah."

Just as Andy was about to drift off to sleep a loud clap of thunder aroused him and he sat bolt upright in his bed. He heard another sound. Out on the porch roof. Something was crawling along the roof just outside his window.

Andy clutched the dagger that lay beneath his pillows. He wanted to scream but was afraid to make a sound. There was a flash of lightening and he saw a shadowy form illuminated through the half open window. It was crouching there, just outside the window, framed by the curtains as they flapped lightly in the rising wind ...

Chapter XVI

"Here, man," the harsh voice from the other side of the screen caught Andy by surprise. He stopped his panicked struggle.

"You asshole," he sighed in relief.

"That's no way to talk to the guy that had to run all the way across town to rescue your ass," Jack admonished. Something shiny was hanging from one of his lower canines. It was the key to the handcuffs. "Come on, Andy," Jack sounded slightly impatient. "Those boys aren't gonna stay out forever, ya know."

Andy turned and managed to get his back against the screen, pressing the cuffs into the meshed surface. Jack fiddled for what seemed forever, stopped, muttered a few choice curses, then tried again. With a hushed "snap" the left loop popped free and Andy let out a sigh of relief.

"Here," Jack pushed the key through the screen. "You get the other one. Your hands are a bit more efficient for that."

As Andy undid the other cuff he watched as Jack rummaged around in the front seat.

"What the hell are you doing?" Andy chuckled.

Jack's head popped up, the .45 clenched firmly in his teeth. "Oh," Andy nodded.

Andy reached for the door handle. "Shit, Jack," he exclaimed, as there was none.

"Momenteeto," Jack growled through the pistol. He went back out the passenger door. He was gone for what seemed a long time, but Andy could hear him struggling with the door handle on the outside. Andy sat there, sure that someone would come upon them at any time. Then the door beside him swung open and Jack stood there, gun in mouth, waiting for him.

As Andy stepped out he took the pistol from Jack's mouth. "Shit!" The metal was cold as ice.

"Well, I had to set it down to open the door," Jack chuckled.

Andy passed the cold steel from one hand to the other and looked up and down the street. Nothing was moving.

"Now what?" he asked.

There was a moan from in front of the cruiser.

"I say we make tracks," Jack suggested. "I think our friends in blue are coming around."

"Where to?" Andy queried.

There was movement from the front of the car.

"Anywhere for right now, kid," Jack started down the street away from the rear end of the cruiser. "Come on."

Andy trotted along, slipping on the icy pavement. Jack seemed to be merely walking fast. When they had gone about fifty yards down the road and had nearly reached an intersection one of the cops yelled at them. He was too far away to hear what he was saying, but Andy saw the officer had his gun pointed in their direction. Then he saw a flash and something whizzed past his face, only inches away.

"Shit!" Andy crouched down and followed Jack toward the space between the two nearest old gray houses. They went under, over, and around fences, sheds, and an untold number of old cars, bikes, toy wagons, and other miscellaneous items in an untold number of backyards. And the cops never fell too far behind.

Andy realized, as he puffed and panted, that Jack would have lost them long ago if it were not for his highly out of shape human companion. He also realized that he was near the end of his endurance.

"Andy," Jack called from his right. "Over here, boy."

Andy half trotted, half staggered to where Jack stood. There was an open ditch that led into a tall, dark conduit.

"Oh, shit," Andy sighed as he looked at the nearly ankle deep, icy water that lay within.

"Any better ideas?" Jack quipped.

Andy slid down the embankment that led into the ditch and stepped gingerly into the conduit. To his relief the water inside was frozen solid.

"Scoot, boy," Jack's voice urged him from behind. Andy carefully made his way into the dark, slippery storm drain. It was just tall enough that Andy could stand in the center and not scrape his head. Except on the occasional icicle.

Jack stayed behind him, gently urging him on. Andy moved as quickly as he could on the slippery surface but now the last dim glow of light from the opening was fading and he could not see anything but pitch blackness.

"Three more steps and then make a ninety to your right," Jack whispered. "There's an intersection."

Andy followed Jack's instructions and was surprised at not slamming his face into the wall. After a few steps in the new passage Jack brushed past him.

"Grab my tail and keep up," Jack commanded.

Andy took the furry appendage in his right hand and Jack started forward. Andy heard voices ringing through the tunnel behind them. The cops had reached the entrance ...

*****

Andy's eyes had trouble focusing on the image outside his window as flash after flash of lightening seemed to alternate from daylight bright to total darkness. Finally he made out the face and his hand relaxed on the dagger. It was Lance, looking in at Andy with his finger to his lips and smiling like a crazed monkey.

Lance was going to see Linda. Andy figured that out much quicker than he normally would have. He felt suddenly betrayed. How could Lance leave them like this? With Whip and Dwayne out there stalking them. He was putting himself at risk. And he was putting their mother, Jack, and Andy at risk, too. How could he?

Andy was tempted to call out, then he saw Lance give him the "Okay" sign and shrug with a sheepish grin on his face. Andy felt confused. It was getting lonely, after all. He missed June really bad. And Lance and Linda meant a lot more to each other even than that. Even Andy's childish mind could grasp that fact.

Lance pressed against the window, waiting for Andy's response. As the lightening illuminated the room in strobe pulses Andy smiled back and returned the "okay" sign. Lance nodded and disappeared from the window.

"He'll be fine," Andy yawned. "I'm sure he will. And so will we." Inside he was worried. If anything happened to Lance it would be his fault. His Mom and Jack would never forgive him. Shoot! He would never forgive himself.

And if he squealed on Lance then Lance would never forgive him. He could not win, and it was getting to be too much. His stomach hurt, as it often did when he was really upset. And he was starting to get a headache. He turned his face into his pillow and sobbed. And he tightened his grip on the hilt of the dagger ...

Chapter XVII

"Jack, slow down, man," Andy whispered into the darkness ahead of him. His feet were slipping on the ice beneath them, his dress shoes not at all suited to the current situation. For the first time he also realized that he was half frozen. He had no coat and his feet were getting wet. He could hardly feel his toes. Or his fingers.

"Can't, Spud," Jack replied. "Those cops are right behind us still. Those are some tenacious boys, I mean to tell ya."

Andy could hear the two officers far back in the original tunnel. They were slipping around on the ice, as well, and Andy could not help but chuckle when he heard their voices echoing along the walls, cursing their bad luck at having to deal with this crazy guy and his "dog".

Andy was not sure how many turns they had made or how much time had elapsed as they delved ever deeper into that underground world. He was aware that it was growing increasingly warmer. A trickle of water, barely over the soles of his shoes, now ran down the middle of the pipe they were in. That water was still icy cold, however, and it was getting humid as the cold water began to clash with the warmer air.

"How far have we gone?" Andy inquired.

Jack stopped, Andy bumping into him before he realized he had.

"I'm not sure," Jack replied. "But we must be a ways from any openings. It's gettin' down right balmy in here."

"Oh, yeah, shit,"Andy grumbled. "Let's break out the fuckin' beach umbrellas."

Jack laughed his raspy laugh. "Don't be such a whiner, Andy," he teased. "Your arse is free, ain't it?"

"My ass is freezing, Jack," Andy spat into the darkness. "I don't mind telling you that a nice warm jail cell almost sounds pretty good right now."

Jack laughed again. "Well, I'm afraid you can forget that. Our little buddies have given up the chase."

"How can you know that?" Andy gave himself a mental slap. He had totally forgotten about Jack's canine hearing. "Never mind," Andy added quickly.

"Right now we need to find someplace warm and safe to hole up," Jack suggested. "I suspect your apartment is either crawlin' with detectives or at the least under surveillance. So we sure as shit can't go back there."

"How simply fuckin' wonderful," Andy sighed. "Perhaps we could find ourselves a nice toasty dumpster somewhere. Or a park bench and some cozy newspapers."

"If you wish," Jack snickered. "Me, I was thinking about a nice warm hotel room with running water and a restaurant nearby."

"You know, Jack," Andy sighed, "your jovial attitude is startin' to grate on my ass. However, I do like your line of thinking. I got my credit card and about twenty bucks in my wallet."

"That'll do 'er," Jack announced.

"Just one more problem," Andy pointed out.

"And only one?" Jack's voice still sounded amused.

"Gettin' out of this highway to hell," Andy continued, ignoring Jack's wisecrack ...

*****

Andy had managed to fall asleep. For a while. Now he lay in bed listening to the distant rumble of thunder. A storm leaving? Or another coming? His half asleep mind could not discern which. Nor did he much care.

He had been sleeping the sleep of the dead, that deep stupor sleep where no dreams can penetrate. That sleep that the demons of hell themselves could not rouse you from. Yet something had awakened him.

He lay and watched as the bottom of the curtains wafted in the breeze that whistled softly through the nearly closed window. The air was cooler now, but still sticky. He heard the distant thunder and the sound of water dripping from somewhere. It was a soft annoying sound, barely audible. One of those sounds you want to tune out, but the harder you try the more your mind seems to focus on it.

Andy's eyes snapped wide open and he groped beneath his pillow, his fingers finally bumping against the hilt of the dagger.

It was not water dripping. He listened, focusing all his attention on that sound, tuning out everything else. Click. Click. Click. The sound of someone ... something ...pacing on the planks on the porch below. Something with claws. Long, sharp claws.

"Dogs in the chicken coup ..."

Andy was afraid to move. Dwayne was right outside. But surely if Andy heard him then Jack did, as well? Then Andy remembered the air conditioner. Keeping it cool down there. Blowing out blessed relief against the sticky night air. And humming a droning purr as loud as hell. Even Jack's superior hearing might not detect that subtle sound outside over that monotonous din.

" ... poor little hen ..."

Andy decided he was going to have to go downstairs and warn Jack. And his Mom. He would have to move quickly but as silently as possible. He gripped the dagger tightly and started to sit up. The springs in his tired old bed let out a soft squeak. To Andy it sounded like a stampede of elephants, giving a warning to the monster that paced only a few feet below.

Andy stopped, leaning on his left arm, only halfway up. He listened. Click ... click. Dwayne was still pacing, so perhaps he had not noticed the seemingly earth shattering cry of the bed springs.

Andy slid out of bed as silently as he could. The springs squeaked. A board beneath his feet creaked. Dog gone it, everything was trying to give him away. The pacing ceased abruptly.

Andy stood there, a cold sweat making its icy way down his back, causing him to shiver despite the mugginess of the night. His stomach was again tied in knots and his throat was dry. It had heard him.

" ... the dog's in the chicken coup ..."

Then Andy heard another sound. Faint at first, barely discernible from the still rolling distant thunder. He concentrated on the sound, trying to place it, knowing it sounded somehow familiar. He heard the soft clicking again, this time rapid and short lived. Dwayne had exited the porch.

Where was he going? What was that monstrous lunatic up to? Andy heard a bang and he knew what the sound was. It did not do it often, but just occasionally Lance's truck would let out one vicious backfire. Especially if Lance was really laying on the gas.

" ... and after you again ..."

Lance. Lance was literally barreling up the dirt drive to the house. He had snuck out quietly, not wanting to be detected. So why was he returning in a noisy flourish that would surely wake the dead?

Then another thought came into Andy's already overloaded mind. Dwayne was down there. Hiding somewhere. Waiting for Lance ...

Chapter XVIII

There was a shaft of light ahead. And the air was becoming frosty again. Andy could see the steam from his breath against the dim glow that came from somewhere still far down the tube.

"Storm drain," Jack announced. "Looks like we got us a way out."

Andy did not reply. He was past being exhausted. He had visions of toes and fingers blackened by frost bite and in grave need of amputation. He was pretty sure it was not really that bad, but his tired mind seemed bent on throwing up images of the worst possible scenario. The pistol, now stuffed into the waistband of his pants, had become a weight much greater than its size suggested.

"Just a few more minutes, Spud," Jack tried to encourage him. "I know you're tired. Let's just hope there's someplace nearby we can go so you can warm up."

"Let's hope," Andy muttered, as much to himself as to Jack.

When they reached the opening Andy was relieved that it was just the end of the concrete tube spilling into another large ditch. He had been having visions of one of those narrow openings, covered with a heavy iron plate that went along the curbs of the roads. Of course, his tired mind now realized, this was a main line. Which was why he had been able to stand up inside of it.

Jack stopped about ten feet shy of the opening, causing Andy to stumble to a halt behind him. The water in the bottom of the conduit was again frozen and Andy could barely keep his footing in those smooth soled shoes.

"Now what?" Andy asked, his voice weak and liquidy.

"Let me go have a look," Jack suggested. "Just in case our friends in blue have a welcoming committee waiting out there for us. I mean, they know we gotta come out somewhere."

"Aw, fuck," Andy sniveled, his nose becoming a constant flow from his sinuses. "I hadn't thought of that. They probably got every damn exit from this hell hole covered."

"Nah," Jack replied. "First, they haven't the man power to cover every place this maze comes out. And second, they have no idea how many different turns we took inside there. Hell, Spud, I'm not sure I remember anymore."

"I know I don't," Andy admitted. He tried to stifle a sneeze. "But if they are out there, I'm sure they heard us by now."

Jack turned toward him, his blue eyes shining against his dark canine face. "Maybe," he agreed. "But they haven't come down here to get us if they have. I suspect that if there is anyone up there at all, that they are in their car. Not likely they'll stand around outside freezin'. And they probably got their engines runnin' and the heat on."

Andy pictured that pleasant thought in his mind. Heat. What a unique concept. He could almost feel it blowing on his frozen fingers now. And into his chilled face. Soft. Warm. Comfortable.

"Spud?" Jack's voice sounded concerned. "You still with me, kid?"

Andy snapped back to reality. "Yeah, Jack," he sighed, "I'm still here."

Jack turned toward the entrance without saying another word. He padded quickly to the opening and then disappeared. It seemed to Andy that he was gone for a very long time. He stood waiting, his body now wracked with shivering chills. His teeth were actually chattering and he chuckled to himself as he tried to hug himself warm. It was failing miserably.

Jack reappeared in the opening and trotted back to Andy.

"Good news," Jack said, "and bad news."

Andy chuckled through the shivering. "Why am I not surprised?"

"Good news," Jack continued, "is there ain't a cop in sight."

"And the bad news?" Andy asked.

"There ain't nothin' in sight, my little friend," Jack sounded apologetic. "Nothin' but woods."

"Great," Andy felt his knees nearly buckle. "So we hike out?"

"I don't think so, Spud," the concern showed in Jack's eyes now. "I say we throw together a shelter and start you a fire. You need warmin' up somethin' fierce."

"No shit," Andy wheezed. "But what are we gonna start a fire with? And even if we do, what if someone sees the smoke?"

"Andy, Andy, Andy," Jack's voice rumbled, some of the humor returning to it. "You forget who you are with. I can show you how to start a fire. And I suspect these woods cover a few acres in all directions. No one's going to see us."

Andy was surprised how quickly a few pine boughs could be tossed together to make a shelter against the wind. He was equally surprised how quickly he got the fire started under Jack's supervision. Amazing, Andy thought, what one could do with a few dry twigs and pine needles and an old discarded butane lighter. Andy had laughed at this, expecting Jack to show him some archaic woodsmen method like rubbing two sticks together. Instead Jack had found the lighter at the edge of the ditch and showed Andy how to dry out the flint. And the spark from that had easily started the small pile of kindling.

In no time they had a small but comfortable fire going. Jack gathered more pine needles and made a crude bed inside the shelter.

"I'll watch the fire, Spud," he suggested. "You get some rest. Tomorrow we gotta hike out of here. We'll find us a phone somewhere and I'm gonna call my people. It's about time we got some reinforcements down here. And I can get them to square things for you with the local police."

Andy laid down on the pile of pine straw and yawned. "Sounds good," he said, closing his eyes. "Not exactly how I planned to spend Thanksgiving, though." He was asleep seconds later.

Jack laid down beside the fire and set his head on his paws. "Maybe," he thought, "I should have let them take Andy in and got him out later." But he had known that squad car was never going to make it back to the station. He had not been the only one racing it across town ...

*****

Andy heard Jack and his mother scrambling for the front door as Lance's truck roared toward the house.

"What the hell?" Andy heard Jack's mutated voice over the din of the approaching vehicle.

Someone opened the front door just as Lance brought the truck to a screeching, dust kicking slide of a stop only a few feet from the front porch. Andy was up and at the window and he saw Jack jump on the hood as Lance bailed out the driver's side door.

"Dwayne was on the porch!" he heard Lance shout. There was a clap of thunder. Very loud. Very close. "I saw him as I was coming up. In a flash of lightening."

As if to verify his story the entire yard lit up like daylight. The thunder crashed even before the flash had faded.

Andy saw his mother step off the porch. She was giving Lance hell, but Andy could not hear her exact words. Jack was looking in all directions, obviously trying to see some sign of Dwayne-Erin.

It was then, as another flash of light filled the world, that Andy had an awful feeling of deja vu. It had only been a few nights ago. Everyone downstairs and outside. Except for him.

Andy began to sidle away from the window and he bumped his hip on the little table beside his bed. He put his hand down and felt something beneath it. It was his camera. And there was a flash bar set on it. He had visions of an Alfred Hitchcock movie he had seen once. With Jimmy Stuart. A movie called "Rear Window" ...

Chapter XIX

Thanksgiving morning dawned bright and cloudless. The sky was fading from azure to a lighter blue as Andy opened his eyes. At first he was confused. The scene that lay before him was definitely not his bedroom. The smoldering embers of a fire and woods beyond. Then he remembered. Remembered the misadventures of the day before.

He tried to rise and every corner of his body shrieked in agony. He flopped down in the pile of pine straw, feeling something hard poke him in the side. The pistol, he realized. Still jammed in his pants.

"Jack?" his voice was no more than a vague hoarse croak. "Jack?"

There was no reply. Despite the severity of the pain, Andy forced himself to sit up and look around. The pine boughs of the shelter blocked his view in three directions. He felt suddenly venerable and he drew the pistol from his waist, flipping the safety off as an almost natural instinct. This gave him pause for thought.

Had it not been only a few days ago this pistol had been nothing more than a faded memory sealed away in a tape covered old box? Safely, conveniently sealed away? And now it had become an integral part of his life.

"Andy," the sound of Jack's voice startled him and Andy raised the gun with both hands, pointing the barrel toward the shape at the edge of the shelter.

"Whoa, kid," Jack stepped into full view. "Put the pea shooter away for now."

"Sorry, Jack," Andy flipped the safety back on and painfully returned the weapon to its place in his waistband.

"How you feelin', Spud?" Jack asked.

"Like hell," Andy replied. "Like pure, living hell."

Jack was silent for a moment. Then he asked, "Think you can hike on out of here?"

Andy tried to get up. He made it into a semi-crouch and the world seemed to begin to spin all around him. He flopped back down to a sitting position.

"I don't think so," he sighed. "Give me a few minutes. I'll be okay then."

"Sure you will," Jack tried to sound encouraging. The concern in his eyes betrayed his true feelings.

"I'll be okay," Andy insisted. "Really. I mean, we gotta get to a phone. Remember?"

"Yeah," Jack replied. "But if push comes to shove I can go make that call."

Andy shivered at the thought of being in that place alone. "I'd rather not stay here by myself," he admitted. "This place kinda gives me the creeps, Jack."

Jack nodded his shaggy head. "I can dig it, kid. Tell you what. Why don't you hop on my back. I know it sounds ridiculous, but you can ride on me and we'll both get out of here. Maybe by the time we reach the edge of the woods you can walk okay on your own."

Andy snickered. It was ridiculous! But it made perfect sense. He climbed on Jack's back, his face buried in the thick furry mane of his neck, his knees pulled up to keep his feet off the ground, and his arms wrapped around Jack's thick chest.

The extra weight on his back did not seem to phase Jack one bit and he hurtled through the trees at an amazing rate of speed. Andy had to close his eyes because watching the trees whip past in a blur was making him extremely nervous. Twenty minutes later they were at the edge of a narrow two lane road. Directly across was a small subdivision. Mercifully it was still early and no one was outside.

"Can you walk now?" Jack asked.

Andy slipped off Jack's back and stood, wobbled weakly, then took a few steps forward. The dizziness was mild now.

"Yeah," Andy replied. "As long as you go slow."

"Good," Jack said. "Let's go find someplace with a phone. And some food."

"Food," Andy repeated. "Now there's a damn good idea."

They stood on the graveled shoulder of the road and looked to their left. The woods stretched all the way to the curve that was about four hundred yards away. The subdivision across the road followed that curve, as well. As if in unison they turned to the right. In this direction the road simply stretched on until it went right out of sight over a distant hill. The subdivision ended about halfway to the hill, and from there more woods stretched away .

"Okay," Andy quipped, "Which way, oh wondrous one?"

Jack stood beside him, listening. After a few seconds he replied, "To the right. I hear traffic not far beyond that rise. I suspect there's a major intersection."

"Which means?" Andy looked over at those cool blue eyes.

"Which means," Jack feigned impatience, "That there is, at the least, a gas station. Ergo, a phone. And with any luck there will be either a convenience store or a fast food place that might be open."

"Ah," Andy grinned, his voice still hoarse. "The very staples of civilization."

"Fer sure," Jack agreed.

They started down the shoulder of the road single file, Jack leading and Andy walking along behind as best he could. There was still some snow along the ground, now packed together in frozen clumps. The day was getting warmer as the sun rose higher and Andy suspected it would not be long before the last remnants of the that freak batch of storms would be an unpleasant memory.

About the time they were halfway to the hill ahead Jack came to a sudden stop. He stood rigid, his ears perfectly erect and twitching.

"What is it?" Andy whispered, not entirely sure why he was being so quiet.

"Sirens," Jack replied.

"Where?" Andy felt that cold chill crawling up his spine.

"Coming from behind us," Jack informed him.

"Shit," Andy said, turning to look over his shoulder. "Should we maybe duck in there?" he asked, nodding his head toward the woods.

"Nah," Jack decided. "Just keep walking. Keep your back facing that way and your head down. Don't look back or up as they go by. You'll just be a guy out walking his dog."

"Oh, yeah," Andy's voice took on a sarcastic tone. "Just some grubby looking idiot with no jacket out walking his giant black dog. Come on, Jack. They must have our description. Maybe even broadcast it over the news last night. Maybe someone called the cops from one of these houses."

"Spud, use your head," Jack's voice was calm. "Would they warn us with sirens if they were after us? I really don't think so."

Andy turned toward Jack and pondered this logic. In his exhausted mind it began to make sense. He nodded.

"Sorry, man," Andy smiled. "The old gray matter's not really functioning so good."

Jack nodded back. "Let's keep moving," he suggested.

Moments later a police cruiser roared up behind them, siren wailing. Andy felt his shoulders tense as it approached. He buried his chin into his chest, then saw the cruiser zip past in a blurred flurry of white and blue. It was followed closely by an ambulance.

After the vehicles disappeared over the rise ahead Jack turned toward Andy and winked. Andy managed a nervous smile.

"Just an accident up ahead somewhere, Spud," Jack pointed out.

They continued on ...

*****

Andy picked up the camera in his right hand. The dagger was clamped firmly in his left. Between the ever more closely spaced crashes of thunder he could hear the others on the porch below. They were still outside. Andy stood motionless, straining to hear any sound he could hear from within the house. There was that coldness, creeping up his spine, and it made him shudder even in the warm night air. He could not hear anything but something in the back of his mind was screaming at him to get out of that room. To go out the window. To do it now ...

Chapter XX

As they crested the top of the hill Andy breathed a sigh of relief. There, only a few more hundred yards away, was an intersection. And a convenience store. Hopefully they would let him use their phone and Jack could tell him who to call and what to say.

It had taken a bit of convincing to get the clerk behind the counter to let Andy use her phone. He suspected she gave in as much because he promised once the call was made he would leave and take the enormous dog pacing outside with him.

Andy had doubted Jack's reasoning when he had suggested Andy call Lenny and try to talk him into coming and picking him up near the convenience store. To tell Lenny he would explain everything.

"Everything?" Andy had grumbled.

"He's your friend?" Jack asked, cocking his head.

"Yeah, but after what happened yesterday ..." Andy began.

"Because of what happened yesterday, Andy," Jack continued. "He's at risk, as is your friend Lisa. They have to be warned that they are in danger. Just tell him you are involved in a government thing, and these two deranged killers are possibly targeting them to get to you. The truth, without some of the details?"

"I thought you had people watching them?" Andy said.

"We do," Jack grinned that creepy canine grin. "So that contacting Lenny, and having him come here should alert my guys we need some help."

"Why not just call them?" Andy pointed out.

"In front of the store clerk?" Jack tossed his head toward the big glass window at the store front. "The phone is right there on the counter."

Andy frowned and paced a few steps away. Then he came back.

"And what if Lenny calls the cops?" Andy was getting nervous.

"Just tell him you will explain everything as soon as he gets here," Jack suggested. "He's your friend. He'll give you the benefit of the doubt."

Yeah! Lenny had sounded skeptical, but he had known Andy for years. So he agreed to come by and pick him up. Andy had not mentioned Jack.

"I'll just run along with you guys, out of sight," Jack suggested. "Then you don't have to explain me to him."
 "No, Jack," Andy was adamant. "We tell Lenny the whole truth. He can be trusted to keep your secret. And after yesterday he deserves to hear the whole truth."

Jack sat silent a moment, then snickered his canine laugh. "Yeah, after I shouted at that poor soldier guy, I guess I kinda near blew my cover anyway, huh?"

"Yuh think?" Andy smirked.

"Oh, after some time everyone will convince themselves that it did not happen that way," Jack assured Andy. "They always do. 'Cause the alternative is to believe in somethin' they know does not exist."

Andy started to reply but could think of nothing more to say. Jack was probably right. He knew he did not want to believe in him.

Twenty minutes later Lenny pulled up to the curb. He leaned across and popped open the passenger door, giving Jack a very wary look.

"He's cool," Andy assured him, letting Jack in first. He leapt into the back seat and sat behind the passenger seat. Andy climbed in.

"What the fuck is goin' on here, Andy?" Lenny asked in a very nervous tone. "And do we have to have that," he motioned toward Jack with his head, "along with us."

"If you want to stay alive, yes," Andy replied. Then he gave Lenny the condensed version of things as they now stood. By the time he had finished they were pulling into the parking lot at Lenny's apartment complex.

Lenny gave a quick look over his shoulder at the huge black canine in the back seat. "So," Lenny's voice was quivering, "you're a ... a ... werewolf?"

"Pretty much," Jack nodded his head.

"Fuck!" Lenny's eyes got huge. He had thought Andy was pulling his leg. Everyone knew there was no such thing. "So ... that girl ... she was ...like you?"

"Sorry, but yeah, man," Jack nodded again.

"If I was twelve years old I'd be sayin' 'bitchin', 'cause this would be so cool," Lenny gulped. "Forgive me if, instead, I just say 'Oh, my God.''"

"Pretty common response," Andy sighed, remembering his mother's first reaction to seeing Jack in his other form.

"I don't mean to be pushy, mind ya, but could we go inside?" Jack asked in a near whisper.

"S ... s .. sure," Lenny stammered still staring at Jack.

"Like now, please," Jack pressed.

They piled out of Lenny's car and quickly made their way to his apartment door. Lenny fumbled with the keys, nearly dropped them, then got the door open and they all quickly went in.

Almost as soon as they were inside the phone rang. Andy gave Jack a concerned look. Jack shook his head, then turned to Lenny, who still had trouble taking his eyes off Jack.

"Could you get that?" Jack asked.

"Wha ... oh, yeah," Lenny went to the phone and picked up the receiver. He stood listening for a moment then he looked over at Andy. "It's for you, dude."

Andy wrinkled his brow. Not one of those two again?

"Says he's special agent Clark," Lenny said, holding the phone out to Andy.

Andy took the phone, listened for a moment, then said, "Yeah, he's here." He held the phone out to Jack, who strode over and spoke into the receiver.

"Yo, Danny," he rasped. "What's up?" There was a long dissertation from the other end. Jack was beginning to grin that fanged grin again and Andy could not help but feel sorry for special agent Danny Clark. How much fun would it be having to deal with Jack on that level?

"Okay, Danny, gotcha," Jack said after the agent on the other end stopped rattling on. "Now, you guys lie low," he continued. "Me and Andy, we're gonna draw these two out. You keep that Lisa lady in custody for her own safety, but don't let the bitch or her brother know why Lisa has disappeared. Guess they might figure it out on their own, but let's keep 'em guessin', hey?"

Jack turned to Andy as the other end hung up. Andy frowned at Jack and shook his head.

"What?" Jack smirked.

"'Me and Andy, we're gonna draw them out'?" Andy put the phone back on the cradle. Lenny just stood slack jawed watching his friend argue with a giant dog.

"Cannis will now change," Jack said flatly. "Then the two of them will come hunting. If my guys stay clear, and those two cannot see them anywhere in the picture, they will come for us. And we need to make ourselves available. If not, they may slink back into the shadows, to return again God knows when. Let's finish this now, Andy."

Andy stood staring at the pale blue eyes in front of him. He knew Jack was right. If he .. if he and Wendy ... and anyone that Andy ever got close to were to be able to have a normal life ... whatever that was ... Cannis and Jaques had to be destroyed. Once and for all. And no one else was going to be able to do it.

"Shit, Jack," Andy pulled the pistol out of his waistband. "Let's do this!"

Lenny slumped into a chair and shook his head.

Jack's toothy grin widened. "Give 'em a week for the bitch to change," Jack offered. "We'll lay low 'til then. Keep out of sight so we don't have to deal with the local cops. Then we will go back to your place and start acting like nothing has happened. We need to draw them out into a public place. That's where they will actually feel safest because they will be able to tell if any of our guys are around. They won't care, because they aren't afraid of people believing in them. And that's where we'll make our stand."

"With your guys as backup, of course? Somewhere out of sight?" Andy gave Jack a cutty-eyed look.

"If that can be, Spud," he sighed. "I suspect, though, that we will only have time to deal with this ourselves. Just me and you. The others may not know we need backup until it's all over. I told you. We cannot risk having our guys too close."

"Freakin' wonderful," Andy shook his head. "Wolf fight at the O.K. Corral."

Jack chuckled. "I like that ... "

*****

Andy was halfway out the window when he heard the voice. Low. Menacing. Inhuman.

"Oh, piggy, piggy, let me in ..." it was coming from his bedroom doorway.

Andy froze. It was dark in that part of his room, and he could not see anything. But he sensed it. Big. Shaggy. Then the lightening flash revealed the two ice blue eyes against a golden form. Then it was again pitch dark.

"I'm gonna eat your liver, little piggy," the voice leered. "I'm gonna eat yer little ass alive. And there isn't anybody gonna save you this time."

Andy heard the springs on his bed creak and he knew where Dwayne was. On his bed, ready to spring at him there in the window. Andy pulled his legs over the window sill and slipped just outside. He could just barely see the beast within crouching, ready to leap. As he did Andy flipped the camera button and the flash went off, blinding him and Dwayne both. Andy felt the hefty body brush just past him as he fell to one side. The beast's claws made a hair raising shriek as they slid across the tin roof of the porch.

Andy turned and now he could see Dwayne clearly enough in the residual light from the porch below. Blonde shaggy monster with silver blue eyes, his gaping mouth full of shining ivory teeth, with a wad of spittle trickling down one corner. Andy also saw the dried blood on its right shoulder where Jack's bullet had grazed it a few nights earlier.

"Did it hurt?" Andy found himself asking. He was terrified but he was also getting angry. He had had just about enough of this darn thing. He tossed the camera at his attacker, and Dwayne easily dodged it. It tumbled over the edge and down to the ground below. At that same moment something else heavy hit the roof and out of the corner of his eye Andy saw Jack land on the far left corner of the tin awning.

"You wanna play, Erin?" he snarled. "Play with someone your own size, brother."

"Might be best if I dispose of you first," Dwayne-Erin curled his lip in a sadistic grin. "I've been waiting a long time to get rid of you. And now that Crull's gone, you're about the only game in town, 'cause I'm not about to let these two grow up and join us."

"Your time's up, brother," Jack snapped, leaping at his counterpart with a savage lunge. Andy nearly lost his position where he was kneeling just to the left of his bedroom window. The violent struggle that ensued was shaking the roof with such force that Andy could hardly keep from sliding down the slope.

Jack and Erin tumbled back and forth across the metal making hollow clangs as they slammed up and down on the tin sheets. Their snarls and snapping jaws filled the air with the sounds of bestial conflict and Andy watched in horror as Erin's jaws suddenly closed on Jack's left front leg, making a sickening crunching sound as blood spewed out around Erin's fangs. Jack let out a yelp, and nearly tumbled from the roof as Erin let go his grip. Erin turned back toward Andy.

"You're next, butthead," he smirked. 

Jack was struggling to get back on his feet. Andy saw the dogged determination that was driving his uncle, despite what had to be excruciating pain. And he saw Erin ... the bastard that had killed his father ... stalking slowly toward the struggling black wolf that had come to Andy's rescue.

Andy was suddenly no longer frightened. He was pissed! He was so angry his head might explode. The nerve of that creep. Killed his Dad. Threatened to kill his Mom. And Lance. And him. Bullllllllllshiitttt!

Andy gripped the dagger in his right hand and dove down at the blonde beast. He did not see the anguished look in Jack's eyes, or the surprised one in Erin's. He saw red. And the back of Erin's left shoulder, where the dagger began to sink beneath the thick fur. It passed into soft tissue, then hit something hard, and then he really saw red. Blood. Gushing out as the beast let out a screeching wail, then tumbled toward the edge of the porch roof.

Erin managed to catch himself before he fell off. He turned toward Andy, lips curled in a maniac snarl. "You're done for, l'il piggy," he growled as he crouched for the spring at Andy.

"I don't think so, asshole," Andy heard a voice from below. There was a loud report and Erin's head suddenly jerked around, the side that had been away from the house suddenly bursting into a bloody mess. Erin tried to complete his lunge but only managed to fall forward, his muzzle only inches from Jack's where he still struggled to rise.

"Damn fine shot," Jack winced. "Damn fine shot, Gail ..."

Chapter XXI

It had not been easy for Andy to convince Wendy to stay in California for one more week. He was surprised he had caught her before she had left for the airport. He knew she needed to get home. Back to work. He had finally resorted to telling her the half truth that he and a former acquaintance were involved in a government sting operation and it would not be safe for her to be back home until it was all over. She had been skeptical but Andy's persistence finally wore her down. He promised to explain when she got back, and she promised to hold him to that.

It would be all over one way or another within a week, he assured himself. One way or another. And even if he and Jack failed and Cannis and Jaques killed them ... well ...those two would have to go into hiding for some time to avoid the wrath of Jack's colleagues. So Wendy and the others should be safe. There would be no more point in threatening them. How noble, Andy grimaced at the thought.

"So you have lived with this since you were little?" Lenny asked in a hushed tone. Jack was in the kitchen, sprawled out on the floor and at least appearing to be napping. Lenny and Andy sat in opposite arm chairs in Lenny's living room.

"Yeah," Andy nodded. He was about to fall asleep just sitting there. He had managed to keep his energy up through his call to Wendy, but now there was no reason left not to get some much needed rest.

"How the heck could such a thing be kept secret for so long?" Lenny sounded incredulous at the idea.

"Crap, dude, think about it," Andy replied softly. "Whose gonna believe in such things these days. The greatest ally that these creatures have is that no human is going to believe in them. Doesn't want to. Can't. Been taught not to."

"I guess I see your point," Lenny conceded. "Not sure I want to."

"And be best if you never do," Andy winked at him.

"Gotcha," Lenny winked back. He did the lips are sealed move and smiled. "Get you some rest, dude. I think you got a long week ahead of you."

"Yeah," Andy sighed, letting his head flop back against the soft headrest of the chair. "Just like old times ..." He drifted off into a fitful sleep.

*****

The sheriff was satisfied that the big yellow beast was a stray dog gone feral. It had attacked them in the night and Gail had shot it. The wound on its left shoulder went unexplained and the sheriff conveniently asked no questions. Jack returned to his human form over the next five days, staying in the old shack the entire time. Gail tended to him and set his shattered leg, which soon became his left arm. It healed nicely, but he was forced to keep it in a sling for almost three weeks after he changed back.

Apparently that same "dog" had killed Whip, whose mangled corpse was found in the woods the day after Erin was killed.

Andy's camera had miraculously been undamaged and he and the others took a number of pictures, part of their celebration of being free of the demon that had come along and spoiled the first half of their summer.

The rest of that summer was a great one for Andy and his family. He and June, Lance and Linda, and his mother having accepted her dead husbands legacy with almost joyful appreciation. And Jack, once healed, moved on. Oh, sure, he wrote from time to time. He sent his condolences when Lance died, and again when Gail passed. But Andy had not seen him again until that evening he had appeared on Andy's front stoop.

Gail passed away a few years after Lance's death. She seemed to be unable to accept the loss. After all they had endured that summer to lose her eldest in an accident? She never really recovered from the irony. The sadness and grief. And Andy ended up truly alone, making his way in the world as he could, until he fell in with Lenny and Lisa and they joined forces to make their dream of the book shop came true.

And then Jack came back.

*****

Nearly a week had passed. Lenny kept going to the shop to keep it running. He and Lisa were under constant surveillance by some of Jack's cronies. Two of those cronies even became "employees" at the shop so that Lenny and Lisa were guarded at all times.

Jack and Andy had stayed at Lenny's apartment, keeping out of sight with the shades and curtains drawn. Then one day Jack came and sat in front of Andy as he watched the noon news.

"Yuh know, Jack," Andy continued to stare at the screen, "I have not seen one thing on the news about what happened last week at the mall. Or about those two cops being hijacked and my escape."

"Probably too embarrassing," Jack offered in an unconvincing voice.

"Yeah, that's it," Andy looked into Jack's soft blue eyes.

"Okay, Spud, my boys sorta smoothed things over," Jack admitted.

"So why are we still here at Lenny's," Andy asked, flipping the television off with the remote.

"Because it was not yet time for us to reemerge, Andy," Jack answered. "But now it is. We need to get Lenny to drive us to your car. It's still in the mall lot where you left it last week. Then we will go back to your place."

"And?" Andy raised his eyebrows, knowing the story had a deeper plot.

"And one of those two will be watching," Jack assured him. "And they will be waiting for us to set up the final confrontation."

"And your people will have a trap set to get them when they show up?" Andy asked hopefully.

Jack sat in silence for a brief moment. "No, Andy, I want to finish this, as I said earlier. Our guys are great agents. When they are dealing with other people. But I cannot get it through to them that Cannis and Jaques have extreme sensory systems. The others would inevitably tip them off. Scent. Sound. If they are near, the twins won't show up. They want us, but not bad enough to waltz into a trap. They want us to set up a confrontation where we both have a fair chance."

"How freakin' sporting of them," Andy grumbled.

"No," Jack smirked. "They would love to have the upper hand. Which is what we need to make them think they have. That we have gotten careless. That we have left them an opening."

"And they would fall for this?" Andy sighed, his voice sounding skeptical.

"If we do it right," Jack assured him. "You see, Spud, they are very smart. But they are also very crazy. If they think they have just you and I someplace we cannot get backup, they will make their move. Because they are arrogant and self assured."

"So," Andy leaned forward, his nose only inches from Jack's, "How do we do that?"

Chapter XXII

Jack walked alongside Andy as they made their way to the entrance of the supermarket. They had been back at Andy's apartment for two days and those days had passed without incident. No phone calls. No pacing outside the door. Not one sign of Cannis and Jaques. Andy secretly hoped they had given up and gone away, but he knew that was not the case. And, as Jack had repeatedly pointed out, that would just leave their threat as a constant anxiety.

"You know you won't be able to come in?" Andy said as they stepped up onto the walk in front of the grocery store.

"Just tell them I'm a service dog," Jack winked. He gave Andy and idea to explain him.

As the two walked in, Jack on a leash held loosely in Andy's hand, an employee trotted over.

"I'm sorry, sir, no pets allowed," the young man said as he stepped in front of Jack and Andy.

"Oh, ole Jack, here?" Andy said, nodding toward the large black beast on the leash. "He's my service dog. I have epilepsy and he can tell when I'm about to have a fit. So I can take my meds before it happens."

The young man looked at Jack and frowned. He seemed to be thinking the whole thing over. Jack grinned at him, that weird canine grin of his and the kid staggered back a step. He looked at Andy, who simply shrugged his shoulders.

"He's a strange fella," Andy offered.

"Um ... yeah," the clerk agreed. "Okay. But if he makes a mess, you gotta clean it up."

"Fer sure," Andy nodded.

As they went over and Andy got a cart Jack looked back over his shoulder at the young clerk and winked. The kid shook his head and went back over to the desk at the far right of the store.

"What the fuck are you doing?" Andy asked, half amused, half mortified.

"Just having a little fun, Spud," Jack replied, keeping his face straight ahead as they started for the first aisle.

A woman passing them with her cart suddenly stopped and stared. Andy nodded, smiled, and said, "Practicing my ventriloquism." The woman gave him a disgusted look and continued the other way down the aisle.

"Jack," Andy whispered as they continued on. "Please stop this shit."

Jack still did not turn back but nodded as they turned the corner to the next aisle. "Just havin' some fun, Spud. These poor folk are about to get an eyeful and earful, I suspect. Of something that they will not be able to believe."

Andy stopped, yanking against the leash to halt Jack, who turned back with a questioning look on his canine face.

"What do you mean?" Andy was getting that cold chill.

"They're here, kid," Jack stated flatly. "Just waiting for their chance to attack us when we least expect it."

"Right here in the supermarket?" Andy cocked his head. "In front of all these people?"

"Sure," Jack replied. "I told you, they don't care if people believe in them or not."

The woman from moments earlier came around the other end of the aisle with the young clerk and pointed at Andy and Jack, her jaws moving but her voice to low to hear. At least for Andy.

"I don't think she liked your explanation, Dude," Jack offered. "But no biggy, 'cause the show's about to begin. Draw that gun, Andy, they're coming from both ends of this aisle."

Andy hesitated. The kid and the woman were staring at them. Jack slipped out of the collar on his neck and backed further down the aisle. Andy could hear the claws. Click. Click. Fast and loud. The clerk turned and his jaw dropped. He ducked, pulling the woman down with him, just in time to avoid being struck by a flying mass of golden fur. 

Andy moved forward to join Jack about halfway down the aisle, the pistol now in his hand, as another blur zipped across the other end of the aisle and disappeared behind the shelves on Andy's left. The first one had gone on the other side, as well. On the aisle Andy and Jack had just left.

Andy was trying to hear the sounds of their nails on the hard tile floor, but the woman was now screeching at the top of her lungs. The kid was making tracks back to the desk.

"They will come from overhead," Jack said calmly. "From on top the shelves. They are both about directly across from us on the other side even now." He trained his eyes toward the top of the shelf to their left, the last row of canned goods slightly over Andy's head and the top of the shelf just above that.

There was silence. Nothing was happening. The woman had stopped screaming and was nearly out the front door. Jack was tense, his muscles taut as he scanned the upper area of the shelf. Andy pointed the .45 with both hands up there, as well.

"Oh, piggy, piggy," a low, cruel voice spoke from the other side of that shelf. "Glad you finally came out to play. You and your great protector. Uncle Artur. Jack, to you."

"Well, little niece, what's it gonna be?" Jack asked, not relaxing one bit.

"Gonna be a dead piggy," the second voice was obviously Jaques'.  "And his dead dog."

"Mighty confident there, little nephew," Jack kept his voice even. "Especially since the odds are pretty even."

"Even?" Cannis laughed a harsh laugh. "An old wolf that hasn't learned any new tricks and a mortal man who has probably already pissed his britches? Seems hardly sporting, Uncle. But Jaques and I do appreciate your accommodating us so we can finally end this."

"Our thoughts, exactly," Andy put in.

"Oh, the piggy talks," Jaques laughed a laugh as cruel as his sister's. "But you're just a bonus, butthead. We already know you aren't one of us. But you did have something to do with dear old Da's death, so we need to snuff your wimpy ass as well. Then you will all be gone, and you will not be able to pass on the gene. And Cannis and I will be the only ones left in all the world."

"Wow," Jack smirked. "What a daydream, huh, Spud? Let's kill some werewolves, kid."

Andy was tense as well, but he was also shaking almost uncontrollably. Jack looked back at him for just a moment. 

"Remember how mad Erin made you all those years ago on the roof of the porch?" Jack asked, turning back to keep his gaze on the shelf top.

"Yeah," Andy did, and he felt that same anger begin to flood into his adult mind just as it had his child's mind so long ago.

There was a flash of movement on the shelf top and Andy and Jack turned toward it. Suddenly there was movement coming down the aisle from behind them. A swift movement that caught them both by surprise. As Andy spun to fire the jaws of the beast clamped down on his right wrist and the pistol was knocked from his hands. Andy wrenched at his wrist, but the jaws were like an iron trap. He could feel the bones being crushed beneath the pressure and his vision reeled before him. 

Cannis came crashing over the top, landing hard on Jack and the two tumbled down the aisle, snarling and snapping, fur flying as the bestial sound of the conflict began to echo off the shelves and ceiling. A small group of people had formed at the outer end of the aisle, peering around the corner in fear and disbelief.

"Call the cops," someone screamed.

Andy was fading fast, his right wrist a throbbing torture of agony. He felt the hot blood ... his blood ... running down his hand.

Jack was in a mortal fight with Cannis, and her youth and strength seemed to be getting the better of it. Jack saw Andy standing there with Jaques fangs crushing down on his wrist.

"The dagger, Spud," he shouted as Cannis grabbed his left shoulder in her powerful jaws. He spun hard and slammed her against the shelf, cans spilling down over them in a torrent of thuds and crashes.

Andy's mind began swimming back to the top. He had heard Jack call him. "Dagger?" his mind was trying to understand.

"Your dead, piggy," Jaques grinned, never letting Andy's wrist go. "You'll bleed out right here."

Andy felt his left hand hit the hilt of the dagger in his waistband. He drew it out and slashed the blade at Jaques's head in one swift motion, the point clipping the beast across his snout just in front of his eyes. Jaques let out a grunt and his grip on Andy's hand let loose. Andy staggered away from him and held the dagger out between them. He was trying to locate the gun. It had fallen somewhere nearby, it had to of.

As Jaques inched closer, crouching for a lunge, Andy felt the pistol under his left foot. He dropped down at the waist and tried to grab it with his right hand, but the fingers refused to obey. Jaques leapt at him, avoiding the swaying dagger, and hitting Andy in the chest hard with both front feet, sending him reeling backwards. The dagger clattered to the floor as Andy landed hard on his back, the breath knocked out of him. Jaques stood over him, his hot breath on his face, drool dripping onto Andy's lips.

"Time to kill the piggy," Jaques grinned.

Jack hit him so hard that he slid nearly all the way to the end of the aisle. Cannis took advantage of Jack's coming to Andy's aid and bit down hard on Jack's left back leg. There was a sickening crunch that sounded all too familiar to Andy, and Jack let out an agonized grunt.

Andy quickly moved forward, this time grabbing the pistol in his left hand. Jaques was fast. But not fast enough. As he sprang Andy raised the barrel and let loose with a round at Jaques. It struck him hard in the left shoulder and Andy rolled over on his side as the bulk of the beast sailed past, slamming hard into the tile floor and then Cannis, knocking her back a few feet down the Aisle. Jack struggled to rise but could not.

Andy was regaining his own composure as Jaques caught himself and made another wild leap at Andy. This time he caught Andy off guard and he again knocked the pistol from Andy's grasp. And he again clamped his jaws down on Andy's wrist. Andy did not flinch this time. The anger was growing. That red crazy anger that had caused him to jump at Erin on that porch roof. That unthinking, uncaring hatred that drove him that night was back.

With near superhuman strength he shook the surprised Jaques, slamming him into the nearest shelving and bringing more cans raining down on them. Andy felt something under his knee and grinned. Jaques grinned back, his jaws slowly severing Andy's wrist. He never saw the flash of silver as Andy snatched up the dagger in his left hand again. This time he did not slash, but drove the point with purpose right into Jaques's right eye. Jaques made a soft wheezing sound, then fell to the floor. But his death grip on Andy's wrist did not loosen.

Jack was doing his best to fend off Cannis, but his leg was so badly mangled he could not stand. Andy saw the pistol. It was between them, about six feet away from him. He leaned out but the dead weight of Jaques made it impossible for him to reach it. He knew time was short. Jack could not hold out much longer. Andy needed that gun.

He began to drag the heavy carcass of Jaques along, each movement digging those dead but still merciless fangs deeper into his shredded wrist. He was getting dizzy. There was blood all around. His blood. The bastard had severed an artery, or nearly so. There were great torrents of blood gushing from his wrist.

"Your stinkin' brother is dead, bitch," he was surprised at the strength that curse carried. "And you're gonna follow him."

Cannis stopped her attack on Jack and looked up the aisle, seeing Jaques dead eyes for the first time. She let out a horrible wail and lunged at Andy. Jack caught her back foot, and she spun on him, biting a chunk of his ear away, making him release her.

"I'm gonna kill your ass," she spat at Andy as she came toward him. Slowly, with calm, cold menace.

Jack was struggling to get up but could not. Andy could not reach the pistol in time. His fingers were inches away as he felt her hot wet breath on his face, her fangs inches from his nose. 

"Die, piggy," she growled.

"Not today, bitch," something came crashing down from the top of the shelf to Andy's left. It was dark and shaggy and it knocked Cannis hard into the shelves on the other side of the aisle. Then she and it began to tussle just as she and Jack had moments before.

Andy could see that it was an even match, but Cannis was now fully enraged and had the strength of madness on her side. Andy pulled with one last great effort and his left hand closed over the pistol's butt. He rolled over on his back and could see the two beasts tumbling about ten feet down the aisle, Cannis ripping tufts of hair and spatters of blood from the strange beast that had joined the fight.

"Shoot her, Spud," he heard a voice say. "Shoot this bitch."

Andy leveled the barrel at the rolling, snarling mass. He could not get a good aim at her, as the two kept flopping around and would not stay in one place.

"Damn it, Spud, shoot her, you little butthead," he heard a voice shout.

Andy squeezed the trigger. She had been right in his sights. He hoped she still was when he fired. The fight between the two creatures continued for a few more seconds. Then Cannis simply fell over on her side, a large red hole in her back. The dark haired wolf, looking much like Jack but not quite so, winked at him and made a quick dash down the aisle and out of the store.

Andy saw Jack lying on the floor a few feet away. He dragged Jaques along until he was next to the dark canine. Jack's breath was labored and his eyes were fading from dark angry blue to something Andy had never seen. It was a shallow, misty gray.

"You stay with us, Jack," he heard himself say from somewhere far away. The world was spinning and the edge of his vision was fogging over. He heard sirens. Footsteps. Voices.

"Please get back, folks," one said as Andy's mind began to shut down.

"Government business folks," another announced. "Please get back."

"He's lost a lot of blood ... get that thing off his arm ... get them both to ambulances ... " silence. And darkness.

Andy was slightly aware he was moving, though he was lying flat on his back. He saw the daylight coming down as they left a darker place. Then he saw a face. Some guy in a black suit. White shirt. Black tie.

"Danny?" he asked, not even sure why.

"Yeah, dude ..." was the last thing he heard.

Epilog

The first thing Andy saw when he came to was Wendy's worried face. He was totally confused. Wasn't he lying on the floor in the supermarket? With that damn Jaques's dead jaws snapped forever shut on his wrist?

"Morning, sleepy head," Wendy's voice was soft, nearly a whisper.

"What happened?" Andy asked, still trying to adjust his vision to the bright lights from above. "Where's Jack?"

"He's just down the hall, or so I'm told," Wendy caressed Andy's forehead. "You've been through something really bad, Andy. Your right hand is a wreck, but the doctors all say you should regain a fair amount of use with it in time. I'm just so glad you're alive!" She sounded near tears.

Andy tried to raise his right hand to comfort her, but it was heavily bandaged from just below the elbow to his fingertips. He gave her his left instead.

"Well, welcome back, Spud," he heard a voice from behind Wendy, in the doorway to the room. "Was beginnin' to think we had lost you, kid. You were out for over a week."

Andy tried to raise himself up in the bed, but Wendy put her hands on his shoulders and held him down. "Time enough for that when you are better," she suggested.

Jack came up to the bedside and Andy saw he was on crutches.

"So it wasn't as bad as it looked," Andy smiled. "I remember now, I thought I'd lost you."

Wendy looked confused. Andy had been found with one of those experimental dogs. The ones that were wired with cameras, microphones and speakers so their handlers could keep in touch with them remotely. Which was why the witnesses thought they heard the dogs talking. So where was this guy?

Andy saw her confusion. "I'll tell you all about it," Andy promised, looking at Jack, who only winked and nodded.

"You're gonna love this story," Jack chuckled.

*****

Two weeks later Andy was back at work, sitting in his office with the ledger open, going over the books. He was doing his best to write with his left hand, although he was beginning to get better with his right again. The therapy seemed to be working and while he might not be able to do many things with that hand ever again, he soon would be able to write.

There was a knock at the office door and Lenny stuck his head in.

"Someone to see you Andy," Lenny announced, then stepped aside.

Andy's mouth dropped open as the visitor stepped through the door.

"Long time, no see, Spud," the young man said. "Can we talk?"

Andy was speechless. He just sat and stared. The young man raised his eyebrows and shrugged. "Can we talk?" he repeated.

"Um ... yeah ... crap ... sure," Andy stammered.

"Alone?" the visitor looked at Lenny.

"No prob, dude," Lenny went out, closing the door behind him.

"You ... you were the other one?" Andy was still in shock. "The one that tackled Cannis?"

"Yup," the visitor acknowledged. "Can I sit down?"

Andy pointed to the chair near the door, and the young man pulled it over to the edge of the desk.

"You can't tell anyone who I am, Andy," the visitor quickly stated. "It's top secret. 'Cause I'm not supposed to be here."

"No shit," Andy was still wide eyed.

"I got permission to come here because you already know most of it," the visitor told him. "So my superiors felt that you could be trusted to keep the secret?"

"You know I can, Lance," Andy whispered.

"You see, Jack was wrong about neither of us having the active genes ," Lance said. "And I am sorry about Mom. You see, she knew. I think the fact that I was like Jack, and had become an agent like Jack, just was too much for her. She never told you. That surprised me."

Lance explained that he had not died in the training accident. He would have had he not acquired the "special talent". So now there were only the three of them. Jack. Lance. And Andy.

"I'm not like you two," Andy sighed.

"No, but you still carry the gene," Lance reminded him. "Your children could be."

Andy pondered that realization, then smiled. "So your gonna live a really long time."

"If something doesn't take me out," Lance grinned.

"Well, the biggest threats are now gone, huh?" Andy leaned toward his brother across the desk.

"Dead and buried, little brother," Lance reached out and took his hand.

"I gotta go, Spud. But I'll be around. Keepin' an eye on you."

"We'll talk again?" Andy squeezed his brother's hand.

"Oh, sure, 'cause I'm a close friend of your family from way back," Lance assured him.

Andy looked at his brother's youthful face. Twenty-four? Certainly not his real age in years. "From way back?" Andy chuckled.

"Well, far enough," Lance shook his hand and then got up from the chair.

There was another knock at the door and  they heard Wendy's voice.

"Hey, Andy, ready for lunch?" she called to him.

Andy rose and saw Lance to the door. As they came out Wendy gave Lance a quick look over.

"Carl Spence, Ma'am," Lance offered, shaking her hand. "An old friend of Andy's."

Lance made his way through the store and out into the mall. Wendy gave Andy a questioning look.

"Yeah, me and Carl, we grew up together," Andy said, putting his left arm around Wendy's shoulder.

"When you gonna tell me what's really going on?" she whispered as they went out into the mall.

"Soon, dear," he assured her. "Really."

"Okay, I'll live with that," she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.

Andy smiled. All was right with the world. "Where you wanna go for lunch?" he asked, walking with a slight spring in his step that made Wendy smile, as well ...

END

