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The music calmed him rather than excited. Despite its blaring rough beat it was more subtle than the girl’s wanton-edged breathing--in and out and in and out--beside him, piercing his eardrums like an opera singer’s high note, clamor that gave the jeep’s four top-of-the-line speakers more competition than he would have imagined a little old perky cheerleader’s lungs ever could.

Malik briefly closed his eyes and tuned in to the arresting lay, let it insinuate into his pores and muscles, the cadence as intoxicating as a guzzled forty ounce. He bounced his head up and down, swung it back and forth to the infectious New Jack tune, rapping along with the pros, blocking out the memory of a room more padded and secure than the jeep’s plush interior. A slave’s dwelling, far away and in a past he had no intentions on revisiting.

He was a free man now. Soon, forever and wouldn’t be going back. Not alive, anyways. He had things to do, places to go.... A brother to hijack.

Malik smiled into the fall night, amused by a private dark humor and not wanting to share it. Not yet. But soon though.

The song died in his mind as he felt the state trooper he'd passed several miles back revving his squad, preparing for pursuit.

Malik slanted a look at the Lexus's speedometer. The needle was at seventy flush. Oh well, too late now.

"Something the matter?" the girl beside him asked, more astute than he’d originally given her credit for, shockingly sober for a chick so drunk.

Carol? Karen? Marcia-Jan-Cindy?

He couldn’t remember. It didn’t matter though. It almost never did. Not in the long run.

"Nothin' but a G-thing, baby."

She giggled, settling back against her seat, amused by his gangstah's guise and easily lulled into complacency.

Malik knew that he had her, that she was high on more than just the after-effects of the party, the idea of slumming. She was like him--high on the chase, the game, flirting with danger and the unknown. But unlike him, she wouldn’t be around much longer to enjoy, would soon come crashing down.

Not much more time for Carol/Karen, he thought and almost felt sorry for the girl.

The music jammed, a brutal pulsation of voice and instruments pounding and ricocheting off the jeep’s elegant walls and doors. The rapper’s rhythmic discourse grew to anarchic decibels, spouting mutinous rhetoric, tongue-lashing the system and society. The sounds of Blackness, youth, rebellion. 

Inspiration, finally, Malik thought, could feel the beast now as the music got to Carol/Karen too, the chords relaxing her more than his earlier remark. Blinding her to her fate.

She'll never see it coming.
The trooper picked up speed behind them, amazingly gaining on the extravagant 4 X 4.

Just to impress the ladies....
A dig from his past, resonant and accusing in his ears. Freaking holier-than-thou Jeff like an angel hovering over his shoulder. Who had died and made him official Salinger conscience? Malik wondered, not really caring to deny the truth--to his brother or himself. Why bother? Impress. Lure. Conquer. It was his M.O., how he was living.

"Throw some smooth Luther on...Patow! Ya in the panties."
"Your description of native mating rituals is nothing less than entertaining. I don’t know how accurate it is."
So superior, Malik thought. The favored foster son. The "good son". But Mal would show him he wasn't all good as their mom had built him up to be. He wasn't better than Malik and soon Malik would prove it too, expose dear brother for the animal he was.

Mal turned to Carol/Karen. Some coed sports groupie with the misfortune of having confused Malik as the rightful owner of the fancy wheels. And he’d let her. No need popping her bubble and letting her know what he’d done to the original owner. She’d have never come with him.

He'd picked her up at one of those infamous frat parties at Farleigh U where liquor and drugs flowed as if from open New York City pumps during the dog days.

Mal hadn’t touched anything himself, hadn't needed to. He was high enough on Carol/Karen--who was high enough for the both of them--inebriated by the thought of nearby prey.

Malik slanted a look at her, light almond eyes taking in every fine edible curve from head to leather-booted toe. Fine as he’d ever had. He could barely wait to taste her.

Carol/Karen smiled at him again. He smiled back and put his free arm across the back of her seat, played with the long blond tendrils flowing down across her shoulders.

The beast rippled beneath his skin, wrenching muscles and bones, teasing him with a view of its power, demanding Malik's immediate and full attention.

Damn. He usually had more control than this. He'd wanted to take his time with this one--savor his first kill since leaving the institution--slowly reacquaint himself with the steps he hadn’t danced in so long. Now he would have to bypass the foreplay and just head straight for the finale. It wouldn’t be the first time. But he didn't like it any more realizing this. At least the trooper behind them would be a decent topping, compensation cause he hated cops almost as much as he hated stupid fast girls and social workers and shrinks and foster parents too and.... Come to think of it, what had any of them ever done for him anyway?

The girl and the cop would be sweet, Malik thought, calming himself. Almost as sweet as his first two kills.

He couldn’t wait to see his brother’s face when he finally showed him the entire real truth behind those.

Lights leaped from behind as the squad came into view; vivid red orbs flashing in a high beam quickly followed by an undulant whoop-whoop from the squad’s speakers.

"We'd better...Don't you think you should pull over?"

Mal felt her panic--subtle but rising--relished it as he pressed his foot to the gas and fisted Carol’s/Karen’s hair. He tugged, easing back her head. She gasped in shock, maybe pain. Mal didn’t know or care which, only knew the sight of her exposed ivory neck, the smell of her fear, was making his mouth water. Turning on the beast.

Damn, it had been such a long time since he’d experienced this kind of freedom. So long since he’d indulged his cravings. He’d been such a boyscout, had finally turned into his brother after all these years...and all those beatings. 

Malik snatched a glance in his rearview, monitoring the trooper's

ETA as he slowed the jeep to a manageable speed.

"Take it easy, hon. Not so rou--"

He jerked back her head, cutting off her slurred protest, further displaying her throat, listening to her heart pulsing and the blood pumping through her veins. He leaned close. "I'll make it quick," he told her.

She grinned. "Not too quick, I hope."

She would have been cute if she wasn’t so pathetic, Mal thought, turned the steering wheel hard right and slammed his foot on the brake, expertly piloting the jeep to an abrupt stop at an isolated shoulder of the road.

“What are you doing?”
He buried his face against her breasts, closed his eyes and deeply inhaled her beer-tinged scent. He had only a second of regret before he slid his mouth up to her throat. He grazed her skin with his teeth, first fluttering then flicking his tongue against the smooth grain of her neck. She relaxed in his embrace, moaned in anticipation as she turned her body into his and smoothed her hands over his dark-chocolate dome. She had said she liked bald men--”Like Michael Jordan, you know?”--and he had laughed when she’d told him that that’s who he looked like.

Malik smiled now as he remembered, sunk in his teeth.

“Ahhh...Oh!” She shuddered then suddenly stiffened in his arms.

Malik did as he promised. He made it quick, stifling her cries as he ripped into her throat. She turned limp in his embrace, lowering her palms to his chest in a token gesture of resistance. He clamped his teeth, snapping her windpipe with the powerful pressure of his jaws, then lifted his head with a savage jerk that tore away a healthy mouthful of tissue and cartilage. He fed, tried not to gorge on the appetizer, anticipating the main course. He chewed slowly, thoroughly, enjoying the tangy sample of meat and blood as if they were a delicacy of which he’d deprived himself for too long. 

The squad broke, skidding a few feet before screeching to a stop several yards behind the jeep, parking at a crazy angle.

Mal released Carol’s/Karen’s hair, let her head loll forward as he gently stroked her blood-splattered face and neck. He breathed in the copper-colored air, swallowing it into his too-long starved lungs, a newly released con receiving a taste of offerings from the outside. He hit the power panel with a paw, lowered the driver side window.

The trooper froze halfway between his squad and the jeep--right hand poised near his holstered gun--when the beast leaped through the open window, athletic and lithe, almost fully formed, still changing, claws hitting pavement with a clickety-clack.

It bares its teeth, a low growl rumbling in its chest, gray-yellow eyes gleaming from its bestial face. Black fur glistens beneath the moonlight as it flings back its head and roars with magnificent ferocity.

The trooper gaped; drawing his gun in a panic and firing four wild shots before making an abrupt about-face to retreat.

The wolf lunges as the man reaches his car, on him in seconds. It raises a large paw, slashes down in a sweeping arc, knocking off the man’s Smokey hat. Claws tear cloth, meet skin. Fangs rip flesh, break bone.

The trooper threw up his hands, begging for his life as his body splintered and bled beneath the wolf’s claws. Finally he lay on his back, spent and broken, glancing up at the darkness through red-blurred vision, breath ragged and shallow. He searched the sky for a full moon hiding behind the stars. 

The wolf hovers, blood and gore smudging its snout. It finds its final mark, as if the man has a bull’s-eye tattooed on the middle of his torso, strikes the man’s chest with a nauseating thump. Blood gushes from the wound, seeps down onto the pavement beneath as the wolf steps away, grunting. It circles the man several times, counterclockwise, returns to climb the man’s chest. It jabs its muzzle--black and soaked with blood--into the man’s throat, sniffs its next meal.

The trooper thought of his three- and five-year-old, both so tickled by the clumsy cartoon antics of the Big Bad Wolf and Wile E. Coyote on Saturday mornings. They liked to run around the living room after, mbeep-mbeeping and yelling like the rowdy Red Riding Hood on Bugs Bunny--”Hey Gramma! What big teeth you have!”--and giggle like little monkeys.

His silly little monkeys, he told himself, wishing this was a cartoon he could turn off. Then he mercifully blacked out.

The wolf clamps down on the man’s throat, pulls away in a swift 

and mighty motion, finishes off its prey.

After, it is exhausted and lively. Famished and sated. Its senses are sharp and focused but it is disoriented, roaming in aimless circles for minutes at a time. After is always like this. Oxymoronic. Anomalies and extremes.

The wolf breathes deep, takes in the odors of the forest—the bare trees towering above, powerful markings already saturating their bark below; it hears small animals scampering and burrowing in cubbies all around. The whole world is fresh and open to its newest master.

The smell of entrails calls--tangy and sweet. The wolf rises on its haunches and forepaws, struts to its leftovers, digs its muzzle deep in a gaping wound, feeding until it is once more replete and ready for its next journey.

----

Jeff Salinger moaned in his sleep--slowly waking, body and conscience still recovering from the most horrible and exciting nightmare in his memory. He shivered uncontrollably, shaking his head against the image of the wolf and remembering the nectar of life-and-death fresh in his own mouth.

He hadn’t realized how hungry he was, hadn’t known what he’d been depriving himself of all these years--despising his younger brother’s raves yet silently and eagerly swallowing the undiluted and sordid tales of wide and varied conquests as a substitute for consummation--only exploring his sexuality in small doses, teasing the hunger instead of sating it.

But last night--after the first touch of his flesh to hers, mouth to throat, lips to lips, when the adrenaline had been pumping through him as it never had before and that first rush of blood had splashed over his teeth and tastebuds in sweet gushing waves of red--he’d known there would be no turning back. 

Jeff pushed his eyes open wide now, blinked to bring Secret into focus, clad in sweats and perched on the foot of the bed as she bent forward to tie her running shoes.

She turned, glancing over a shoulder as if she knew he was awake and watching her. “Hey Tiger.” She smiled, crept across the bed until she reached him. She gently settled her body over his, pressing her breasts flush against his naked chest as she tousled his long black hair and reveled in the fine waves. “Was last night everything you’ve been saving up for me?”
He grinned like a goofy adolescent, pride at his feat swelling his chest.

His analyst, Dr. Abernathy, would have said he had had a breakthrough, would have called last night’s session of lovemaking a “successful coupling”, Jeff thought. Not very romantic but accurate since he’d finally managed to go the whole 

nine without hurting anyone.

He’d been tempted, hungry enough to let loose but he’d held himself in check--out of habit, out of caution--reigning in the beast to observe instead of participate.

Jeff hadn’t always been so restrained, had, in the past, given in to the other, setting off alarm bells in more than a few lovers with his savagery.

His first--a college coed who’d found him “kind of cute and mature” (he’d only been fourteen at the time) as “his intense dark eyes” gave him that “sexy brooding, wise-beyond-his-years look”--had been a particular recipient, getting him all the way to her bed, both stripped to the waist, before Jeff lost it and bit down so hard into her shoulder he drew blood. There was a shocked moment of indecision before she shoved him off of her with the strength of twenty men.

He scrambled to the opposite side of her full-size bed, more afraid of himself than she was, more afraid that he was turned on rather than turned off of the smell and taste of her blood.

Jeff had gotten off the hook easier than he should have for this episode, only enduring a short tirade and a couple of what-are-you-some-kind-of-freak accusations. He suspected the girl had probably thought she would get into more trouble than he would--as he’d been the minor she’d been corrupting. Or maybe she’d just been more frightened of his mental instability than the thought of any legal ramifications.

There’d been others--younger and older, pretty and average, loose and goody-goody--girls he’d allowed “this” close before he’d retreated, running scared into the night for fear he might hurt some mother’s child during the throes of uncontrollable passion, worried that a gentle stroke or sensual caress would too-quickly turn into a half-nelson or a choke-hold and lock down his drive like The Club.

Stopping himself in the midst was the hardest, more frustrating than denying his sensuality altogether and never getting close at all. Rather than risk an experience like his first, he just stayed away from situations that could arouse his hunger.

Before last night, he’d never been able to go all the way with a lover without injuring her--a scratch here, a nip there, a bruise here--or committing some other act of unwarranted aggression far beyond the realms of “rough sex”. He’d been lucky thus far, escaping civil, maybe criminal charges only because the girls had been much like his first--embarrassed and cowered by a view of violence and deviant libido.

Dr. Abernathy had explained to Jeff these episodes were his way of pushing away the opposite sex and avoiding relationships.

“Surely there has to be an easier way to tell a girl to get lost?” Jeff had wanted to know, unsatisfied with all the commitment-phobia theories but the doc hadn’t answered him except to glance at his watch and signal an end to Jeff’s once-weekly session.

Sometimes he believed all he really needed was a good exorcist--instead of paying a shrink, though reliable and “highly recommended” he may have been--to help him get over the fear-of-commitment hump and ease the cravings. Ultimately, the doc raised more questions than he answered, always leaving Jeff feeling strangely cheated.

He should just cut dear old doc loose, he told himself, since he was on the road to recovery and overcoming his phobia. But even now he could hear Dr. Abernathy warning him that he had much more recovery to undergo and shouldn’t rush into things.

Jeff glanced up into Secret’s round hazel eyes, believing nothing of the sort. Maybe he wasn’t “cured”--maybe he never would be--but he damn sure was well on his way to someplace better than when he’d first started talking to the head guys eight years ago.

He grimaced now at the memory of finding his parents’ bloodied and mangled bodies in the cellar of the family’s farmhouse.

“You okay?” Secret asked, gently palming his forehead as if taking her child’s temperature.

He quickly nodded, hugged her tight. 

He had no qualms or any commitment phobias with her, Jeff thought. He trusted her and she...she trusted him. Evidently, with her life, though she didn’t realize it.

“Don’t lie to me, mister. I wore you out last night, didn’t I?”

Jeff grinned at her teasing. “You think. I could prove otherwise right here and now.”

 “I’ll bet you could. But alas...” Secret dramatically put the back of a wrist to her head as she dismounted and stood beside the bed. “Gotta take my morning run.”

“Secret...”

“I know, I know. I’ll be careful.”

“I worry about you out there all alone.”

“Oh puh-lease. I’m a big girl.” She waved at him.

"That’s just it. You are a girl who--”

“You male chauvinist!”

“You didn’t let me finish.”

“Mmm-hmm. I’m listening.” She slouched to one side, folding her arms across her breasts and tapping a Reeboked toe against the room’s carpeting--her tough gal pose.

She wasn’t fooling anyone, especially not him. She was soft as butter, couldn’t ignore the needy or homeless to save her life. She stopped for strangers and panhandlers on the street without fail, gave directions to the lost and spare change to the poor. Once, Jeff had watched her take a scrawny young runaway by the hand to lead her to a neighborhood greasy spoon where she’d bought the kid a full course meal before getting her a bus ticket back to Oklahoma.

To Jeff’s shocked reaction, Secret had only shrugged with a “What can I say? I’m from Georgia” comment.

Her southern hospitality excuse for altruism amounted to plain folly for Jeff, who figured at this rate, Secret wouldn’t last more than five minutes in Penn Station without losing her shirt or wallet.

“What I was saying, Miss...” Jeff climbed out of bed and wrapped his arms around her now. “You’re a girl who could easily become a damsel in distress and my white shining armor is in the cleaners.”

“Ha-ha. Nice try.”

“We aims to please.”

“Look worrywart, it’s a small college town with great security. I’ll be safe.”

“I wish I had as much faith in campus security and small towns as you seem to.”

“Your New York City cynicism is showing.”

“Realism...” Jeff paused when he glanced past Secret and saw on the TV a special broadcast about a dead state trooper found on the highway. He thought there had been an accident or a shooting until he listened further.

“What?” Secret looked from him to the TV then back to him. She shook her head as the sounds of children caroling outside drifted in through the open bedroom window. “Isn’t it just awful?” 

“What...what happened?”

“The sheriff’s office isn’t sure. A couple of joggers found a state trooper and some young coed dead and mutilated off the Hutchinson Park--”

“That’s not more than a mile from here!”

Secret rolled her eyes. “Anyway, they think it was some wild rabid dog or a--”

“Wolf.”

She stared at him, nodded. “Near as they can tell.”

“And you’re still going running?”

“Duh.”

“Secret, it’s too dangerous.”

“Look, whatever it was, I’m sure it’s had its fill for one day. Besides, it didn’t eat the joggers.”

“You’re being a smart aleck.”

“And you’re being paranoid.”

“Seek...”

“Jeff, it’s silly to argue about this, so I won’t. It’s too nice a day to ruin. Listen to the kiddies outside preparing for Christmas and get into the spirit, okay.” She turned to leave, Jeff close on her heels when she reached the mullioned living room door, stopped and turned back to him with a smile. She grabbed the drawstring on his pajama bottoms, pulled him close. “You could come with me.” She stood on her toes to kiss his lips.

“My urban blood’s too thin for this New England cold. Besides, I have to start going over my term paper for Psych class.”

“Chicken.”

He clucked and Secret giggled, playfully punched at his rib cage and said, “You used to be a New England farm boy.”

“That was a long time ago,” he said, wishing she hadn’t reminded him. “I’m concrete jungle through and through now.”

“Well anyway, coffee’s on for you.”

“Thanks. Watch yourself.”

“I will.” She rolled her eyes one more time before donning the hood of her sweat-top, pecked his cheek and headed out the door. 

Jeff chuckled and thought that they had only been seeing each other like this less than a month but already they sounded like an old married couple. 

How bad would they be six months or a year from now? he wondered. How good? He only cared because he wanted Secret to stay around for a long time; he hoped he didn’t do anything to mess them up.

Jeff headed to the kitchen to retrieve his coffee and was pleasantly surprised when he saw that Secret had been holding out. There was a stack of pancakes and strips of bacon still hot and aromatic on the stove. He was surprised also that he hadn’t smelled her cooking. Maybe she had worn him out last night.

He perched on one of the kitchen’s high wooden stools, prepped and dug into his meal and coffee at the Formica counter as he watched an update of the coed/trooper killings on the kitchen’s twelve-inch Sony. 

It was starting again. His mother and father all over, only the first in a long line of victims. He had thought it was done, had hoped he had escaped the horror of his past. But it was back,   

more powerful and real than ever. And in one giant rush of psionic energy, he knew his brother couldn’t be too far away.

Jeff lifted the coffee cup to his mouth with a suddenly shaky hand just as the doorbell rang. He started, splashed some of the hot liquid onto his lap and leapt to his feet to avoid serious damage. He swiped at the stain with a snatched napkin, swearing as he went to the living room and flung open the front door. He had thought it was Secret, that she had forgotten something--her Walkman, her keys, spare change--but was shocked when he saw his foster brother standing on the outside step.

“Hey bro.”

Jeff gaped, eyes wide. He hadn’t seen or heard much from Malik in years. And had it not been for his own conscience and dutiful but sporadic visits to various mental institutions and foster homes, he wouldn’t have seen his brother at all since their foster parents’ deaths eight years ago.

Looking at Malik now--strapping, tall, dark and still with the menacing air and snide grin that had never failed to frustrate and unnerve their parents--Jeff thought it could have been yesterday since he’d seen Malik as his younger brother had barely changed. Maybe he was a little more menacing, if this were at all possible.

“Aren’t you going to invite me in?” Malik asked, shouldering by 

Jeff to step into the foyer. “Close your mouth man, ‘fore a roach crawls up in there.”

Jeff stood frozen as Malik headed to the living room and took a seat in Secret’s favorite eclectic chair--a large wicker piece with a throne-like back fit for royalty. She had fallen in love with it and brought it home from a rummage sale because it reminded her of Hewey Newton, a Black Panther leader she had been admiring since she was a kid.

“So, how long has this been going on?” Mal pyramided his fingers under his chin, inquisitive as an X-ray as he observed his brother.

“How long has what been going on?”

“You and the chick.”

“Wha--?” Jeff gaped, realization dawning. “Stay away from her, Mal.”

“I ain’t going near the sistah. I like a girl with more meat on her bones.” He snickered and Jeff advanced, balling his hands but Malik didn’t flinch.

“I swear, Malik, I’ll--”

“She is kinda fine, though. More my speed than yours.”

“You don’t scare me, Malik.”

“Not trying to, Jeff.”

“Why are you here?”

“Fraternal affection?”

“I don’t think that’s a part of your emotional repertoire.”

Mal arched a slanted brow, looking offended. “Mom and Dad wouldn’t like the way you’re treating your one and only, less-fortunate brother. They taught you better than that, blood.”

“Let’s get one thing straight; we’re not blood.”

“We used to be. Where’s your Christian charity? Your loyalty?”

“You killed it when you decided to--”

Mal fired out of his chair like a cannonball, blocked Jeff’s path. “Let’s you get something straight, bro.

I didn’t decide to be what I am. No more than you did.”

“I’m nothing like you.”

Mal jabbed a finger in his brother’s face. “Yo, homeboy, you bettah reco’nize. You can run all you want. It’s not going to change what you are.”

“Get your finger out of my face.”

Mal lowered his hand to his side. “I’ll say this for you, bro. You got good taste. That is a fine sistah you got yourself.”

“Cut the small talk, Malik. What do you want?”
“Why, I came all this way to invite my one and only foster brother to a celebration,” he said, sitting back down.

“A celebration for?”

Malik frowned, looked genuinely hurt this time and Jeff remembered right before he answered. “I’m surprised at you. A guy doesn’t turn twenty-one every day.”

Or lose both his parents either. 
“When did they release you?” Jeff asked. 

“Is that a yes or a no?”

Jeff would have agreed to sell his soul to the devil right then if it had meant Malik would leave before Secret got back. But he said nothing, refused to pick up the gauntlet and commit.

“How much does she know about you, bro? About us?”

Jeff stared at his brother, used to his nonsequiturs and mind reading abilities, but still unprepared for his next questions.

“So, I guess you’re over that intimacy problem? How long you been boning her?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“Aw c’mon, man. I won’t tell. I can keep a secret.” Malik winked and Jeff glared at his pun, wondered just how much his brother knew about them.

Maybe he’d been stalking them. Maybe he’d been in town longer than the recent deaths of the trooper and the coed would indicate.

“How often does little Secret wash your baloney?”

“Must you always be so crude?”

Malik shrugged. “Hey, I’m just keeping it real. You could take a lesson.”

“And you could take a hike. Like right now.”

Malik sighed, lingered in his seat.

“C’mon man. I mean it. Out.”

Malik got to his feet, stretching lazily and yawning like a big jungle cat. “Such a hard-ass. This is no way to treat your blood, bro.” He swaggered toward the foyer, turned back to Jeff when he reached the front door.

“So, will a changeling foster brother do me the honor of attending my birthday bash?”

Jeff pointed his finger this time, like a gun in Mal’s chest. “I told you about that changeling bull--”

“Will you come? Get this out in the open once and for all?”

“You’re crazy.”

“For old times sake. For Mom and Dad.”

Jeff clenched his jaw and stared at him. 

“You’ll come.” Malik reached for the doorknob, turned it and pulled the door open. 

Secret stood poised on the outside step. “Well, well, well. What party am I breaking up?” She craned her neck to glance up at Malik and Jeff stepped forward, wedging his body between his brother’s and Secret’s as he eased Malik out the door. 

“He was just leaving.”

“Not on my account, I hope.” Secret directed her gaze at Malik again. “And who would he be?”

Malik stepped forward, proffered a big hand that swallowed up Secret’s as soon as she offered one in a shake. “Jeff’s long-lost black sheep foster brother, Malik Salinger at your service.”

“Secret Robinson.”

“Mmm...I like that name. Full of mysteries and...secrets.”

She eased her hand out of Malik’s and smirked. “I can assure you, I’m quite an open book.”

Jeff wanted to grab her and smother her face with kisses, but he wanted to get her away from Malik even more and threw an arm around his brother’s shoulder to lead him outside onto the front lawn, shivering in the December chill despite the sun’s glare.

Malik turned back to Secret and leered. “Nice meeting you.”

“Mmm-hmm. Same here. Don’t be a stranger.”

“Oh, I won’t be.” Malik bared his subtly pointed teeth at her, slanted a look at his brother. “You’ll come?”

“I’ll think about it.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow then.” Malik headed across the lawn, tipped an imaginary hat at the kids caroling in front of the elaborately decorated house adjacent before he bopped down the street and disappeared around a corner.

Secret turned to Jeff. “Come where?” she asked.

Jeff shrugged, guided her into the house and closed the door behind them. “To a birthday celebration.”

“His?” Secret asked, leading the way into the living room and curling up in the wicker chair Malik had just vacated.

Jeff nodded, took a seat on the purple paisley sofa catty-corner.

“When is it?”

“Christmas Eve.”

“Tomorrow?” She arched a brow. “How momentous.”

“Mal has always had a flair for timing and the ironic.”

“I’ll say. How old?”

“Twenty-one.”

“A milestone.” Secret said, almost to herself. “Am I invited?”

“Do you want to be?”

“Not really.” She shrugged, grabbed a stray cushion from the sofa and cradled it against her stomach, seemed preoccupied and nervous. “It’s just nice to be asked to the prom, you know.”

Jeff nodded.

“Anyway, I have a feeling this is going to be some male bonding type thing for you guys.”

“I haven’t decided to go yet.”

“You have to. It’s his birthday. Besides, it’s obvious you two have some issues to work out. I’d just be extra baggage.”

Jesus, were they that transparent? Jeff wondered. “Seek--”

“Hey, go. I’ll be here when you get back. We can have our own celebration then, open our presents in front of the tree.”

It would be their first major holiday together and Jeff didn’t want to muck up. Especially not over an imagined legacy. “You’re sure? You’re not just putting up a brave front?”

Secret quirked her brows. “Puh-lease. You know me better than that. If I was upset, I’d let you know.”

Jeff chuckled as she put her pillow aside and got up to join him on the sofa. “Hey!” he blurted. “Why are you back so early from your run? Not that I’m not glad.”

“You got out of that one with lightning speed.” Secret smiled, climbed onto his lap and wrapped her arms around his waist.

“So, what happened out there? Second thoughts?”

“And third and fourth,” she murmured and leaned in to nibble his earlobe, then bent her head to lick his throat. “...fifth and sixth...”

He shuddered in her embrace, lifted her in his arms and stood. “Hold those thoughts until I get us to the bedroom.”

Secret giggled against his neck. “And seventh and eighth...”


----

Jeff woke with the fall sun streaming past the slats of the bedroom blinds, warming his eyelids as the bedside phone rang in his ear. He reached out to answer, vaguely aware that he was alone in the bed. “‘lo...”

“You really ought to keep a tighter leash on your property, Jeff.”

He listened to the guttural voice on the other end, still groggy but coming around as he glanced first at the bedside clock 

then at Secret’s cool and empty side of the bed. Something came alive in his stomach. “Who is this?”

“Someone who’s got a Secret.”

“Malik?” Jeff bolted upright, the thing in his stomach full-blown and fluttering like a hive. “Malik...please don’t hurt her.”

“She’s an honored guest at our party. We’re just waiting for you so we can start the festivities.”

“Your beef is with me, Mal. She doesn’t have anything to do--”

“You know where we’ll be.”

The phone clicked in his ear and Jeff hung up, sprung from the bed before he could hear the mortal finality of a dial tone.


----

He pulled his motorcycle to a stop at the north side of the farmhouse, a lone dust-coated “For Sale” sign standing at a drunken angle in a mound of dirt outside. 

He turned off the bike’s ignition, knew the noise he had made pulling up had announced his arrival. He could have parked down the road and walked to his parents’ farmhouse but he hadn’t been thinking along the lines of an ambush or the noisy bike’s dangerous speed or that Secret was fearful for his life and had conniptions whenever he rode it. He hadn’t been thinking, had only wanted to get to Secret as fast as he could. Before Malik could do anything to her.

Jeff glanced up and noticed several of the eight windows on the side of the house were boarded over with decaying wood. He dismounted his bike, trudged around to the front of the house, stood staring at the front door for a long while, noticing as he took a deep breath and tried to gather his courage, that the wood here was also weather-beaten and pitted in spots. 

The farmhouse screamed “abandoned”, “dilapidated” and “empty” until Malik opened the front door as Jeff reached the porch.

“Ah! The decent and obedient changeling arrives.” He made a sweeping motion with his brawny arms to encompass the farm and its surrounding land. “This is a long overdue homecoming.”

Jeff warily approached, wanted to tell his brother to cut the theatrics and get the show on the road. But only if the road didn’t lead to anymore werewolf or changeling jazz. He stopped a couple of steps in front of his brother and waited. “Malik, I don’t want to fi--”

“Shh-shh-shh, bro.” Malik put a finger to Jeff’s lips. “C’mon. She’s waiting for you.” He took his brother in a one-armed embrace, urged him into the house.

Jeff didn’t know whether to be relieved or not. He wanted to get this out in the open and be done with it once and for all. But he didn’t want to discuss anything in front of Secret. She’d never understand or look at him the same way again. And he didn’t think he could bear her looking at him and thinking of him the way he looked at and thought of Malik: as if he were monster.

Malik stopped in front of the cellar door.

Jeff hesitated, tried to step back but Malik blocked his path.

“You wanna see yo’ girl, doncha?”

“Why are you doing this?”

“Go to her.” Malik shoved open the door, pushed Jeff forward.

He stood frozen at the top of the staircase, waiting for his foster brother to finish it and push him down the entire flight.

“Go, Jeff.”

Slowly he went, heart drumming with each step on creaking wood 

and when he finally neared the bottom, he saw her beneath the bare dim light of the cellar--spread-eagle, clad in her blue Nike running suit, wrists and ankles cuffed to the iron head- and foot-board of a full-size bed. “Secret!”

“Eh-eh-eh...”

Jeff stumbled down the loose last step as Malik shouldered by him and ran to Secret’s bedside.

She screamed against the gag in her mouth and Jeff rushed forward, made it to within a couple of feet of her before he slammed into his brother’s chest when Malik stood to bar him.

“All in good time, m’ man.” He pushed Jeff backwards. “We need to talk about things first. Mom, Dad...things.”

Jeff stared past his brother’s shoulder to get a look at Secret. He noticed the quarter-sized bruise on a nut-brown cheek and caked blood over one eye. He could see she had put up a fight when Malik grabbed her but other than these few bumps and bruises, she seemed fine. Relieved, he rested his gaze on Malik’s face, quickly turning angry. “You son of a--” 

“She’s fine. A few scrapes but she’ll live.”

Jeff wasn’t hearing him, tucked his head and blindly charged.

Malik sidestepped, caught his brother in a bear hug, easily restraining him. “Save your energy, Jeff. You’re gonna need it.”

At a lean five-ten, Jeff considered himself fit. But he was no match for his brother’s weight-lifter’s build.

Their father use to called them Mutt and Jeff when they were young--Malik always head-and-shoulders over his older brother, more thick and muscular where Jeff was long-distance runner trim, dark-chocolate where Jeff was olive-toned.

The contrasts drew much attention from neighborhood kids and was a constant source of anxiety to Malik’s and Jeff’s foster mother Ethel, a fire-and-brimstone Baptist who always feared for her eldest’s safety since her youngest came from “that negative element” and was prone to violence being a “dope addict’s baby”.

Jeff abruptly stopped struggling. “Let me go,” he murmured.

“We’re cool?”

Jeff nodded and it took everything in him not to curse.

“Good, cause we need to be calm for this airing of dirty laundry, don’t we.” Malik released him and Jeff whirled to glare at him. 

“This is where it started for me. For us.”

“You brought me here to confess your sins?”

“They’re not sins. Not my sins anyway.”

“This is rich. You’re blaming the victims?”
Malik shoved him hard in the chest and Jeff staggered back, lost his balance and landed flat on the concrete floor. Impact knocked air out of his lungs and he lay supine, gasping for breath as Malik crouched beside him.

“You wanna talk about victims? I was a victim, goddammit!”

Jeff glanced at Secret straining against her cuffs, eyes wide and teary in her oval face as she whimpered behind the gag. He grit his teeth, stared up at Malik and clutched his rib cage. “They didn’t...” He wheezed. Jesus, it felt like his ribs were broken. If he didn’t calm Malik down soon he and Secret wouldn’t get out of there alive.

“They didn’t what, Jeff?” Malik thrust his face into his brother’s, jabbed four fingers in his chest and Jeff winced. 

“They didn’t mean anything by it? They didn’t mean to hurt me? They didn’t want anything but the best for me so they beat the living shit outta me morning-noon-and-night? They didn’t what?”
“They didn’t deserve to die like that.”

“And I didn’t deserve any of the crap they laid on me! Did I? Did I, Jeff? Huh?”

No he hadn’t, Jeff thought. Deep in the recesses where his senses of right and wrong and good and bad nestled like Matroyshka dolls, one inside the other, he knew Malik hadn’t deserved the abuse he’d gotten--from their parents or the system. But...Jesus! They’d been their parents. They’d taken Malik and Jeff in, fed them, clothed them, gave them a home and raised them. That all had to count for something, didn’t it?

Jeff closed his eyes tight, swallowing hard. After all these years he could still see them--vividly, nightly--in his dreams, sprawled on the floor of this very cellar. Broken and flung about with their insides out like a couple of battered rag dolls. He’d found them on Christmas Eve...what? Eight years ago today?

His brother certainly did have a flair for timing and the ironic, Jeff thought.

“Got a proposition for you, big bro. One I think you’re gonna like...”

The voice sounded like it was coming from far away but when Jeff opened his eyes, he came nose-to-nose with his brother’s bestial face before Malik stood and walked away, back to Secret.

“Malik...” Jeff turned and rose up on one elbow, cradling his ribs with his other arm as he goggled, fascinated in spite of himself.

His brother was changing, from man to wolf, right there in front of him. In front of Secret!

She screamed as loud as the gag would allow, turning hoarse as Malik howled, drowning her out and laughing when he took a seat beside her. He raised a hand/paw to stroke her face; Secret flinched then passed out. Malik stared at her for a long moment, caressing her face--a mother with its cub--protective and loving. “She’s such a sweet kid,” Malik murmured and turned to Jeff. “I’d really hate to kill her, bro.”

“Malik, please...” Jeff grimaced, rose on all fours. “You don’t have to do this.”

“And I won’t.”

“What do you want from me?”

“What you did for me when we were kids. I want you to help me.” Malik walked over to Jeff and stooped down again. 

“How?” Jeff rasped and Malik stood, chuckling down at him, still transforming; Jeff heard cloth tearing, saw Malik discard the shredded balance of his flannel shirt as he hovered--half-man, half-wolf, hard rippling torso covered in tufts of black fur.

“To the victor go the spoils, m’ man.” His voice was harsh, rumbling up to his vocal cords from the bottom of his guts and Jeff realized Malik was taunting him. “Figure it out yet, Jeff?”

“Mali--” Jeff’s vision exploded into a thousand pinwheels of iridescent light as something big and hard slammed into the side of his head. He fluttered his eyes; unsure of whether he had blacked out but sure that something was different.

He was changing.

Jeff moaned “no” but the pain coiling his muscles and wrenching his bones out of joint, fierce as a fever, told him “yes”.

“That’s it, bro. You can do this. Just a matter of how much you want to smash my face in and save your girl.” Malik circled Jeff on all fours, bared his fangs in a twisted imitation of a smile.

Jeff felt his own spinal cord realigning, heard bone snapping into new places. He bit down on his lip, savage as a meat-ax, drawing blood. “Oh God...help me...”

“Sorry kid. You’re on your own.” Malik raised a claw, brought it slashing down across his brother’s back as Jeff tried to rise.

He screamed, clutching his shoulder as he lurched away. 

Malik stalked him, sneering down as he advanced.

Jeff scrambled back on his heels and elbows, desperately searching the concrete floor for a weapon. But anything he could have used--wooden crate, soda bottle, broken glass--was behind Malik, across the room where Secret lay unconscious and he wanted to keep his brother as far away from her as possible.

He reached a dead-end, shoulders bumping against the cellar’s bottom step. He felt it insecure and shifting against his back. His heart leapt.

Jeff reached behind himself as Malik crept closer. He wrenched the step free as his brother lunged forward, howled louder than he thought was possible and swung the board up as hard as he could. The wood caught Mal in the rib cage, broke in two and Mal yelped, landing several feet beyond Jeff in a dust-cloudy heap.

Malik shook himself, Wile E. style, recovering for another attack.

Jeff rose up on one knee, panting, board poised like a baseball bat in his hands as Malik came at him again. He tensed when Mal charged and leapt in the air, closed his eyes tight as he thrust out the jagged edge of the board and released.

Malik landed facedown on the concrete floor, the impact driving the board deep into his chest.

Jeff opened his eyes to see the damage--hoping for the best and the worst. He saw Malik on his side--fur receding, claws, fangs and pointed ears retracting--body gradually transforming again.

He crawled over, turned his brother onto his back and grimaced when he saw the deathblow he’d dealt.

Malik smiled at him, reached for a hand. “Thanks...” He gurgled, squeezed Jeff’s fingers. “Thanks for helping me...” He spat blood then closed his eyes and was silent.

Jeff stared, felt strangely empty. Not glad or sad. Just empty. He glanced over at Secret, knew he was still in the midst of his change when the odor of her urine and sweat hit him like a heavy- weight’s punch.

He had to get away. If he stayed any longer, he didn’t know what he’d do; he didn’t know what he was capable of.

Jeff growled deep in his throat. He bared his sharpening teeth as he backed away from the bed, mewling like an abandoned pup before finally turning to sprint up the cellar stairs.


----

He woke sprawled in a ditch, cool mud pulling heat from his body. The December sun beat down on his face like a warm golden shower. 

He wondered what day it was, if what had happened god-knew-when had only been a nightmare.

He gathered the strength to rise to his knees, glanced down at himself and saw that he was naked, his body covered in grass, dirt and blood.

Oh God. Oh God...
He felt sore, bruised and battered like a glass-jawed, lead-footed prizefighter. His head pounded when he tried to stand. His body felt weird, like it didn’t belong to him anymore.

Jeff bent at the waist and threw up right before he blacked out.


----

He runs through the woods, away from the farmhouse and his dead parents. He searches for his foster brother, sure he knows where to find him, not sure why he knows.

He finds Malik naked and cowering against a tree in the forest, his clothes torn, blood-soaked and scattered nearby. 

Malik is hysterical and crying over and over again that he became a werewolf and killed their parents. He instantly goes from despair and regret to self-righteous anger and hate. “They hurt me, J. They hurt me real bad this time...they deserved it...”

“I know...I know.” Jeff embraces Malik, a fifteen-year-old comforting his just-thirteen brother, both boys old men before their time, both dreaming of the day when they can leave the Salingers.

For now Jeff helps his brother home, gets him cleaned and settled in bed, collaborating on a story before the authorities arrive. 

Neither of them addresses what really happened to their foster parents in the cellar, each reaching the magical age of emancipation and running off to anonymity and peace in the concrete jungles of New York City without ever looking back. 

Until Christmas Eve eight years later.

----

When Jeff came to again, the sun had already gone down.

He was starving and crawled on his hands and knees in search of food, water, whatever he reached first. 

He found a shallow pond where he splashed his face and body then took deep pulls until he thought he had drained the pool and would burst.

Jeff got to his feet, still disoriented as he turned toward where he thought the farmhouse was. Light from the half-moon brightened the pond’s surface, but did little else to guide him home. Back to Secret. Jesus! Secret....

He prayed that he hadn’t hurt her, that he hadn’t done anything regrettable or irreparable because he couldn’t remember one way or the other.

Please, God. No...
Jeff ran, heedless of low-hanging branches flailing his bare arms and legs, as shameless and unfettered as early Adam.


----


Eight Months Later
Jeff makes Secret comfortable in her hospital bed, adjusting the height and angle, fluffing the pillows behind her as a nurse wheels in their baby boy.

He is healthy and normal in every way--so the doctors have told them--but Jeff wants to see for himself and eagerly lifts the infant from his Plexiglas bassinet to cradle him against his chest. He inhales the familiar talcum and baby-scent, the boy’s shock of black hair tickling his chin before he gently places his son on the foot of the bed and carefully unwraps his swaddling clothes as if the baby is a birthday present.

“I already checked. All the parts are there and intact,” Secret says and Jeff laughs, checking fingers and toes. Ten each.

The baby lets out a mighty roar and Jeff loosely re-wraps him and hands him to his mother. “Healthy lungs.”

“Among other things.” Secret grins as the baby roots near her breasts for a nipple. She does not have to guide or coax. The baby has radar, is ravenous and locks onto a breast to suckle loudly and with gusto.

“Quite an appetite.” Jeff smiles and starts when Secret suddenly yelps and tries to pull the baby from her breast. “Wha--”

“God, Jeff...help me get him off.”

Jeff rushes forward, sees that the baby has latched on like an angry pit bull. He reaches out and helps Secret pry away the wailing infant. “Are you okay?”

“Puh-lease.” She smiles weakly, waves a hand in a familiar dismissive gesture but Jeff can see that she is badly shaken and trying to cover up. 

“Secret...”

“Jeff, I’m fine.” She reaches out to stroke his face as if this can erase the concerned look there. 

“It’s nothing he hasn’t done before. He just got a little carried away, I guess...like his father.” Secret chuckles and Jeff does too until he notices the stream of blood trickling down his wife’s breast and realizes that the legacy is real, in full effect and....

It will never be over.
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