MU BETA EPSILON:
Even a Woman Who Says Her Prayers
By Kris Overstreet

Chapter One

FRIDAY, 11:34 P. M.

CHALLENGE DAY 5
9 DAYS UNTIL CHALLENGE ENDS


When Lynn Tabbot thought of Colorado, she thought of mountains- tall, pointy, snow-covered mountains full of romance and skiers. 
What she got, once Professor Paoli got the rented car out of Denver and out onto the interstate, was a lot of flat, dreary farmland. The mountains were behind them; ahead were the lonely, depopulated high plains near the border with Nebraska. With its large ranches and abandoned farmland, the area made an excellent location to observe American wildlife within the bounds of meager research grants… but the scenery, to be blunt, sucked.

Not that Lynn paid much attention to the scenery, such as she could see at freeway speed under the light of a gibbous moon. Her eyes stared out the windows, but her mind was back at the university, wondering what the other sisters of Mu Beta Epsilon were doing about the Spring Break challenge. Would any of them find a non-surgical way to enhance the feminine form? Or even a hint of such a procedure? Not Lynn, for sure- she wouldn’t even be on campus to be a Guinea pig for one of the others.

The other sisters, of course, had dug in to the challenge with enthusiasm. Vicki and Benni were still in the labs, even after going to the hospital when the Experimental Sciences building blew up. Stevie was up and out all hours of the day and night doing God knows what, if anything more inaccessible than the two graduate students. Even Gwen, her fellow freshman, had thrown herself into the effort, doing all sorts of nutty things around the sorority house.

The only girls in the sorority Lynn knew weren’t trying anything were Amy, who had gone back to Kansas to her family farm for her birthday… and herself.


And what could I do, exactly? Lynn thought. I’m only a freshman. I’m studying zoology, not human medicine. And I’ve barely begun THAT. I got this week off-campus because Professor Paoli was impressed with my project in his Animal Behavior class, because I aced the exam, and quite bluntly because I brown-nosed the hell out of him. I’m not a genius. I’m not a wizard. I’m just a student studying a subject guaranteed to have ZERO application towards making a woman’s body sexier!


And here she was, a thousand miles from any research materials, going off to sit in a field and observe deer, prairie dogs, coyotes, and just possibly, with luck, wolves. None of which, of course, developed exaggerated sexual dimorphism between males and females. 

Lynn sighed quietly, but not quietly enough. “Not to worry, Ms. Talbot,” Professor Paoli said cheerfully. “We’ll be checking into a hotel in a couple hours. Try to get as much sleep as you can in the day- we’ll be spending most of the nighttime hours awake for the next week.”


“Thanks,” Lynn mumbled. A moment later, prodded by curiosity, she added, “Professor, how did you meet Mrs. Paoli?”


“Hm? Oh,” the professor shrugged, “I was spending a month tracking a wolf pack in Alaska, and she came out to shoo me off her land. By the end of my stay she was bringing me sandwiches and doing my laundry.”


“How old were you then?”


“Oh… hmm… about thirty, thirty-five,” Paoli shrugged. “We got married a year later.”


“And you’ve been happy ever since?”


“Dunno about that,” Paoli shrugged again. “She left me four years later. Said she could deal with a two-legged rival, but she couldn’t compete with four legs.”


“And that was…”


“Twenty years ago at least.” Paoli glanced over at Lynn. “Why do you ask? Feeling a little lonely?”
Lynn froze in shock. She backtracked frantically over her conversation. Had she just propositioned her bald, round, short, gray professor? She didn’t think so, but she should have known better than to bring up the subject at all when alone with an older man. How was she going to get out of this?

When Lynn didn’t reply, Paoli continued, “I’ve never had that problem. I’ve found you’re never alone in the wilderness. You’re always surrounded by people- even if they’re people with fur or hooves or fangs. And I have six cats at home for when I’m teaching.”


Lynn relaxed a little… but only a little, because curiosity kept prodding her along. Surely a biologist… well… who understands sexual imperative better than an animal behaviorist? “Errrr… I was thinking more about the… um… sexual aspect of… er… loneliness… thing…”


“Oh, that?” Shrugging was an easy gesture to make while driving, so Paoli did it yet again. “I’ve fulfilled my biological duties. Two kids, both grown now, doing well. Sex is overrated anyway. Never really saw what the fuss is about. Now nature, on the other hand… you know, we discover something new about the animal life of our planet practically every day? And what we learn about them helps us learn about ourselves. For example, the prairie dog- who you’ll likely get to meet this week…”


Lynn slumped in her seat as Paoli began chatting on about interesting mammalian trivia. Lucky me, she thought, while the rest of my sorority is getting bigger tits and their choice of any man on campus, I’m stuck in a car with a professor who’s maybe five years from retirement and has been a crazy cat person for the past three decades.

Fortunately he’s too clueless to think I was propositioning him…


The next day, as the sun lowered towards the now barely visible mountains, Paoli guided the rental car down an overgrown dirt road. “This is the place,” he said to himself. “I remember that old windmill over there.” 

Lynn looked around. “I don’t see it anywhere.”


“It fell down three years ago,” Paoli said, “but I remember where it was, and it was over there.” He pointed to a few stumps of wood which might, or might not, have been the bones of a farmhouse left to the elements decades ago. Maybe there had been a windmill there years ago, but Lynn didn’t see it.

The rental car bounced over a series of ruts, bottomed out with a bone-jarring thud, and stopped. For a moment Lynn thought Paoli had got the car stuck, but he jumped out of the car and began unloading bags from the trunk. “We’ve only got a couple of hours to set up your observation station,” he said. “A camouflage observation blind, a deer feeder to attract the animals, the cameras, the silent power supply. And then I go set up mine on the other side of the property.”


“Are you sure this is the right place? I don’t see a working farmyard or anything anywhere near here.”


“And you won’t,” the professor nodded. “I’ve known the family who owns the property for years. They moved out over ten years ago, but they keep the land to use as collateral for loans. They let me visit it for free whenever I want.”

The professor cheerfully set off across the field. Lynn followed, her laptop case slung over a shoulder, dragging some of the lighter bags. They climbed carefully through the loose strands of barbed-wire fence, walking what seemed like half a mile before the professor settled on a spot near a shrub-lined fence. With a lot of trial and error- most of the error coming from the professor- they managed to get the blinds up and camouflaged. The deer feeder caused more trouble, with the professor insisting the hopper be filled before it was set on the tripod, then forgetting to lock the tripod legs. Most of the deer corn lay scattered on the ground before the feeder got erected. 
At this point Lynn took charge. Apparently the professor, if presented a set of instructions on how to tie his own shoes, would probably end with both shoes tied together and his thumbs stuck in the knot. By the time the cameras, electronics, and power supply were connected and in place, Lynn was wondering just how much competition she’d really had for the internship. I never realized Paoli was such a walking disaster outside the classroom…
Thank goodness for the still air today. If there had been any kind of a wind, I think we’d still be trying to put the blind up…
“There!” the professor said, dusting off his hands ostentatiously. “All set! I’ll be back to pick you up shortly after dawn!”

“What?” Lynn ran after the professor, who was striding with surprising energy back to the rental car. He couldn’t possibly… “I thought we were going to get food or something! What about supper?”

“Oh, no, no,” Paoli shook his head, getting his fringe of gray hair caught on the fence as he climbed back through it. “The smell of food would draw the predators towards the blind! No, no food until morning. Besides,” he smiled as he climbed into the rental car, “the appetite will help keep you awake!” Before Lynn could say anything else, the professor slammed the car door shut. The car roared to life, and after a long squealing of tires against hard earth, the rental pushed itself over the hump and bounced off across the field.
Wonderful, Lynn thought. No food. No WATER. It’s going to be a very long night, isn’t it?

Seated within the blind, Lynn yawned and slumped over the netbook computer. She didn’t need the monitor or the night-vision cameras to see after the sun set; almost as soon as the last of the sunlight left, a bright blue full moon had risen, lighting up the field bright enough for anyone to see by. Not that, with midnight closing in, there had been anything much to see. Nothing had stirred in the field- at least nothing large enough to be seen over the short-cropped grass. At about ten o’clock she saw a rustle which might have been a mouse or something- and then a swoop of wings as an owl had come in and silently grabbed whatever it was and flew away.
Lynn’s eyelids drooped. They finally stopped at an ancient, run-down hotel long after midnight the night before. The room’s blackout curtains didn’t cover the whole window, which faced due east, right into the 6 AM sun. The papier-mache walls were let in all the sounds of slamming car doors, screaming kids, and the gurgling plumbing of every other room in the building. And then the professor had been up and his cheerful energetic self spot on at eleven. She was ready to curl up in the blind, go to sleep, and dream of the dinner she hadn’t had, and the hell with Professor Paoli.

The soft noise of rustling grass jerked Lynn awake. Carefully she peeked through the slots in the blind. A small herd of deer had found the feeder and was picking spilled corn off the ground around it. Lynn suppressed the urge to lunge for the hand-held camera.Instead she reached over very slowly, carefully and quietly, picked up the camera, and turned it on, aiming its night-vision lens out the blind at the deer.

The deer didn’t notice. They continued eating, each one pausing every thirty seconds or so to look up and around the field. Lynn panned the camera slowly around the herd, trying to capture any distinguishing characteristics, anything which might identify individuals for later study. One in particular, towards the back of the group, kept looking up more frequently than the rest, trying to see over its shoulder behind it. Lynn focused more closely at it…
… and then it bounded into a run, skittering madly across the field in rapid switchbacks as a half dozen smaller blurs converged on it from all sides. Lynn trained the camera on one of the blurs- a timber wolf. Hot damn! she thought. First night and already we’ve got a group of predators in the area! I hope the automatic cameras are catching some of this…

Then something at least twice as big as the wolves entered the chase- slightly slower at first, not as good at cornering, but big and fast and covered with a gray fur that shone in the moonlight. Lynn tried to focus on the newcomer. It looked kind of like a wolf, sort of… but the torso seemed a bit too short, or its legs too long. Its shoulders seemed far too broad. The head was larger, much larger, than it should have been in proportion to its body. But by God, the beast could MOVE, and it was catching up on the running deer by the moment.

The other wolves barked alarm at the newcomer, breaking off their own coordinated attack and scattering. The deer herd had fled long since, leaving only the straggler to flee the giant wolf-thing. It doubled back towards the deer feeder, gaining a step on the larger predator, then losing ground once the beast got turned around. The deer changed course again, bounding towards the fence and its line of bushes…

… and right at the camouflaged blind.

The beast followed.

Lynn dropped the camera and ducked down inside the blind. The deer, sensing something more solid, bounded around the blind, then back behind it, hoping to slow its pursuer. The beast charged straight ahead, plowing into the bushes- and into the blind. Plastic tent poles snapped. The canvas collapsed, covering Lynn and wrapping the beast like a tote bag. The beast fell right on top of Lynn, knocking the wind out of her, the two separated only by the thin fabric of the fallen blind.
The beast thrashed madly, trying to get free. Painted canvas collapsed, tore, ripped apart. Spars snapped. Expensive electronic equipment got scattered, shattered, kicked out of ripped holes in the blind. The whole tangled mess began to roll. The blind, the beast, and Lynn tumbled for a few seconds until the whole mess struck an ancient fence post and stopped. 
Something sharp jabbed into Lynn’s gut. Pain exploded. The sharp thing twisted, dug in, then pulled free. The beast’s weight lifted off of Lynn, allowing her to breathe freely after several airless seconds. One deep breath later, she tried to curl into a ball from the fresh agony, but her torn abdominal muscles wouldn’t let her. 

The canvas lifted, allowing Lynn to see again. Towering over her in the moonlight, the beast stood on its hind legs, staring down at her, eyes shining in the brilliant moonlight. It sniffed, turned its head to one side, and stared.

Then the beast said, “Oops.”

At that point Lynn, starved, half-gutted, and slammed around, lost consciousness.


“Good morning, young lady.”


Lynn tried opening her eyes; they closed again immediately. For some reason, she couldn’t think of what exactly, she felt absolutely worn out. Another hour or ten of sleep would be just wonderful, thank you.

The owner of the obscenely cheerful voice wasn’t having any. “Come along, dear, your breakfast is late as it is.” Lynn felt the bed under her shifting, her torso being raised to allow her- force her- to sit up. “And the doctor will be around right soon as you’re done to check on you.”


Lynn groaned. The word doctor bounced around the inside of her head, looking for something to connect with. She tried cracking her eyes open again to see if the world around her had some sort of clue.


Light. Argh. Far too much light. A room with white walls, bright light fixtures, a window with curtains wide open to catch the mid-morning sunlight. She closed her eyes again and twisted on her side, trying to find an angle that would shut out the light. The movement drew a twinge of soreness from her belly. Lynn grunted. Well, of course that would be sore, after what happened-

- last night?


Memory slammed hard into Lynn’s head, though thankfully not into her gut. 


Lynn sat bolt upright in her bed, fully awake. Doctor. As in hospital. I’m in a hospital room. I was disemboweled by some predator previously unknown to science, and first thing when I wake up they want me to eat something? Though that does seem like a good idea… for someone whose guts are in tatters I’m surprisingly hungry. She looked down at her plate. Milk? Yogurt? Oatmeal? Something bland and mostly liquid, for a recently sewn-up stomach?


Well, the milk was there, all right. Right next to the three sausage patties, small ribeye steak, big pile of scrambled eggs, and what seemed like an entire pig’s supply of bacon. Nothing light or bland or liquid to speak of here- well, the eggs would digest easy, but the rest of it! And there was about twice as much food here as she would normally eat in a meal- maybe in two meals! The knife and fork didn’t lie on the tray beside the plate, so much as lurk in the shadow of the plate awaiting their moment to strike.


Part of Lynn’s mind took note of the fact that everything on the plate but the cutlery came from an animal, one way or another. No toast, no hash browns, nothing vegetable at all. The rest of her, uninterested in this minor tidbit of information, decided that Food Is Important and told the analytical part of her mind to shut up. After the first few bites, this majority opinion became unanimous, and for several very active minutes the most coherent thought Lynn had was Yum.

Then the plate was clean, and Lynn realized she was forcing herself to resist licking up the remaining grease and juices. I shouldn’t still be hungry… for that matter, where did I PUT all of that? And how in the world is it going to STAY there?

For the first time since awakening Lynn looked at herself. What she’d presumed was a hospital gown turned out to be an ordinary night-shirt- not one of hers, but a reasonable fit. She pulled it up to look at her belly. The last clear memory of the night before said it have been in tatters, or at least done up like a cross-stitch sampler. Not so; there were scars, pale against her slightly dark skin, a criss-cross pattern that vaguely resembled a pentagram, but they looked at least a week old. She could barely see any stitch marks. She poked and prodded them, looking for pain or discomfort. Nothing, only soreness- as if she’d pulled a muscle in her gut a few days before. She’d never been disemboweled before, but she imagined it would hurt worse. 

How the hell long have I been out?


There wasn’t a clock in the room. Lynn had no idea where her phone was. No television, no calendar, nothing. In fact, the more she looked around, the less and less the room looked like a hospital room. Granted, the predominant color was white- white walls, white bedding, white furniture. The bed wasn’t a hospital bed, with the retractable side rails, although it did adjust. There were no IV drips, no monitors, nothing- just a bed, a closet-sized bathroom, a washbasin, and a small cabinet. Not a hospital room, and yet not a hotel room either, exactly. 

As Lynn considered getting up to have a look out the window, the door opened. A man, somewhat short, somewhat round (but neither as much as Professor Paoli), thin grey hair and thick grey beard, walked into the room. “Good morning, young lady,” he said, “I’m Doctor Shale. I trust you’re feeling better for a good night’s rest?”


About a dozen questions got jammed in Lynn’s throat shoulder to shoulder. She actually got out: “…wwwha?”


“Mr. Dereimes is out fetching your belongings,” the doctor continued. “I understand he found your professor sound asleep in a field a mile away. The professor was quite surprised to learn he was a good ten miles or more away from the place he’d thought he was.”

Somehow Lynn found herself quite unsurprised.


“Anyway, the professor has been told of your injuries, and how you’ll have to spend forty-eight hours in observation before you return home,” the doctor shrugged. “Under the circumstances, continuing with your internship is out of the question.”


Lynn sighed. Granted she should have seen that coming, and indeed she should have been grateful to be alive at all… but the trip, the annoyance with the professor, the whole thing would be a total waste. 


“Don’t worry, my dear,” the doctor smiled, “I’m quite sure you’ll still find this weekend quite educational.” The doctor’s smile faded a bit as he added, in a worried tone, “At least it had better be…”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Not for me to say,” the doctor said hurriedly. “Let me check your wounds…” Before Lynn could stop him, the doctor lifted her shirt enough to examine her belly. Instead of surprise or shock, the doctor nodded as if he’d expected nothing less. “Very good. I’ll leave a message for Mr. Dereimes that you’re ready for transfer- cel connection isn’t that reliable out here, I’m afraid.”

“Transfer where?” Lynn asked. “Another hospital?”


“No, my dear. Your… condition… requires the strictest privacy… especially for your sake.” The doctor noticed he’d stopped smiling, and forced it back on. “At the moment you’re in my personal clinic. You’ll be going to Mr. Dereimes’ house by, oh, about mid-afternoon. Would you like a book to read while you wait?”


“Ye- wait, what?” Lynn sat bolt upright in the bed, ignoring the uncomfortable twinges from her belly scars. “What is this? What day is this? What kind of doctor transfers a patient into the custody of a total stranger? What is going ON here?”


The doctor shifted back and forth on his feet, fidgeting. “Er… well, today is Sunday. Mr. Dereimes brought you in about one in the morning. He said you met last night in an… er… accident. And he’s much more familiar than I am with your current… er… condition.” He shrugged. “Anyway, he asked me to wait for him to talk to you about it all, so rest up- you’ll learn more soon enough.”

With that the doctor left, returning a minute later with a book, which he tossed onto the bed beside Lynn before leaving again. Lynn looked at the title.


Never Cry Wolf.


Lynn threw the book against the far wall, rolled over on her side, and tried to take a nap.

About midafternoon Lynn had another all-meat meal delivered to her. Steak- rare, much rarer than Lynn liked it, but after the first couple of bites she didn’t care. Fried chicken, which Lynn stripped down to bones and then sucked the bones clean. A small bowl of beef stew, containing the only vegetable content on the plate. Lynn didn’t notice, since the stuff tasted mostly of beef, sodium preservatives, and cans. When the plate was empty she wondered again why they didn’t bring her a proper, square meal- since doctors were supposed to be concerned with health and all.
I wonder if the doctor’s on Atkins? Some sort of low-carb freak?

Shortly after she’d finished eating, a very large, broad-shouldered man in his forties entered the room, a walking wall covered in denim and flannel. Thick, ruffled hair, black mixed with gray, covered his head and half his face. Lynn’s eyes kept coming back to one feature- the thick, overhanging unibrow just above two small, piercing amber eyes. 
“I’m Dereimes,” the man said. “Johann Dereimes. We met last night. Sorry about that.” He extended his hand for about a second, then withdrew it when he saw Lynn wasn’t about to return the shake. “I’ve retrieved your belongings from the hotel you were booked into. I brought in a change of clothes for you. Get dressed quickly. We’re a little short on time.”

“What’s going on?” Lynn asked. “I don’t remember meeting you last night or any time. Why should I go anywhere with you?”

“Surely you… no, I’d better save that,” Dereimes rumbled. “You’re just going to have to trust me on this. Last night you had a shocking experience involving something the likes of which you’d never seen before… right?”

Lynn nodded agreement, cautiously.

“That experience has… consequences. Consequences you’re going to be living with all your life. Consequences I live with every day of my life. Consequences the doctor,” Dereimes jerked a head towards the door, “only barely has any awareness of, and he doesn’t really understand it. And consequences,” the big man paused for breath and emphasis, “your professor must under no circumstances ever know ANYTHING about… unless you have Laboratory Animal written at the top of your career plan.”

“What exactly are you saying?”

“Nothing more until we’re in the car,” Dereimes said. “And that needs to be less than ten minutes from now.” He dropped a shopping bag on the bed beside the young woman. “Get dressed. I’ll be waiting outside.”

Once the door closed behind him, Lynn seriously considered her options. The drop from the window looked a bit higher than she liked. The doctor and nurse were obviously in on whatever conspiracy she’d landed in. Her cel phone was gone; she had no way of communicating with the authorities, the professor… And what good would the professor be anyway? she asked herself grimly. 
Besides… she wanted answers. Badly. Curiosity drove her entire life. She’d never been able to let a mystery go until she’d explored it to the limit of her resources. She’d been in journalism club in high school until the school administration ordered her kicked out for stalking teachers in search of a big scoop. And, whatever else the big man- Dereimes, what kind of name is that?- whatever else there was about him, he seemed like he had all the answers.


So Lynn slipped into the clean clothes- jeans and a button-up blouse- stretched her legs a bit after spending all day in bed, and went to join the big man. Not a lot of other options, really, she thought to herself.


Outside the room Dereimes guided Lynn through what seemed like an old house converted into office space- the doctor’s clinic. Once outside, the big man led her towards a large four-by-four pickup. A few cars away, a sheriff or deputy of some kind- he wore a cowboy hat and a badge, anyway- waved to Dereimes. “Hey, Johann,” he said, “this the girl?”


“This is her,” Dereimes nodded slowly.


“Well, good luck, then,” the officer nodded. “We’ll be ready… you know… just in case…”


Dereimes’ voice was ice cold. “I don’t think it will come to that, Mitchell.” He opened the door for Lynn.

“Just in case,” Officer Mitchell repeated.


Lynn gave up any thought of escape from… from… whatever this was. If even law enforcement was going along with it… She climbed up into the truck, buckled the seat belt, and grabbed at the bench seat as the truck peeled out of a tiny town center and sped westward, where the sun was already hanging low over the Rocky Mountains.


Once the car was surrounded by open ranch land, Dereimes began talking again. “What I’m about to tell you is going to sound like a real whopper- a campfire tale the likes of which you’ve never heard- but I assure you it’s all the absolute truth. Any time you begin doubting me, remember the big thing you saw running with the wolfpack.”

Lynn looked at Dereimes, whose yellow eyes remained locked on the road ahead. He waited for her to break the silence, and eventually she took the hint. “Go ahead,” she said. “Nothing says I have to believe anything.”


“You’ll find out the reality first-hand,” Dereimes said. “First let me describe the situation from my point of view. I was on my own property- I bought a large plot of old ranch land when I moved here, land being extremely cheap out here- having a bit of fun with the wild animals, when to my astonishment I quite literally stumble across a trespasser in a hunting blind.”

“That’s how you met the professor?”


“No,” Dereimes said, eyes still watching the road, “that’s how I met you.”


Lynn shook her head. “That’s impossible. The blind was destroyed when that beast blundered into it. I remember that part quite well, thanks.”

Dereimes’ gaze flickered for a moment, and after a long pause he said, “I’m sure you do.” He took a longer pause before saying, “I’m trying to find a way to explain to a scientific mind something which science states does not and cannot exist. When I get to the fact- and it is a fact- you’re going to respond that it can’t possibly be true because of X, Y, and Z. I’ll have to admit that X, Y and Z are all good arguments… but the fact remains true.”


“A scientific mind,” Lynn said dryly, “is always open to the introduction of new empirical evidence.”


“That’s the problem,” Dereimes said. “In about an hour, maybe an hour and a half, you’ll have more empirical evidence than you’re ready to deal with. You’re not prepared for that yet, and I really need every minute of this drive to explain things to you, but I don’t want to waste time on empty denial. Or recriminations on whose fault it is.”


“Whose fault what is?”


Dereimes took a slightly deeper breath than normal and released it slowly and silently. “Yeah, let’s just get down to it. I just told you, pretty much, that I found you in my field last night, right?”


“Yeah, I guess… but I still don’t remember you being there.”


“You remember that strange big beast, though?”


“Yes.” No question of that.


“There you go, then.”

“You lost me.”


Dereimes actually turned his head to look directly at Lynn. The golden eyes pinned her in place like searchlamps as he said, “Do you remember the ‘beast’ saying, ‘Oops’? I think you were awake for that.”


Lynn’s jaw dropped. She almost thought she’d dreamt that part. Hallucinated, maybe, through the pain. And there hadn’t been anyone around for miles… she’d thought. “Were you hunting it or something?”


Dereimes growled softly and turned his attention back to the empty road. Lynn shuddered at the sound. Most people, when they growl, tend to make a shallow, high-pitched sound that begins and ends in the mouth. Dereimes’ growl sounded like it came from a deep cave somewhere below his ribcage. “Try again, college girl,” he said. “It’ll come easier if I don’t have to come out and say it.”


Lynn cringed back towards the truck door. She thought furiously about other possibilities. “Um… you’re a geneticist and the beast escaped your lab?” No answer. “You’re working on a movie and you want it kept secret?” Silence. Inspiration struck. “Oh! You’re a rancher, you poisoned the wolves attacking your livestock, but the poison did something funny to one of them, and you want my help to find out-“


Dereimes growled again, and Lynn shut up. “Right,” he said, “the hard way it is. What I’ve been trying, and failing, to tell you is that the beast was me. I was the beast. Am the beast. The thing that gutted you like a fish? That was me. Not on purpose, it was an accident, but it was me. Not in a suit, not in makeup, not poison or gene-splicing or anything like that. Just. Me. Got it?”

Lynn took a moment to think about it, and the automatic response popped right up. “That’s im-“


“DON’T,” warned Dereimes, “say it’s impossible.”


Lynn shut up again.


After a few moments Dereimes added, “And I prefer ‘loup garou’ to ‘beast,’ thank you very much.”


Lynn listened for the rest of the trip to Dereimes’ farm house as the big man told his story, in short. He came from a long line of werewolves, or ‘loup garou.’ He’d grown up in Minnesota, out in the woods. He’d changed someone for the first time when he was in his twenties- a friend of his. There had been a hunting accident- not involving any strange beast, but a simple case of misplaced buckshot. The hunter who’d shot his friend had panicked and left him for dead. Then the choice had been death or a really inconvenient curse.

“A werewolf’s healing powers are quite miraculous,” Dereimes said. “Jim had lost consciousness and was well on the way to brain death from hypoxia when I bit him, and he was up and asking questions less than an hour later. One of them was, ‘Is there anything to eat?’ which is common for recently injured werewolves.”

The curse wasn’t disastrous. Even on the worst day, a werewolf wasn’t a vicious, indiscriminate killer… unless the human had been so before the change. With practice, the wolf’s instinctive drives could be controlled, the morphed throat and mouth cajoled to produce understandable English. Transformation could be controlled except for about three nights a month, when the moon was full enough to force the change. And werewolves still had thumbs, which eliminated a lot of otherwise major inconveniences.


But being a werewolf was still very, very inconvenient. Strong emotion, surprises, or shocks could trigger a transformation without warning. Wolf attitudes and instincts sometimes carried over to the human side. Werewolves required a lot more food than humans- enough to be noticeable. And, of course, there were religious werewolf hunters on the one hand, scientific experimental clinics on the other, and idiotic horror-movie fans somewhere in between to make the life of any known werewolf quite miserable indeed. 


And, of course, the first few weeks or months were the worst- when the human that was and the werewolf that would be were still getting used to each other. 


Somehow Dereimes and his friend got through that trying time, but in the process they discovered that their patch of rural Minnesota was too densely populated for werewolves- at least for two of them. He’d spent a few years saving enough money for a new home farther west, then sought out and nailed down a job that would let him keep that new home. Specifically, private detective, specializing in cases of infidelity.


“Infidelity?” Lynn asked. 


“One hundred percent success rate,” Dereimes said. He tapped his nose. “This never lies.”


That had got him to northeastern Colorado, some twenty years prior. He’d revealed himself to a few- detective work wasn’t always divorces and lawsuits. And there had been other… accidents. Lynn was the third since Dereimes had come to Colorado. Of the first two, one was dead, and Dereimes had lost contact with the other.


“How does a werewolf die, exactly?” Lynn asked.


“The one I’m thinking of was a pastor,” Dereimes said. “One of his deacons hired me to get proof of his adultery. The pastor spotted me and attacked me. I… defended myself, but didn’t kill him outright. When I told him what the claw marks and the star of scars meant, he didn’t believe me. After his first change…” Dereimes paused for a moment, then said, “He stuck a big revolver in his mouth and pulled the trigger.”


“Silver bullet?”


“No. Silver hurts a lot more than steel blades, I’ll give you that, but it is definitely possible to void the warranty on a werewolf. A forty-caliber bullet through the brain, plus a magnum load behind it, does the job.”

“Oh.”


“And just in case you think of it, there are no guns of any kind where we’re going.”


“Oh,” Lynn said a little more quietly.


Anyway, after the pastor Dereimes had set up a support base of sorts. The second one had been a salesman, lost as a sheep on the farm roads, who’d got in an argument with a bull and lost. Dereimes had found him and, well, saved his life- or at least his ability to walk. The resulting new werewolf ran wild as hell for a week or two, and Dereimes had been afraid that the local cops would be forced to take action, but eventually things settled down. After a month of training, the salesman had been able to get back on his travels. After one letter a year later saying that lycanthropy had really helped his sales skills, he hadn’t contacted Dereimes since.


Lynn was the third “accident” in Colorado, the fourth werewolf Dereimes had infected in his life. The first female, but Dereimes didn’t think that would affect training.


“Unfortunately you don’t have a month,” Dereimes said. “Thanks to that moron professor of yours, you don’t really even have a week. We have tonight and tomorrow night, during which I try to make sure you won’t get yourself or somebody else killed, and then you’re off home, and good luck.”


“Excuse me,” Lynn said. “Where do I come into this?”


“You’ve got to be kidding,” Dereimes said.


“No, listen,” Lynn said. “I don’t know why on Earth I believe you, but I do. Maybe it’s because you’re the scariest looking man I’ve ever been trapped in a car with in my life-“

“Thanks much,” Dereimes muttered.

“-but I can definitely believe you’re a werewolf. I saw you last night chasing deer or wolves or something. But nobody else on Earth would believe me, and I have no evidence or any way to get any thanks to your smashing up everything in the blind, so of course I won’t tell anyone. So what’s the big deal?”


Dereimes waited until he’d finished turning off the highway onto a dirt road to say, “The big deal is, last night one ‘beast’ was hunting the fields of my ranch last night, and tonight there will be two.”


“Friend of yours?”


“Tell me, bright girl, how did they ever let you into college?”


“Is that-“


“Or is your teacher’s idiocy contagious?”


“I don’t have to take-“


“I mean YOU, girl! The moon’s still full tonight. You survived the claws of a werewolf. You have the star of scars on your belly. Mine’s on my right arm, by the way. That means the curse has taken root- good on the whole for you, considering the alternative, but very bad if you don’t-“ Dereimes stopped talking as he pulled the truck into a driveway and up to a small, battered, whitewashed farm house. 


“We’re here,” he said. “Get out, go in. Dinner will be mostly fried and all meat. You’ll need it.”

Nothing more was said for nearly half an hour, until Dereimes set a plate in Lynn’s lap overflowing with hot, greasy slabs of meat. “Eat,” he said, “quickly.” Until Lynn finished- which didn’t take long, a fact which would have surprised her if not for breakfast and lunch- not another word was spoken. Finally, when Lynn stood up to put away her empty plate, Dereimes said, “Just set it down. We’ll clean up in the morning. No time now.”


Lynn set the plate down on a coffee table. The big man was looking, with some anxiety, out the window. The light coming through was a dark, dim red. “Not enough time. Get undressed.”

“What? No!” The disgust couldn’t be plainer.

“For all- I don’t mean- oh, never mind, you’ll figure it out, and you have other clothes anyway.” Dereimes began taking off his own clothes with dispatch, revealing a body hairy enough without any full moon. 


“Hey hey HEY!!” Lynn tried to turn her eyes away and keep the strange big man in view at the same time. “What the HELL?”

“Look, listen, this is important,” Dereimes said. “The sun is setting right now. And the moon is rising, or about to, RIGHT NOW. And you need to know what’s about to happen.”


“I’ve seen Ginger Snaps.”


“What? What do cookies have to do with it? No, don’t explain. No time.” Dereimes’ pants, underwear included, hit the floor. “First the sensation. A lot of things are going to go through your body very, very quickly. You’ll eventually get used to it. The first time, though, the important thing is not to panic. Panic, and the wolf takes over. Panic is bad. Got it?”

Lynn had settled on focusing her eyes on a stuffed hawk on a wall mount near the ceiling. “Panic is bad. Got it.”


“Seriously, no matter what happens, and a LOT will happen, keep thinking, ‘Everything will be all right. This will be over soon.’ Focus on that. Don’t let it leave your mind. Got it?”


“Right.”


“Repeat it to me.”


“’Everything will be all right. This will be over soon.’”


“Okay. When it is done, a lot of strange impulses will come into your head. You’ll find yourself doing things for no apparent reason, sort of like how you pick lint off of someone’s shoulder without thinking about it, right? Well, that’s dangerous too. Remember to keep checking yourself. Think, ‘Why am I doing this? When did I choose to do this?’”

“I’ve been thinking that since I woke up in-“


“No snark, girl, this is serious. What do you think?”


Lynn sighed. “’Why am I doing this? When did I decide to do this?’”


“And while you’re changing, again?”


“’ Everything will be over soon. This will be all right.’”

“Close enough. In the morning you’ll get a crash course in transforming at will. Maybe speech lessons if we get far enough, but I doubt it. Any questions?”

“Yes,” Lynn said. “Why on Earth did you take off your clothes?”


“Because I want to keep them.”


“What?”


“Do you remember how big I… the ‘beast’ was last night?”


“Not really. It was dark. Huge.”


“Bigger than me?”


“You’re pretty damn big… but yeah, a lot bigger.”


“Then tell me,” and Dereimes grunted as his naked body spasmed, “how much bigger do you think YOU’LL get?”


Lynn just barely had time to realize what Dereimes meant by that before the first spasm hit her own body. Muscles jerked painfully across her body, arms, legs, ribs, even her ears. Things twitched in places where she didn’t realize things could twitch. She felt like her skin was going to jump off her body and go for a walk all by itself.

Sweat prickled out all over her skin, running down her body. Heat built up from deep within her, hotter than a fever, like a fire that seemed ready to consume her from the inside. She managed to gasp for breath, difficult considering that her diaphragm, like every other muscle in her body, wanted to do its own little jumping jack. Each breath took a deliberate effort, but she needed it. She needed more. She felt suffocated, simply because her body was burning oxygen faster than she could get it into her lungs.


Panic is bad. Everything is all right. This will be over soon. 

Lynn remembered the words. Her mind grabbed them like a terrified child clutching a teddy bear when the night-light goes out. They repeated over and over in her head. Her heart slowed slightly, resumed a regular pace, as the spasms seemed to ease. Good. Yeah. Everything is all right. This will be over-

Something popped in her feet, her balance shifted, and Lynn went face first to the floor.


Lynn managed to twist herself on her side and look down at her feet. Her heels had come out of her shoes… and, to look at it, had ended up halfway up her calves. Her socks had split in several places. One shoe had popped off; the other had jammed around the ball of her foot, which had expanded to split the canvas and sole apart, revealing something entirely the wrong shape and size for a human. It had claws on the toes.


For one very brief moment Lynn’s brain gibbered. Then a stray thought: say, why didn’t those claws hurt coming out? She’d had an ingrown toenail once, and that had hurt like a bastard, but this time… nothing. Curiosity grabbed Panic by the shoulders and showed it the way to the exit. Lynn took a closer look at her legs, which seemed to be growing thicker as twitches and spasms still ran up and down her body. She noticed her pants sliding across her expanding thighs, tightening rapidly, beginning to press against her skin.


She reached a trembling hand down to touch her thigh, and noticed for the first time the claws coming from her fingertips. At first she thought her fingers had grown shorter… no, no, merely much, much thicker. Her hand, the palm anyway, seemed about the same size, as did her thumb, but the whole had the look of a paw- with no fur, not yet, but definitely a paw. With a thumb.

The heat continued to build. Lynn’s pants legs became uncomfortably tight, and the crotch and seat even more so. The sleeves of her shirt were becoming tighter, too. She flexed her arms, trying to work a little space in the fabric. Something ripped. She looked at her arm, saw muscles poking up through multiple rips in the fabric of a sleeve too short for the arm within. A moment later, a similar sound came from her pants, and her rear end suddenly felt a bit less confined. She shuddered at the most peculiar sensation of something sliding out through the gap from the very base of her spine, stretching skin and bone in a way she just couldn’t define or explain.

Lynn noticed she was getting short of breath again. There was a tightness in her chest that made it hard to breathe… no, wait, there was a tightness ON her chest. She looked down to see her shirt stretching, buttons stretching across slowly growing gaps to hold it together. The gaps grew larger moment by moment, until one button popped loose from her chest and went sailing into the air. Behind the gap, Lynn saw something she’d given up on seeing on her own body.

Cleavage. 


Lynn reached up to touch the two bulges smashed together on her chest by the too-tight shirt. They smooshed slightly. Lynn did it a few more times, deciding that, as sensations went, this was a good one. Under her hands- paws- she felt them push harder and harder against the shirt front. The cloth pulled taut again- too tight- it had to go. Without a thought Lynn grabbed the sides of the gap and pulled, sending buttons flying, opening the shirt down to the waistline. 

With the constricting garment now hanging loose from her shoulders, Lynn put her hands back on her boobs and continued to grope herself. She could feel them swelling, the heat from her body seeming hottest in the two little points under her padded palms. She hefted one and the other up and down as they overflowed her  hands, hanging firm and proud from her chest. She felt her skin prickle, and as she watched a fine fur began to sprout over them, rapidly spreading outwards from the center of her cleavage across her torso and up and down her limbs. 

The spasms had eased almost completely away. Lynn got to her feet. Standing up turned out to be easier than she’d expected- at least, it did once her jeans split away from her bulging thighs and peeled off her legs. Her body felt lighter, easier to move, despite the obvious evidence that it was much larger than before. The two biggest pieces of evidence blocked her view of her feet, but she didn’t mind. She was balancing on the balls of her feet just fine, as If it was natural for her to walk tiptoe. 

She looked down at her breasts again, her enormous, proud breasts, covered in a pelt as black as midnight, capped with nipples almost as dark. She pushed them together into cleavage, only to notice she couldn’t quite see where her beautiful new tits came together. Something blocked her view, just between her eyes and downwards. She turned her head slightly- and realized it was her own nose, or muzzle, or whatever. One hand reached up to touch it, running down from face to moist tip. She stuck out her tongue- it felt freakishly long, now she stopped to think about it- and licked along a row of much sharper teeth than she’d been accustomed to.


The remains of her shirt began to bind her again, this time across her shoulders. She flexed her arms forward, and the rags split up the back seam. There. Better. The collar and armholes just barely held the rags on her body, just as the waist of her pants was the only thing holding those rags on, but so long as they didn’t actually inconvenience her she didn’t mind. 

The heat seemed to level off at last, the twitches and cramps stopped. Whatever had happened, was done happening. What do I look like now? Where’s a mirror? She looked around, took a step towards a hallway, and stopped as she noticed the remains of one shoe still clinging to her ankle. She kicked a few times to try to shake it loose, to no effect. Snarling quietly she got back on the floor, braced herself with her arms, and reached her mouth down to grab the shoe in her teeth. She pulled and pulled, but her new clawed toes were just too wide for the laces. She tried kicking again. That still didn’t work.

“Oh, here,” a deep voice echoed from behind her, and Lynn yelped as an enormous hairy arm reached over and delicately undid the knot of her shoelaces. A moment later the shoe was off. Lynn scrambled to her feet to face the stranger. She could feel the fur on her back, under what remained of the shirt, bristling upwards. Her lips drew back to show her fangs.


What she saw seemed like a wall of fur- mostly gray. Under the fur was a body, big, bulky, muscular… and male, very male indeed. But also very middle-aged- light gray fur in the muzzle, a bit of a pot belly on the torso, a little bit of a slump. Past his prime. Not worthy of the new her.

Carefully she backed away from the other werewolf, who watched her calmly and confidently. Once she saw he wasn’t going to follow or attack, Lynn turned into the hallway, found a door ajar, and peeked into a bathroom. She went to the sink, looked into the mirror, and saw another werewolf- this one beautiful, absurdly female, a threat, a rival. She bared her teeth again, growling, backing up to spring.


The strange female on the other side of the sink did likewise.


Lynn tensed up to spring at the threatening intruder. She doubled back on her haunches, putting hands to the floor, elbows flexed. Her boobs touched the old linoleum, sending a shudder through her body.

“Don’t wreck my bathroom,” a deep, rough voice called from the living room.


Lynn snapped back into awareness. She was crouched on a bathroom floor, ready to attack some scary looking intruder. What intruder? Why am I doing this? When did I decide to do it?


Cautiously, still on edge, Lynn pushed herself up from all fours and peeked over the sink cabinet. A mussed thatch of black hair with two large pointy ears sticking out the top peeked back with startled-looking golden eyes. Lynn raised her right hand slowly; the other werewolf raised her left hand. Both waved at the same time. 


A reflection. She’d gone looking for a mirror, and instinct had made her forget what mirrors actually did. Lynn’s tail drooped. Stupid, stupid.

She stood up properly, noticed her back had a tendency to hunch forward, and forced it straight. The mirror’s reflection cropped off the top of her head- putting her well over six feet tall. Not quite seven feet, though- she hadn’t had to duck to get through the door… had she? Anyway. The bottom of the reflection cut off just below her crotch, giving a good show of her hips. And in between… wow. Broad shoulders. Even broader boobs. A waist that plunged inwards where the rib cage ended, avoiding absurd narrowness only because of muscle. Arms bulging with power. And everything covered in fur- a bit shaggier around the shoulders, finer on the chest and belly. If she closed her eyes in a dark room, she’d vanish.

Lynn was beautiful. A beautiful monster, a tiny analytical part of her mind said, but still beautiful. A body to be proud of. 

A body to show off to the world.


A few crashing bounds took Lynn through the hallway and living room, by way of bouncing off walls and knocking over furniture, and out the front door of the farmhouse. The werewolf Dereimes shouted something after her, but Lynn paid no attention as she bounded out into the night, shifting to all fours as soon as she felt grass under her feet. Her tits rocked under her body with each bound as she picked up speed, spotting a fence and leaping over it effortlessly. The cool night air ruffled her fur as she ran, flowed into her lungs, fueled the fire that burned inside her.


She paused to look up into the eastern sky, and there she saw the source of the fire, the great grey face in the sky, looking down at her. To Lynn’s eyes it had a kindly, loving smile. It looked down on her, feeding her energy with every moonbeam, caressing her body inside and out. She threw back her head and sang to it, howling her joy at her new form, her joy at her surroundings, her joy of being alive.

It was going to be great, being a werewolf.


Professor Paoli sat in the airport terminal, rescheduled ticket in hand, waiting for his flight. It was a shame the study period had to be cancelled because of that freak accident- and it was an outrage that those hick deputies had confiscated the memory cards out of all the cameras poor Miss Tabbot had had running during the accident.


Oh well, such is life. It wasn’t worth being upset about, considering the two of them had been trespassing after all. Insurance would cover the equipment losses- that was why he had it, you never knew when an animal might pick the less likely flight-or-fight option. 


But it was hardly fair to Miss Tabbot. She’d been looking forward so much to her first field experience as a zoologist. 


Well, she would be sent back along on Tuesday, once the doctors were done with her. Then he could find some work to do on campus to make up for the lost opportunity. And, of course, he looked forward to hearing the details from her of what had happened. Yes, he’d make sure to question her very, very carefully about every detail. Who knew? It might be important. It might even be a new discovery, or an old species reclaiming territory lost to Man.


Paoli sat in his seat, looking forward to learning everything there possibly was to know about Miss Lynn Tabbot.


END CHAPTER ONE
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