R L Stine: Werewolf of Fever Swanp (Goosebunps #14
)
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We noved to Florida during Christnas vacation. A w
eek later, | heard the frightening hows in the sw
anp for the first tine.

Ni ght after night, the hows nade ne sit up in bed
.1 would hold ny breath and wap ny arns around m

yself to keep from shivering.

| would stare out ny bedroom wi ndow at the chal k-co
| ored full noon. And I would |isten.

What kind of creature nmakes such a cry? | would ask
nmysel f .

And how close is it? Wiy does it sound as if it'sr
I ght outside ny w ndow?

The wails rose and fell like police car sirens. Th
ey weren't sad or nournful. They were nenaci ng.

Angry.

They sounded to ne |like a warning. Stay out of the
swanp. You do not bel ong here.

When ny famly first noved to Florida, to our new
house at the edge of the swanp, | couldn't wait to
explore. | stood in the back yard with the binocu
| ars ny dad had given ne for ny twelfth birthday a
nd gazed toward t he swanp.

Trees with slender, white trunks tilted over each

other. Their flat, broad | eaves appeared to form a
roof, covering the swanp floor in blue shadow.
Behi nd ne, the deer paced uneasily in their wire-m

esh pen. | could hear them pawi ng the soft, sandy

ground, rubbing their antlers against the walls of
t heir pen.

Lowering ny binoculars, | turned to | ook at them

The deer were the reason we had noved to Florida.

You see, ny dad, Mchael F. Tucker, is a scientist
. He works for the University of Vernont in Burlin

gton, which, believe ne, is a long way fromthe Fl

ori da swanps!

Dad got these six deer fromsonme country in South



America. They're called swanp deer. They're not i
ke regular deer. | nean, they don't | ook |ike Banb
i . For one thing, their fur is very red, not brown

And their hooves are really big and kind of webb
ed. For wal king on wet, swanpy ground, | guess.

Dad wants to see if these South Anerican swanp dee

r can survive in Florida. He plans to put little r

adio transmtters on them and set themfree in th

e swanp. Then he'll study how they get al ong.

When he told us back in Burlington that we were no

ving to Florida because of the deer, we all totall

y freaked. W didn't want to nove.

My sister, Emly, cried for days. She's sixteen, a

nd she didn't want to m ss her senior year in high
school. | didn't want to |l eave ny friends, either.

But Dad quickly got Momon his side. Momis a scie

ntist, too. She and Dad work together on a | ot of

projects. So, of course, she agreed with him

And the two of themtried to persuade Emly and ne
that this was the chance of a lifetinme, that it w

as going to be really exciting. An adventure we'd

never forget.

So here we were, living in alittle white house in
a nei ghborhood of four or five other little white
houses. W had six weird-I1ooking red deer penned

up behind the house. The hot Florida sun was beam

ng down. And an endl ess swanp stretched beyond our
flat, grassy back yard.

| turned away fromthe deer and raised the binocul

ars to ny face. "Oh," | cried out as two dark eyes
seened to be staring back at ne.

| pulled the binoculars away and squinted toward t

he swanp. In the near distance | saw a large white
bird on two long, spindly |egs.

"It's a crane," Emly said. | hadn't realized Em |

y had stepped up beside ne. She was wearing a sl ee

vel ess white T-shirt and short red denimshorts. M

y sister is tall and thin and very bl onde. She I o0

ks a lot |ike a crane.

The bird turned and began hi gh-stepping toward the

swanp.

"Let's followit," | said.



Em |y nmade her pouting face, an expression we'd al
| seen a | ot of since noving down here. "No way. |
t's too hot."

"Aw, cone on." | tugged her skinny arm "Let's do s
one exploring, check out the swanp."

She shook her head, her white-blonde ponytail sw n
ging behind her. "I really don't want to, G ady."
She adj usted her sunglasses on her nose. "I'mkind
of waiting for the mail."

Since we're so far fromthe nearest post office, w
e only get mail two tinmes a week. Em |y had been s
pendi ng nost of her tine waiting for the mail.
"Waiting for a love letter fromMartin?" | asked w
ith a grin. She hated when | teased her about Mart
in, her boyfriend back in Burlington. So | teased
her as often as | coul d.

"Maybe," she said. She reached out with both hands
and nessed up ny hair. She knows | hate to have m

y hair nmessed up.

"Pl ease?" | pleaded. "Cone on, Emly. Just a short

wal k. Very short."

"Emly, take a short walk wth Gady," Dad's voice
broke in. We turned to see himinside the deer pe
n. He had a clipboard in one hand and was going fr

om deer to deer, taking notes. "Go ahead," he urge

d nmy sister. "You' re not doing anything else."

"But, Dad —" Em |y could whine with the best of th

em when she want ed.

"Go ahead, Em" Dad insisted. "It wll be interest
ing. More interesting than standi ng around in the
heat arguing with him"

Em |y pushed the sunglasses up agaln They kept sli
ppi ng down her nose. "Well . . .

"Geat!" | cried. | was really excited. |'d never

been in a real swanp before. "Let's go!" | grabbed
ny sister's hand and pull ed.

Emly reluctantly followed, a fretful expression o

n her face. "I have a bad feeling about this," she
mut t er ed.
My shadow slanting behind ne, | hurried toward the

low, tilting trees. "Emly, what could go wong?"
| asked.
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It was hot and wet under the trees. The air felt s
ti cky against ny face. The broad pal m| eaves were
so low, | could al nbst reach up and touch them Th
ey nearly bl ocked out the sun, but shafts of yello
w | ight broke through, beam ng down on the swanp f
| oor |ike spotlights.
Scratchy weeds and fern | eaves brushed agai nst ny
bare legs. | wished |I'd worn jeans instead of shor
ts. | kept close to ny sister as we made our way a
| ong a narrow, winding trail. The binoculars, stra
pped around ny neck, began to feel heavy agai nst m
y chest. | should' ve left themat hone, | realized.
"I't'"s so noisy here," Emly conpl ai ned, stepping ov
er a decayi ng | og.
She was right. The nost surprising thing about the
swanp was all the sounds.
A bird trilled from sonewhere above. Another bird
replied wwth a shrill whistle. Insects chittered |
oudly all around us. | heard a steady tap-tap-tap,
| i ke sonmeone hammreri ng on wood. A woodpecker? Pal
m | eaves crackled as they swayed. Slender tree tru
nks creaked. My sandals made thup thup sounds, sin
king into the marshy ground as | wal ked.
"Hey, look," Emly said, pointing. She pulled off h
er dark gl asses to see better.
W had cone to a small, oval -shaped pond. The wate
r was dark green, half-hidden in shade. Floating o
ntop were white water lilies, bending gracefully
over flat, green |lily pads.
"Pretty," EmIly said, brushing a bug off her shoul
der. "I'"'mgoing to cone back here with ny canera a
nd take pictures of this pond. Look at the great |
i ght . "
| followed her gaze. The near end of the pond was
dar kened by | ong shadows. But |ight slanted down t
hrough the trees at the other end, formng what |o
oked like a bright curtain that spilled into the s
till pond water.



"I't is kind of cool," | admtted. | wasn't really

into ponds. | was nore interested in wildlife,

| et Emly admre the pond and the water lilies a
little I onger. Then | headed around the pond and

deeper into the swanp.

My sandal s sl apped over the wet ground. Up ahead,

a swarmof tiny gnats, thousands of them danced s

ilently in a shaft of sunlight.

"Yuck," Emly nuttered. "I hate gnats. It nmakes ne
itchy just to | ook at them" She scratched her ar

ns.

We turned away —and both saw sonet hi ng scanper beh

ind a fallen, nbss-covered | og.

"Hey —what was that?" Emly cried, grabbing ny elb

OW.

"An alligator!" | shouted. "A hungry alligator!"

She uttered a short, frightened cry.

| [aughed. "Wat's your problem Enf? It was just so

me kind of lizard."

She squeezed nmy armhard, trying to make ne flinch
"You're a creep, Gady," she nmuttered. She scrat

ched her arns sone nore. "It's too itchy in this s
wanp, " she conpl ained. "Let's head back."

"Just a little bit farther," | pleaded.

"No. Cone on. | really want to get back." She trie

dto pull me, but | backed out of her grasp. "G ad
| turned and started wal ki ng away from her, deeper
into the swanp. | heard the tap-tap-tap again, di
rectly overhead. The | ow pal m| eaves scraped again
st each other, shifting in a soft, wet breeze. The
shrill chittering of the insects grew | ouder.
"I'"'m going hone and | eaving you here,"” EmIly threat
ened.

| ignored her and kept wal king. | knew she was bl uf
fing.

My sandal s crackl ed over dried, brown pal mleaves.
Wt hout turning around, | could hear Emly a few

st eps behi nd ne.

Another little |izard scanpered across the path, j
ust in front of ny sandals. It |ooked Iike a dark
arrow, shooting into the underbrush.



The ground suddenly sl oped upward. W found oursel
ves clinmbing a low hill into bright sunlight. A cl
earing of sone sort.

Beads of sweat ran down ny cheeks. The air was so w

et, | felt as if | were sw nm ng.
At the top of the hill, we stopped to | ook around.
"Hey —anot her pond!" | cried, running over fat,

yel l ow swanp grass, hurrying up to the water's edg
e.

But this pond | ooked different.

The dark green water wasn't flat and snooth. Leani
ng over it, | could see that it was nurky and thic
k, like split-pea soup. It made disgusting gurglin
g and pl oppi ng sounds as it churned.

| | eaned down cl oser to get a better | ook.

"I't's quicksand!" | heard EmIly cry in horror.

And then two hands shoved ne hard from behi nd.
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As | started to fall into the bubbling green stew,
t he sane hands grabbed ny wai st and pulled ne bac
K.

Emly giggled. "Gotcha!" she cried, holding on to
me, keeping ne fromturning around and sl uggi ng he
r.

"Hey —let go!" | cried angrily. "You al nost pushed
me into qui cksand! That's not funny!"

She | aughed sone nore, then let nme go. "It isn't ¢
ui cksand, dork," she nuttered. "It's a bog."

"Huh?" | turned to stare into the gl oppy green wate
r.

"It's a bog. A peat bog," she repeated inpatiently.
"Don't you know anyt hi ng?"

"What's a peat bog?" | asked, ignoring her insults
. Emly the KnowlIt-All. She's always braggi ng abo
ut how she knows everything and I'ma stupid cl od.
But she gets B's in school, and | get A's. So who

's the smart one?

"We | earned about this |ast year when we studied t
he wetlands and rain forests," she replied snugly.



"The pond is thick because it has peat npbss grow
ng in it. The nbss grows and grows. It absorbs twe
nty-five tines its own weight in water."

"I't's gross-looking," | said.

"Why don't you drink sonme and see how it tastes," s

he ur ged.

She tried to push ne again, but | ducked and skirt

ed away. "I'mnot thirsty," | muttered. | realize

it wasn't too clever, but it was the best reply |

coul d think of.

"Let's get going," she said, w ping sweat off her f

orehead with her hand. "I"'mreally hot."

"Yeah. Ckay," | reluctantly agreed. "This was a pre

tty neat wal k. "

We turned away fromthe peat bog and started back

down the hill. "Hey, look!" | cried, pointing to t

wo bl ack shadows floating high above us under a wh
i te cloud.

"Fal cons," Emly said, shielding her eyes with one
hand as she gazed up. "I think they're falcons. |

t's hard to see. They sure are big."

We wat ched them soar out of sight. Then we continu

ed down the hill, making our way carefully on the
danp, sandy ground.
At the bottomof the hill, back under the deep sha

de of the trees, we stopped to catch our breath.

| was really sweating now. The back of ny neck fel

t hot and itchy. | rubbed it with one hand, but it
didn't seemto help.

The breeze had stopped. The air felt heavy. Not hing
noved.

Loud cawi ng sounds nade ne gl ance up. Two enor nous
bl ackbi rds peered down at us froma | ow branch of
a cypress tree. They cawed again, as if telling u

s to go away.

"This way," Emly said with a sigh.

| followed her, feeling prickly and itchy all over

"I wish we had a swi nm ng pool at our new house,
| said. "I'd junp right in wth ny clothes on!"

We wal ked for several mnutes. The trees grew thic

ker. The |light grew di mer. The path ended. W had
to push our way through tall, leafy ferns.



"I —I don't think we've been here before," | stam
mered. "I don't think this is the right way."

We stared at each other, watching each other's face
fill with fright.

We both realized we were lost. Conpletely |ost.
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"I don't believe this!" Emly shrieked.
Her | oud shout nmade the two bl ackbirds flutter off
their tree linb. They soared away, cawi ng angrily

"What am | doi ng here?" she cried. Emly is not go
od in energencies. Wien she got a flat tire during
one of her first driving | essons back home in Bur
| i ngton, she junped out of the car and ran away!
So | didn't exactly expect her to be cal mand cool
now. Since we were totally lost in the m ddle of
a dark, hot swanp, | expected her to panic. And sh
e did.

|'"'mthe calmone in the famly. | take after Dad.
Cool and scientific. "Let's just figure out the di
rection of the sun,”" | said, ignoring the flutteri

ng in ny chest.

"What sun?" Emly cried, throw ng her hands up.

It was really dark. The palmtrees with their w de
| eaves fornmed a pretty solid roof above us.

"Well, we could check out sone noss," | suggested.
The fluttering in nmy chest was grow ng stronger.

"I'sn't noss supposed to grow on the north side of

trees?"

"East side, | think," Emly nuttered. "Or is it the
west ?"

"I"'mpretty sure it's the north," | insisted, gazin

g around.

"Pretty sure? What good is pretty sure?" Emly crie

d shrilly.

"Forget the noss," | said, rolling ny eyes. "I'mno

t even sure what noss | ooks |ike."

We stared at each other for a long tine.

"Didn't you used to carry a conpass with you where



ver you went?" Emly asked, sounding a little shak

"Yeah. When | was four," | replied.

"I can't believe we were so stupid,” Emly wail ed.
"We shoul d have worn one of the radio transmtter

S. You know. For the deer. Then Dad could track us
down. "

"I should have worn jeans," | muttered, noticing s

one tiny red bunps along ny calf. Poison ivy? Sone
ki nd of rash?

"What should we do?" Em |y asked inpatiently, w pi
ng sweat off her forehead with her hand.

"Go back up the hill, | guess,” | told her. "There
were no trees there. It was sunny. Once we see wh
ere the sun is, we can figure out the direction to
get back."

"But which way is the hill?" Emly denmanded.

| spun around. Was it behind us? To our right? Ac

old chill ran down ny back as | realized | wasn't
sure.

| shrugged. "We're really lost," | nmurnured with a
si gh.

"Let's go this way," Emly said, starting to walk
away. "l just have a feeling this is the way. If w
e cone to that bog, we'll know we're going right."
"And if we don't?" | denmanded.

"We' Il cone to sonething el se, maybe,"” she replied.
Brilliant.

But | didn't see any good in arguing with her. So |
fol | oned.

We wal ked in silence, the shrill ringing of the in
sects on all sides, the calls of birds startling u
s from above. After a short while, we pushed our w
ay through a clunp of tall, stiff reeds.

"Have we been here before?" Em |y asked.

| couldn't renenber. | pushed a reed away to step
through and realized it had | eft sonething sticky
on ny hand. "Yuck!"

"Hey, look!" Emly's excited cry made ne gl ance up
fromthe sticky green gunk that clung to ny hand.
The bog! It was right in front of us. The sane bog



we had stopped at before.

"Yay!" Emly cried. "I knew |l was right. | just had
a feeling."

The sight of the gurgling green pond cheered us bo

th up. Once past it, we began to run. W knew we w
ere on the right path, nearly hone,.

"Way to go!" | cried happily, running past ny siste
r. "Wy to go!”

| was feeling really good again.

Then sonet hi ng reached up, grabbed ny ankle, and pu
|l ed ne down to the swanpy ground.
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| hit the ground hard, |anding on ny el bows and kne
es.

My heart |eapt into ny nouth.

| tasted bl ood.

"Get up! Get up!" Emly was scream ng.

"It —it's got nme!" | criedin atight, trenbling v
oi ce.

The fluttering in nmy chest had becone a pounding. A
gain, | tasted bl ood.

| raised ny eyes to see Em Iy | aughing.

Laughi ng?

"It'"s just a tree root," she said, pointing.

| followed the direction of her finger —and insta
ntly realized I hadn't been pulled down. | had tri
pped over one of the many upraised tree roots that
arched over the ground.

| stared at the bonelike root. It was bent in the m
i ddl e and | ooked |ike a skinny, white | eg.

But what was the blood | tasted?

| felt nmy aching lip. | had bitten it when | fell.

Wth a |loud groan, | pulled nyself to ny feet. My
knees ached. My |ip throbbed. Blood trickled down
my chin.

"That was pretty clunmsy,"” Emly said softly. And t
hen she added, "Are you okay?" She brushed sone dr

i ed | eaves off the back of ny T-shirt.

"Yeah, | guess," | replied, still feeling alittle



shaky. "I really thought sonethi ng had grabbed ne
." 1 forced a | augh.
She rested a hand on ny shoul der, and we started w
al ki ng agai n, slower than before, side by side,.
Sl ender beans of |ight poked down through the thic
k tree | eaves, dotting the ground in front of us.
It all |ooked unreal, like something in a dream
Sone creature scanpered noisily behind the tangle
of low shrubs at our right. Emly and | didn't eve
nturn to try to see it. W just wanted to get hom
e.
It didn't take us long to realize we were headed in
t he wong direction.
We stopped at the edge of a small, round clearing.
Birds chattered noisily above us. A light breeze
made the pal m| eaves scrape and creak.
"What are those huge gray things?" | asked, |ingeri
ng behind ny sister.
"Mushroons, | think," she replied quietly.
"Mushroons as big as footballs,"” | murnured.
We both saw the small shack at the sane tine.
It was hidden in the shadow of two | ow cypress tre
es beyond the field of giant nushroons at the othe
r side of the clearing.
We both gaped at it in surprise, studying it in sh
ocked silence. W took a few steps toward it. Then
a few nore.
The shack was tiny, built lowto the ground, not m
uch taller than ne. It had sone kind of thatched r
oof, nmade of long reeds or dried grass. The walls
were nmade of |ayers of dried pal mleaves.
The door, built of slender tree |inbs bound togeth
er, was shut tight. There were no w ndows.
A pile of gray ashes fornmed a circle a few yards fr
om the door. Signs of a canpfire.
| saw a pair of battered, old workboots |ying at t
he side of the shack. Beside them were several enp
ty tin cans on their sides and a plastic water bot
tle, also enpty, partly crunpl ed.
| turned to Emly and whispered, "Do you think som
eone lives here? In the mddle of the swanp?"
She shrugged, her features tight with fear.



"I'f soneone lives here, maybe he can tell us which

way to go to get hone,"” | suggested.

"Maybe," Emly murnured. Her eyes were straight ah

ead on the tiny shack covered in blue shadow.

We t ook anot her couple of steps cl oser.

Why woul d soneone want to live in a tiny shack lik

e this in the mddle of a swanp? | wonder ed.

An answer flashed into ny m nd: Because whoever it
is wants to hide fromthe world.

"It's a hideout," | nuttered, not realizing | was

speaking out loud. "A crimnal. A bank robber. O

a killer. He's hiding here."

"Sshhh." Emly put a finger on ny nouth to silence
me, hitting the cut on ny lip. | pulled away.

"Anyone hone?" she called. Her voice cane out | ow

and shaky, so low | could barely hear her. "Anyone
home?" she repeated, a little nore forcefully.

| decided to join in. Wt shouted together: "Anyone
honme? Anyone in there?"

We | i stened.

No reply.

We stepped up to the | ow door.

"Anyone in there?" | called one nore tine.

Then | reached for the doorknob.
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Just as | was about to pull open the crude wooden
door, it swung out, nearly hitting us both. W |ea
pt back as a man burst out fromthe dark doorway o
f the hut.
He glared at us with wild black eyes. He had | ong,
gray-white hair, down past his shoulders, tied be
hind himin a | oose ponytail.
H s face was bright red, sunburned, maybe. O nayb
e red fromanger. He stared at us with a nenaci ng
scow , standing bent over, stooped from being insi
de the | ow hut.
He wore a loose-fitting white T-shirt, dirt-staine
d and winkled, over heavy black trousers that bag
ged over his sandal s.



As he glared at us with those amazi ng bl ack eyes,

hi s nmout h opened, revealing rows of jagged yellow

t eet h.

Huddling close to ny sister, | took a step back.

| wanted to ask himwho he was, why he lived in th

e swanp. | wanted to ask if he could help us find

our way back hone.

A dozen questions flashed through ny m nd.

But all | could utter was, "Uh . . . sorry."

Then | realized that Em |y was al ready runni ng awa
. Her ponytail flew behind her as she dived throu

gh the tall weeds.

And a second later, | was running after her. My he

art pounded. My sandal s squi shed over the soft gro

und.

"Hey, Emly —wait up! Wait up!"

| ran over the rough carpet of dead | eaves and tw g

S.
As | struggled to catch up to her, | glanced behin
d ne —and cried out in terror. "Emly —he's chas
i ng us!"
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Bent low to the ground, the man fromthe hut noved
steadily after us, taking long strides. H s hands
bobbed at his sides. He was breathing hard, and h

I s nmouth was open, revealing the jagged teeth.

"Run!'" Emly cried. "Run, G ady!"

W were following a narrow path between tall weeds

The trees thinned out. W ran through shadow and
sunl i ght and back i nto shadow.

"Emly —wait up!" | called breathlessly. But she d

idn't sl ow down.

A long, narrow pond appeared to our left. Strange

trees lifted up fromthe mddle of the water. The

sl ender trunks were surrounded by a thicket of dar

k roots. Mangrove trees.

| wanted to stop and | ook at the eerie-looking tre

es. But this wasn't the tine for sightseeing.

We ran along the edge of the pond, our sandals sin



king into the marshy ground. Then, ny chest heavin
g, ny throat choked and dry, | followed Emly as t
he path curved into the trees.

A sharp pain in ny side nade ne cry out. | stopped
runni ng. | gasped for breath.

"Hey —he's gone," Emly said, swallow ng hard. Sh
e stopped a few yards ahead of me and | eaned agai n
st atree trunk. "W lost him"

| bent over, trying to force away the painin ny s
i de. After a short while, ny breathing slowed to n
ormal . "Weird," | said. | couldn't think of anythi
ng el se.

"Yeah. Weird," Emly agreed. She wal ked back to ne
and pulled ne up straight. "You okay?"

"I guess." At |least the pain had faded away. | alw
ays get a painin ny right side when I run a | ong
tinme. This one was worse than usual. | usually don

't have to run for ny lifel
"Cone on," Emly said. She let go of ne and started
wal ki ng qui ckly, follomﬁng t he pat h.

"Hey, this looks famliar," | said. | began to fee
| alittle better. | started to j og. We passed clu
sters of trees and ferns that | ooked famliar. | c

ould see our footprints in the sandy ground, going
t he ot her way.

A short while later, our back yard cane into view
"Honme sweet hone!" | cried.

Emly and | stepped out fromthe |ow trees and beg
an runni ng across the grass toward the back of the
house.

Mom and Dad were in the back yard setting up outdo
or furniture. Dad was lowering an unbrella into th
e white unbrella table. Mom was washing off the wh
ite lawn chairs with the garden hose.

"Hey —wel cone back," Dad said, smling.

"We t hought you got lost," Mm said.

"We did!'" | cried breathlessly.

Mom turned off the nozzle, stopping the spray of wa
ter. "You what?"

"A man chased us!" Emly exclained. "A strange man

wth long white hair."

"He lives in a hut. In the mddle of the swanp," |



added, dropping down into one of the |awn chairs.
It was wet, but | didn't care.

"Huh? He chased you?" Dad's eyes narrowed in alarm
. Then he said, "I heard in town there's a swanp h
ermt out there."

"Yes, he chased us!" Emly repeated. Her normally

pal e face was bright red. Her hair had cone | oose

and fell wldly around her face. "It —it was scar

y.
"A guy in the hardware store told ne about him" D
ad said. "Said he was strange, but perfectly harm
ess. No one knows his nane."

"Harm ess?" Emly cried. "Then why did he chase us?

Dad shrugged. "I'monly repeating what | heard. Ev
idently he's lived in the swanp nost of his life.
By hinself. He never cones to town."

Mom dr opped the hose and wal ked over to Emly. She
pl aced a hand on Em|ly's shoulder. In the bright
sunlight, they | ooked |ike sisters. They're both t
all and thin, with long, straight blonde hair. | |

ook nore |like ny dad. Wavy brown hair. Dark eyes.

A little chunky.

"Maybe they shouldn't go back in the swanp by them
selves," Momsaid, biting her Tower lip fretfully.
She started to gather Emly's hair back up into a
ponytail .

"The hermt is supposed to be conpletely harni ess,
" Dad repeated. He was still struggling to | ower t
he unbrella into the concrete base. Every tinme he
| onered it, he m ssed the opening.

"Here, Dad. |I'Il help you." | scooted under the ta
bl e and guided the unbrella steminto the base.
"Don't worry," Emly said. "You won't catch ne bac
k in that swanp." She scratched both shoul ders. "I
'mgoing to be itchy for the rest of ny life!" she
gr oaned.

"W saw a |lot of neat things," | said, starting to
feel normal again. "A peat bog and mangrove trees

“I told you this was going to be an experience," D
ad said, arranging the white chairs around the tab



| e.

"Sone experience," Emly grunbled, rolling her eye

s. "I'"'mgoing into take a shower. Maybe if | stay
init for an hour or so, I'll stop itching."

Mom shook her head, watching Emly stonp toward th

e back door. "This is going to be a hard year for

Em" she nuttered.

Dad w ped his dirty hands on the sides of his jean

s. "Cone with ne, Gady," he said, notioning for m

e to follow him "Tine to feed the deer."

We tal ked nore about the swanp at dinner. Dad told
us stories about how they hunted and trapped the
swanp deer that he was using for his experinent.
Dad and his hel pers searched the South Anerican ju
ngl es for weeks. They used tranquilizer guns to ca
pture the deer. Then they had to bring in helicopt
ers to pull the deer out, and the deer were not to
o happy about flying.
"The swanp you two were exploring this afternoon,™
he said, twirling his spaghetti. "Know what it's
cal l ed? Fever Swanp. That's what the |ocal people
call it, anyway."
"Why?" Em |y asked. "Because it's so hot in there?"

Dad chewed and swal | owed a nout hf ul of spaghetti.
He had orange spl otches of tonmato sauce on both si
des of his nouth. "I don't know why it's called Fe
ver Swanp. But I'msure we'll find out eventually."
"I't was probably discovered by a guy naned M. Feve
r," Momj oked.

"I want to go hone to Vernont!" Emly wail ed.

After dinner, | found nyself feeling a little hone
sick, too. | took a tennis ball out to the back of
t he house. | thought maybe |I could bounce it off

the wall and catch it the way | had done back hone.
But the deer pen was in the way.

| thought about ny two best friends back in Burlin
gton, Ben and Adam W had lived on the sanme bl ock
and used to hang out after dinner. We'd throw a b
all around or wal k down to the playground and j ust



mess around.
Staring at the deer, who mlled silently at one en
d of the pen, | realized | really mssed ny friend
s. | wondered what they were doing right now Prob
ably hanging out in Ben's back yard.

Feeling glum | was about to go back inside and se
e what was on TV —when a hand grabbed ne from beh
I nd.
The swanp hermt!
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He found ne!

The swanp hermt found ne! And now he's got ne!
Those are the thoughts that burst into nmy m nd.

| spun around —and uttered a startled cry when |
saw that it wasn't the swanp hermt. It was a boy.
"H ," he said. "I thought you saw ne. | didn't nea
n to scare you." He had a funny voice, gravelly an

d hoarse.
"Oh. Uh . . . that's okay," | stammered.
"I saw you in your yard," he said. "I live over th

ere." He pointed to the house two doors down. "You
just noved in?"

| nodded. "Yeah. |I'm Grady Tucker." | sl apped the
tennis ball into ny hand. "Wat's your nanme?"
"WIl. WII Blake," he said in his hoarse voice. H

e was about ny height, but he was heavier, bigger
somehow. H s shoul ders were broader. H s neck was

t hi cker. He rem nded ne of a football Iineman.
He had dark brown hair, cut very short. It stood s
traight up on top, like a flattop, and was swept b

ack on the sides. He wore a Dbl ue-and-white-stri ped
T-shirt and deni mcutoffs.
"How ol d are you?" he asked.

"Twel ve," | answer ed.
"Me, too," he told nme, glancing over ny shoul der a
t the deer. "I thought naybe you were eleven. | ne

an, you |l ook kind of young."
| was insulted by that remark, but | decided to ig
nore it. "How |l ong have you lived here?" | asked,



tossing the tennis ball fromhand to hand.

“"A few nonths," WII said.

"Are there any other kids our age?" | asked, gl anci
ng down the row of six houses.

"Yeah. One," WII replied. "But she's a girl. And s
he's kind of weird."

In the distance, the sun was lowering itself behin
d the swanp trees. The sky was a dark scarlet. The
air suddenly becane cooler. Gazing high in the sk

y, | could see a pale noon, nearly full.

WIIl headed over to the deer pen, and | followed h
im He wal ked heavily, his big shoul ders bobbing w
ith each step. He poked his hand through the wire
mesh and let a deer lick his palm

"Your father works for the Forest Service, too?" he
asked, his eyes studying the deer.

"No," | told him "My nom and dad are both scienti

sts. They're doing studies with these deer."

"Wei rd-| ooking deer," WII| said. He pulled his wet
hand fromthe pen and held it up. "Yuck. Deer sli
e "

| |aughed. "They're called swanp deer," | told him
. | tossed himthe tennis ball. W backed away fro
m the deer pen and started to throw the ball back

and forth.

"Have you been in the swanp?" he asked.

| mssed the ball and had to chase it across the g
rass. "Yeah. This afternoon,” | told him "M sist

er and I, we got |ost."

He sni cker ed.

"Do you know why it's called Fever Swanmp?" | asked,
tossing hima high one.

It was getting pretty dark, harder to see. But he

caught the ball one-handed. "Yeah. My dad told ne

the story," WIIl said. "I think it was a hundred y

ears ago. Maybe | onger. Everyone in town cane down
with a strange fever."

"Everyone?" | asked.

He nodded. "Everyone who had been in the swanp." H

e held on to the ball and noved closer. "My dad sa
id the fever |asted for weeks, sonetines even nont
hs. And | ots of people died fromit."



"That's horrible,” | murnured, glancing across the
back yard to the darkening trees at the swanp edg
e.
"And those who didn't die fromthe fever began act
i ng very strange," WII| continued. He had small, r
ound eyes. And as he told his story, his eyes gl ea
nmed. "They started tal king crazy, not making any s
ense, just saying nonsense words. And they coul dn'

t walk very well. They'd fall down a lot or walk a
round in circles.”
"Weird," | said, ny eyes still trained on the swam

p. The sky darkened fromscarlet to a deep purple.
The nearly full noon seened to gl ow brighter.

"Ever since that tinme, they called it Fever Swanp,

" WIIl said, finishing his story. He flipped the t

ennis ball to ne. "lI'd better get hone."

"Did you ever see the swanp hermt?" | asked.

He shook his head. "No. | heard about him but |'ve
never seen him™"

"I did," I told him "My sister and | saw himthis
afternoon. W& found his hut."”

"That's cool!" WIIl exclained. "Did you talk to him
or anyt hi ng?"

"No way," | replied. "He chased us."

"He did?" WIIl's expression turned thoughtful. "Wy

t)ll

"I don't know. W were pretty scared,"” | admtted.

"I've got to go," WII said. He started jogging to

ward his house. "Hey, maybe you and | can go explo
ring in the swanp together," he called back.

"Yeah. Geat!" | replied.

| felt alittle cheered up. |I'd nade a new friend.
Maybe it won't be so bad living here, | thought.

| watched W11 head around the side of his house t

wo doors down. Hi s house | ooked al nost identical t

0 ours, except there was no deer pen in back, of c

our se.

| saw a swing set wwth a snmall slide and seesaw in
his back yard. | wondered if he had a little brot

her or sister.

| thought about Emly as | headed to the house. |

knew she'd be jealous that 1'd made a friend. Poor



Emly was really sad w thout that goon Martin han
gi ng around her.
| never liked Martin. He always called ne "Kiddo."
| wat ched one of the deer lower itself to the grou
nd, folding its legs gracefully. Another deer did
the sane. They were settling in for the night.
| made ny way inside and joined ny famly in the |
iving room They were watching a show about sharks
on the Discovery Channel. My parents love the D's
covery Channel. Big surprise, huh?
| watched for a short while. Then | began to reali
ze | wasn't feeling very well. | had a headache, a
sharp throbbing at ny tenples. And | had chills.
| told Mom She got up and wal ked over to ny chair
"You |l ook a little flushed," she said, studying
me with concern. She placed a cool hand on ny fore
head and left it there for a few seconds.
"Grady, | think you have a little fever," she said.
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A few nights later, | heard the strange, frightenin
g howls for the first tine.

My fever had gone up to 101 degrees and stayed the
re for a day. Then it went away. Then it cane back

"It's the swanp fever!" | told ny parents earlier
that night. "Pretty soon |'mgoing to start acting
crazy."

"You already act crazy," Momteased. She handed ne
a glass of orange juice. "Drink. Keep drinking."
"Drinking won't help swanp fever," | insisted glum

|y, taking the glass anyway. "There's no cure for

it."

Mom t sk-tsked. Dad continued to read his science na

gazi ne.

| had strange dreans that night, disturbing dreans
| was back in Vernont, running through the snow.

Sonet hi ng was chasing ne. | thought nmaybe it was

the swanp hermt. | kept running and running. | wa



s very cold. | was shivering in the dream

| turned back to see who was chasing ne. There was

n't anyone there. And suddenly, | was in the swanp
| was sinking in a peat bog. It gurgled all arou

nd nme, green and thick, making these sick sucking

sounds.

It was sucking me down. Down .

The howl s woke ne up.

| sat straight up in ny bed and stared out the wn

dow at the nearly full noon. It floated right beyo

nd the w ndow, silvery and bright agai nst the blue

- bl ack sky.

Anot her long how rose on the night air.

| realized I was shaking all over. | was sweating.
My pajama shirt stuck to ny back.
Gipping the covers wth both hands, | |istened har

Anot her how . The cry of an ani nal.

From t he swanp?

The cries sounded so close. Right outside the w ndo

w. Long, angry how s.

| shoved down the covers and lowered ny feet to th

e floor. I was still trenbling, and ny head throbb

ed as | stood up. | guessed | still had a fever.

Anot her | ong how .

| made ny way to the hall on shaky legs. | had to

find out if ny parents had heard the how s, too.

Wal ki ng through the darkness, | bunped into a | ow

table in the hall. I still wasn't used to this new
house.

My feet were cold as ice, but ny head felt burning
hot, as if it were on fire. Rubbing the knee |I ha

d banged, | waited for ny eyes to adjust to the da
rkness. Then | continued down the hall.

My parents' roomwas just past the kitchen in the
back of the house. | was hal fway across the kitche
n when | stopped short.

What was that sound?

A scrat ching sound.

My breath caught in ny throat. | froze, ny arns sti

ff at ny sides.

| |istened.



There it was agai n.

Over the pounding of ny heart, | heard it.

Scratch scratch scratch.

Someone —or sonething —scratching at the kitchen

door .

Then —another how. So close. So terrifyingly clos

e.

Scratch scratch scratch.

What could it be? Sone kind of aninmal? Just outside
t he house?

Sone kind of swanp ani mal how i ng and scratching at
t he door?

| realized |I'd been holding ny breath a | ong while
, I let it out in a whoosh, then sucked in another
br eat h.

| listened hard, straining to hear over the poundin

g of ny heart.

The refrigerator clicked on. The loud click nearly

made ne junp out of ny skin. | grabbed the counte
rtop. My hands were as cold as ny feet, cold and c
| amy.

| |1 stened.

Scratch scratch scratch,

| took a step toward the kitchen door.

One step, then | stopped.

A shudder of fear ran down ny back.

| realized | wasn't al one.

Soneone was there, breathing beside ne in the dark
ki t chen.
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| gasped. | was gripping the countertop so hard, ny
hand ached.

"Wh-who' s there?" | whispered.

The kitchen light flashed on.

"Emly!" | practically shouted her nane, in surpris

e and relief. "Emly —"

"Did you hear the how s?" she asked, speaking just
above a whi sper. Her blue eyes burned into m ne.
"Yes. They woke ne up," | said. "They sound so angr



| ke a cry of attack," Emly whispered. "Why do yo
u look so weird, G ady?"
"Huh?" Her question caught ne off guard.
"Your face is all red," she said. "And | ook at you
—you're all shaky."
"I think ny fever is back," |I told her.
"Swanp fever," she nmurnured, exam ning ne with her
eyes. "Maybe it's the swanp fever you were tellin
g ne about."
| turned to the kitchen door, "D d you hear the sc
rat chi ng sounds?" | asked. "Sonething was scratchi
ng on the back door."
"Yes," she whispered. She stared at the door.
We both |istened.
Si | ence.
"Do you think one of the deer escaped?" she asked,
taking a few steps toward the door, her arnms cros
sed in front of her pink-and-white robe.
"Do you think a deer would scratch at the door?" |
asked.
It was such a silly question, we both burst out |au
ghi ng.
"Maybe it wanted a glass of water!" Emly exclaine
d, and we both | aughed sone nore. G ddy | aughter.
Ner vous | aughter.
We both cut our |aughter short at the sane tine, an
d |istened.
Anot her how rose up outside |like a police siren.
| saw Emly's eyes narrowin fear. "It's a wolf!"
she cried in a hushed whi sper. She raised a hand t
o her nouth. "Only a wolf nmakes a sound |ike that,

y

G ady. "

"Emly, cone on —" | started to protest.

"No. I"'mright," she insisted. "It's a wlf how ."
"Em stop," | said, sinking onto a kitchen stool.

"There are no wolves in the Florida swanps. You ca
n ook in the guidebooks. O better yet, ask Mom a
nd Dad. Wl ves don't live in swanps."

She started to argue, but a scratching at the door
made her stop.

Scratch scratch scratch.



We both heard it. W both reacted with sharp gasps.

"What is that?" | whispered. And then, reading her
expression, | quickly added, "Don't say it's a wo
| f."

"I —I don't know," she replied, both hands raised

to her face. | recognized her ook of panic. "Let
s get Mom and Dad."

| grabbed the door handle. "Let's just take a | ook,
"1 said.

| don't know where ny sudden courage cane from M

ybe it was the fever. But, suddenly, | just wanted
to solve the nystery.

Who or what was scratching at the door?

There was one good way to find out —open the door
and | ook outsi de.

"No, Gady —wait!" Emly pleaded.

But | waved away her protests.

Then | turned the doorknob and pulled open the kitc
hen door.
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A gust of hot, wet air rushed in through the open d
oor. The chirp of cicadas greeted ny ears.

Hol ding on to the door, | peered into the darkness
of the back yard.
Not hi ng.

The nearly full noon, yellow as a | enon, floated h
igh in the sky. Thin w sps of black clouds drifted
over it.

The ci cadas stopped suddenly, and all was quiet.

Too qui et .

| squinted into the distance, toward the bl ackness
of the swanp.

Not hi ng noved. Not hi ng nade a sound.

| waited for ny eyes to adjust to the darkness. Th
e noonlight sent a pale glow over the grass. In th
e far distance, | could see the black outline of s
| anting trees where the swanp began.

Who or what had scratched at the door? Were they hi



ding in the darkness now?

Wat chi ng ne?

Waiting for ne to close the door so they coul d begi
n their frightening how s agai n?

"Grady —cl ose the door."

| could hear ny sister's voice behind ne. She sound
ed so frightened.

"Grady —do you see sonething? Do you?"

No," | told her. "Just the noon."
| ventured out onto the back stoop. The air was ho
t and steany, like the air in the bathroomafter y

ou've taken a hot shower.
"Grady —cone back. Close the door." Emly's voice

was shrill and trenbly.

| gazed toward the deer pen. | could see their sha
dowy forns, still and silent. The hot w nd rustled
the grass. The cicadas began chirping again.

"I's anybody out here?" | called. | imediately felt
f ool i sh.

There was no one out here.
"G ady —shut the door. Now. "
| felt EmIy's hand on ny pajama sl eeve. She tugge

d me back into the kitchen. | closed the door and
| ocked it.
My face felt wet fromthe danp night air. | had chi

l1s. My knees were shaki ng.

"You | ook kind of sick," Emly said. She glanced o

ver ny shoulder to the door. "Did you see anything
t)ll

"No," | told her. "Nothing. It's so dark in back, e

ven with a full noon."

"What's going on in here?" A stern voice interrupt
ed us. Dad lunbered into the kitchen, adjusting th
e collar of the long nightshirt he always wore. "I

t's past mdnight." He glanced fromEmIly to ne, t
hen back to Emly, looking for a clue.

"We heard noises," Emly said. "Howl s outside."
"And then sonet hing was scratching on the door," |
added, trying to keep ny knees from shaki ng.
"Fever dreans," Dad said to ne. "Look at you. You'
re red as a tomato. And you're shaking. Let's take
your tenperature. You nust be burning up." He sta



rted toward the bathroomto get the thernoneter.
"I't wasn't a dream"” Emly called after him "I hea
rd the noi ses, too."

Dad stopped in the doorway. "Di d you check the deer
?II

"Yeah. They're okay," | said.

"Then maybe it was just the wwnd. O sone creature
S inthe swanp. It's hard to sleep in a new house.
The sounds are all so new, so unfamliar. But you
"Il both get used to themafter a while."

"Il never get used to those horrible howls, | tho
ught stubbornly. But | headed back to ny room

Dad took ny tenperature. It was just slightly abov
e normal. "You should be fine by tonorrow, " he sai
d, snoothing ny bl anket over ne. "No nore wanderin
g around toni ght, okay?"

| nmurmured a reply and alnost instantly drifted int
0 a restless sl eep.

Again | had strange, troubling dreans. | dreaned |
was wal king in the swanp. | heard the hows. | co
uld see the full nobon between the slender tree tru
nks of the swanp.

| started to run. And then suddenly | was up to ny
wai st in a thick, green bog. And the how s contin
ued, one after the other, echoing through the tree
s as | sank into the nurky bog.

When | awoke the next norning, the dream i ngered
in my mnd. | wondered if the hows were real, or

just part of the dream

Cinbing out of bed, | realized | felt fine. Yello

w nor ni ng sunlight poured in through the w ndow. |
could see a clear blue sky. The beautiful norning
made ne forget ny nightnares.

| wondered if WII was around this norning. Maybe h

e and | could go exploring in the swanp.

| got dressed quickly, pulling on pale blue jeans

and a bl ack-and-silver Raiders T-shirt. (I'"mnot a
Rai ders fan. | just like their colors.)

| gul ped down a bow of Frosted Fl akes, allowed ny
nomto feel ny head to nake sure ny fever was gon

e, and hurried to the back door.



"Whoa. Hold on," Momcalled, setting down her coffe
e cup. "Where are you going so early?"

"I want to see if WIIl is hone," | said. "Maybe we'
|l hang out or sonething.”
"(kay. Just don't overdo it,'

she warned. "Prom se?

"Yeah. Promise," | replied.

| pulled open the kitchen door, stepped out into b
| i ndi ng sunlight —and screaned as an enor nobus, da
rk nmonster |eapt onto ny chest and heaved ne to th
e ground.
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"I't —it's got ne!" | screaned as it pushed ne to t
he ground and junped on ny chest.

"Help! It —it's licking ny face!"

| was so startled, it took ne a long tinme to realiz
e ny attacker was a dog.

By the time Mom and Dad canme to ny rescue and star
ted to pull the big creature off ny chest, | was |
aughing. "Hey —that tickles! Stop!"

| w ped the dog spit off ny face with ny hands and
scranbled to ny feet.

"Where'd you cone fronf" Mom asked the dog. She an
d Dad were holding on to the enornous beast.

They both let go, and it stood wagging its tail ex
citedly, panting, its big red tongue hangi ng down
practically to the ground.

"He's enornous!" Dad excl ained. "He nust be part sh
epherd. "

| was still wiping the sticky saliva off ny cheeks
. "He scared ne to death," | confessed. "Didn't yo
u, fella?" | reached down and stroked the dark gra

y fur on the top of his head. His long tail starte
d waggi ng faster.

"He |ikes you," Mm said.

"He practically killed nme!" | exclained. "Look at
him He nust weigh nore than a hundred pounds!”
"Were you the one scratching at our door |ast nigh
t?" Emly appeared in the doorway, still inthe lo



ng T-shirt she used as a nightshirt. "I think this
clears up the nystery," she said to ne, yawning s
| eepily and pulling her bl onde hair behind her sho
ul ders with both hands.

"I guess," | nuttered. | got down on ny knees besi

de the big dog and stroked his back. He turned his
head and |icked ny cheek again. "Yuck! Quit that!

"1 told him

"I wonder who he belongs to?" Mm said, staring at
t he dog thoughtfully. "Gady, check his collar. T
here's probably an ID tag."

| reached up to the dog's broad neck and felt arou
nd in his fur for a collar. "Nothing there," | rep

orted.

"Maybe he's a stray,"” Emly said frominside the k
i tchen. "Maybe that's why he was scratching the do

or last night."

"Yeah," | said quickly. "He needs a place to live."

"Whoa, " Mom said, shaking her head. "I don't think
we need a dog right now, Grady. W just noved in,
and —"

"But | need a pet!" | insisted. "It's so lonely he
re. A dog would be great, Mom He could keep ne co
npany. "

"You have the deer for pets," Dad said, frowning.
He turned to the deer pen. The six deer were all s
tanding alertly at attention, staring warily at th
e dog.

"You can't walk a deer!" | protested. "Besides, yo
u're going to set the deer free, right?"

"The dog probably belongs to soneone,"” Momsaid. "
You can't just claimany dog that wanders by. Besi
des, he's so big, Gady. He's too big to —"

"Aw, let himkeep it," Emly called fromthe house.

| stared at her in shock. | couldn't renenber the

last time Emly and | had been on the sane side of
a famly argunent.

The di scussion continued for several mnutes nore.
Everyone agreed that he seened |ike a sweet-tenpe

red, gentle dog despite his huge size. And he cert



ainly was affectionate. | couldn't nake him stop |

I cki ng ne.

d ancing up, | saw WIIl cone out of his house and
head across the back |awns toward us. He was weari
ng a sleeveless blue T-shirt and blue Lycra bicycl
e shorts. "Hi! Look what we found!" | call ed.

| introduced WII to ny nomand dad. Em |y had disa
ppeared back to her roomto get dressed.

"Have you seen this dog before?" Dad asked WII.
Does he belong to soneone in the nei ghbor hood?"

WIIl shook his head. "Nope. Never seen him" He cau
tiously petted the dog's head.

"Where' d you cone from fella?" | asked, staring i
nto the creature's eyes. They were bl ue. Sky-Dbl ue.
"He | ooks nore like a wlf than a dog," WII said.
"Yeah. He really does," | agreed. "WAs that you ho
wing like a wlf all last night?" | asked the dog
. He tried to lick ny nose, but |I pulled ny face b
ack in tine.

| glanced up at WIl. "D d you hear those how s | as
t night? They were really weird."
"No. | didn't hear anything," WII replied. "I'ma

very sound sl eeper. My dad cones into ny room and
shouts through a negaphone to wake ne up in the m
orning. Really!"
We all | aughed.
"He really does ook Iike a wolf," Mom comented, s
taring at the dog's bl ue eyes.
"Wol ves are skinnier," Dad remarked. "Their snouts
are narrower. He could be part wolf, | suppose. B
ut it's not very likely in this geographical area.”
"Let's call himWlf," | suggested enthusiasticall
. "lIt's the perfect nane for him" | clinbed to m
y feet. "H, WIf," | called to the dog. "WIf! Hi
, Wolfi*
Hi s ears perked straight up.
"See? He |ikes the nane!" | exclained. "WIf! Wl f!
He barked at ne, a single yip.
"Can | keep hinP" | asked.
Mom and Dad exchanged | ong gl ances. "W'll| see," M
m sai d.



That afternoon, WIIl and | headed to the swanp to
do sone exploring. My nightmares about the swanp |
ingered in ny mnd. But | did ny best to force the
m away'.

It was a blazing hot day. The sun burned down in a
clear, cloudless sky. As we crossed ny back yard,
| hoped it would be cooler in the | eafy shade of

t he swanp.

| gl anced back at Wl f. He was napping in the hot

sunlight on his side, his four |egs stretched stra

ight out in front of him

We had fed himbefore Iunch, sone leftover roast b

eef scraps fromour dinner the night before. He go

bbled it up hungrily. Then, after slurping up an e

ntire bow of water, he dropped down in the grass

in front of the back stoop to take his nap.

WIl and | followed the dirt path into the slantin

g trees. Bl ack-and-orange nonarch butterflies, fou

r or five of them fluttered over a bank of tall w

i 1 df | owers.

"Hey!" | cried out as ny foot sank into a marshy s

pot in the dirt. Wien | pulled ny sneaker out, it

was covered with wet sand.

"Have you seen the bog?" WII asked. "It's kind of

neat . "

"Yeah. Let's go there," | said enthusiastically.

We can throw sticks in and stun", and watch thems

I nk. "

"Do you think any people ever got sunk in the bog?

" WIIl asked thoughtfully. He brushed a nosquito o

ff his broad forehead, then scratched his short, d

ark brown hair.

"Maybe," | replied, following himas he turned off
the path and headed through a wi de patch of tall
reeds. "Do you think it would really suck you down

into it, |ike quicksand?"

"My dad says there's no such thing as quicksand," W

i 11 said.

"I bet thereis,”" | told him "I bet people have f

allen into the bog accidentally and gotten sucked

down. If we brought a fishing rod, we could cast a



line in and pull up their bones.™

"G oss," he said.

We were wal ki ng over a carpet of dead brown | eaves
Qur sneakers crunched noisily as we nade our way
under tangled palmtrees toward the bog.

Suddenly, WII| stopped. "Ssshhh." He raised a finge

r to his |ips.

| heard it, too.

Crunchi ng behi nd us.

Foot st eps.

We both froze in place, listening hard. The footste

ps drew cl oser.

WIIl's dark eyes narrowed in fear. "Soneone's foll

ow ng us," he murnured. "It's the swanp hermt!"
13
"Quick —hide!" | cried.

WIIl dived behind a thick clunp of tall weeds. | t
ried to follow him but there wasn't roomfor both
of us.

Crawl i ng on ny hands and knees, | searched frantica
|1y for sonmething to hide behind.

The crackling of dead | eaves becane | ouder. The foo

tsteps hurried closer.

| scranbled toward a nest of branbles. No. They wou
| dn't hide ne.

A clunp of ferns across fromnme was too | ow

The footsteps crackl ed cl oser.

Cl oser.

"H de! H de!"™ WII urged.

But | was trapped out in the open. Caught.

| struggled to ny feet just as our pursuer cane int

0 View.

"Wol fI'" | cried.

The big dog's tail began waggi ng furiously as soon
as he saw ne. He uttered a joyful bark —and junp

ed.

"No!" | managed to cry.

H s front paws | anded hard on ny chest. | stunbled
backwards into the tall weeds and fell onto WII.



"Hey!" He cried out and scranbled to his feet.
Wl f barked happily and practically snothered ne, t
rying to lick ny face.

"Wl f —down! Down!" | shouted. | stood up and sta
rted brushing dead | eaves off ny T-shirt. "WIf, y
ou've got to stop doing that, boy," | told him "Y

ou're not alittle puppy, you know?"

"How did he find us?" WII asked, pulling a burr of

f the seat of his blue Lycra shorts.

"Good nose, | guess," | replied, staring down at t
he happily panting dog. "Maybe he's part hunting d
og or sonething."

"Let's get to the bog," WII said inpatiently. He
began | eading the way, but Wl f pushed past him n
early bunping himover, and continued trotting tow
ard the bog, his powerful |egs taking |ong, steady
strides.

"Wl f acts as if he knows where we're going," | sai
d, alittle surprised.

"Maybe he's been here before," WII replied. "Maybe
he's a swanp dog."

"Maybe," | replied thoughtfully, staring down at W
ol f. Where do you cone from dog? |I wondered. He c
ertainly did seemat hone in the swanp.

In a short while, we cane to the edge of the peat
bog. | w ped the sweat off ny forehead with the ba
ck of ny hand and stared across the oval -shaped po
nd.

Shafts of sunlight made the green surface sparkle.
Thousands of tiny white insects fluttered just ab
ove it, catching the light, glistening like little
di anonds.

WIIl picked up a snall tree branch. He cracked it
in half between his hands. Then he heaved one of t
he hal ves high into the air.

It hit the surface of the bog with nore of a thunk
than a splash. And then it just lay there. It did
n't sink.

"Weird," | said. "Let's try sonething heavier."
| started to search for sonething, but a | ow grow
caught ny attention. | turned toward the sound. T

O ny surprise, it was comng from Wl f,



The dog had lowered its big head. Its entire body
stood tensed, as if in attack position. Its dark |
i ps were pulled back, revealing two sharp rows of
teeth. It uttered a low grow, then another.
"I think he senses danger,"” WII| said softly.
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Wil f uttered anot her nenacing grow, baring his ja
gged teeth. The fur on his back stood up stiffly.
H s | egs tensed as if preparing to attack.

The sound of crackling tw gs made ne raise ny eyes
. | saw a gray figure darting behind tall weeds on
t he other side of the bog.

"Who —who's that?" WI Il whispered.

| stared strai ght ahead, unable to speak.

"I's that —" WII| started.
"Yes," | managed to choke out. "It's him The swam
p hermt." | dropped quickly to ny knees, hoping t

0 keep out of view.

But had he already seen us?

Had he been there at the other side of the bog all
al ong?

WIIl nmust have been sharing ny thoughts. "Has that
wei rdo been spying on us?" he demanded, huddling
besi de ne.

WIlf uttered a quiet grow, still frozen in place,
ready to attack.

Keeping low, | scooted closer to the dog. For prote
ction, | guess.

| watched the strange man as he nmade his way throu
gh the weeds. His |long, gray-white hair was wld,
standi ng straight out around his face. He kept gl a
nci ng behind himas he wal ked, as if naking sure h
e wasn't being foll owed.

He carried a brown sack over one shoul der.

He turned his gaze in our direction. | dropped dow
n lower, trying to hide behind Wlf, ny heart poun
di ng.

Wl f hadn't noved, but he was silent now Hi s ears
were still pulled back, his lips still open in a



soundl ess snarl .

What were those dark stains on the front of the swa
np hermt's griny shirt?

Bl oodst ai ns?

A shiver of fear ran down ny back.

Wl f stared straight ahead w thout blinking, wthou
t nmoving a nuscle.

The swanp hermt di sappeared behind the tall weeds

We couldn't see him but we could still hear his
f oot st eps crunching over dead | eaves and fallen t
W gs.

| gl anced over at Wl f. The big dog shook hinself,
as if shaking the swanp hermt fromhis mnd. H's
tail wagged slowy. H s body rel axed. He uttered
soft whinpers, as if telling ne how scared he had
been.

"I't's okay, boy," | said quietly, and rubbed the s
oft fur on top of the dog's head. He stopped whinp
ering and |licked at ny wist.

"That gquy is creepy!" WIIl exclained, clinbing slow
ly to his feet.

"He even scared the dog," | said, petting WIlf som
e nore. "What do you think he had in the sack?"
"Probably soneone's head!"™ WIIl said, his dark eyes
wi de with horror.

| |aughed. But | stopped when | saw that WII wasn
't joking. "Everyone says he's harmess,"” | said.
"He had bl ood all over the front of his shirt," W
|1 said wiwth a shudder. He scratched his short, da
rk hair nervously.

The sunlight faded quickly as clouds rolled over t
he sun. Long shadows crept over the bog. The stick
WIl had thrown had di sappeared, sucked into the

t hi ck, murky water.

"Let's get hone," | suggested.

"Yeah. Ckay," WII| agreed quickly.

| called to WIf, who was exploring in the tall we
eds. Then we turned and started to nake our way ba
ck along the twisting dirt path.

A soft breeze fluttered the trees, nmaking the palm
| eaves scrape and clatter. Tall ferns shivered in
the w nd. The shadows grew deeper and darker.



| could hear Wbl f behind us. | could hear his body
brushi ng through | ow shrubs and weeds.

W were nearly to where the trees ended and the fl
at grass |eading to our back yards began. W were
nearly out of the swanp when WII| stopped suddenly.
| saw his nouth drop open in horror.

| turned to follow his gaze.

Then | uttered a shocked cry and covered ny eyes to
shut out the gruesone sight.
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When | opened ny eyes, the hideous pile of feather
s and bl ood-covered flesh was still at ny feet.
"Wh-what is it?" WII stanmered.

It took ne a long while to realize we were staring
at a bird. A large heron.

It was hard to recogni ze because it had been torn a
part.

Long, white feathers were scattered over the soft
ground. The poor bird's chest had been torn wde o

pen.
"The swanp hermt!" WIIl cried.
"Huh?" | cried. | turned away fromthe hideous sig

ht and tried to force the imge fromny m nd.
"That's why he had blood all over his shirt!" WII
decl ar ed.

"But why would he rip a bird apart?" | asked weakly

"Because . . . because he's a nonster!" Wl excl ai
med.

"He's just a weird old guy who lives alone in the
swanp,"” | said. "He didn't do this, WIIl. Sone kin
d of animal did it. Look!" | pointed to the ground.

There were paw prints in the soft ground. Al aroun
d the dead bird.

"They |l ook |ike dog's paws," | said, thinking out |
oud.

"Dogs don't rip apart birds,” WII replied quietly.

At that nonent, WIf cane bounding up to us throug



h the weeds. He cane to a stop in front of the dea

d bird and started to sniff it.

"Get away fromthere, WIf," | ordered. "Cone on.

Get away." | tugged him back, pulling himwth bot

h hands around his thick neck.

"Let's get hone," WII| said. "Let's get away from

this thing. |'"'mgoing to have bad dreans. | really
will."

| pulled WIf wth both hands. We stepped carefull

y around the dead heron and then hurried toward th

e swanp edge. Neither of us said a word. | guess w

e were both still picturing what we had seen.

As we reached the flat grass behind our houses, |

sai d good-bye to WII. |I watched himhurry to his

house. Wl f scanpered after himfor part of the wa

y. Then he turned and hurried back to ne.

The | ate afternoon sun burned its way through the

clouds. | shielded ny eyes fromthe sudden brightn

ess, and saw ny dad working in the deer pen behind
t he house.

"Hey, Dad —" | ran toward himover the grass.

He gl anced up when | called to him He was wearing
denimcutoffs and a sl eeveless yellow T-shirt. He
had an Ol ando Magic cap pulled down over his for

ehead. "What's up, G ady?"

"WIIl and | —we saw a dead heron," | told himbrea

t hl essly.

"Where? In the swanp?" he asked casually. He pulle

d off the cap, wped his forehead with the back of
hi s hand, and repl aced the cap.

"Dad, it —it was torn apart!" | cried.

He didn't react. "That's part of life in the wld,

he said, pulling up one of the deer's hooves to
exam ne the bottom "You know that, Grady. It can

get pretty violent out there. W' ve tal ked about s

urvival of the fittest and stuff |ike that."

"No, Dad. This is different,” |I insisted. "The her
on —it was ripped in twd. | nean, |ike soneone to
ok it, and —"

"Anot her bird, maybe," Dad said, concentrating on
t he deer hoof. "A larger bird of prey. It could ha
ve been —"



"We saw the swanp hermt," | interrupted. "He had
bl ood all over his shirt. Then we saw paw prints i
n the ground. Al around the dead bird."

"Grady, cal mdown," Dad said, setting down the dee
rs leg. "If you go exploring in the swanp, you're
going to see a lot of frightening-Iooking things.
But don't let your inmgination run away wth you.'
"WIl said it was done by a nonster!" | excl ai ned.
Dad frowned and scratched his head through the cap
"I see your new friend has a good i nmagi nation, t

00," he said quietly.

That night, | was glad ny parents agreed to let W
|f sleep in my room | felt a lot safer with the b
i g dog curled up on the rug beside ny bed.

| hadn't been able to shake the ugly picture of th

e dead heron fromny mnd. | watched sone TV until
di nnertinme. Then after dinner, | played a | ong ch

ess gane with Emly.

But no matter what | did, | kept seeing the white

feathers scattered over the ground, the torn-apart
bird Iying crunpled on the path.

So now !l felt alittle conforted with WIf sleepin

ginthe room "You'll protect ne, won't you, boy?
" | whispered fromny bed.

He uttered a low snort. Light fromthe full noon s

pilled over hi mthrough the wi ndow. | saw that he
was sl eeping with his head resting on his two fron
t paws.

Then | drifted into a dreanl ess sl eep.

| don't know how long | slept.

| was awakened sone tinme later by a horrifying cras
h.

| sat straight up with a startled gasp.

The crash had cone fromthe living room | realized

Someone was breaking in!
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Was it a burglar?



| clinbed out of bed, ny heart pounding, and crept
to the door.
Anot her crash. A | oud thunp.

Foot st eps.

"Who —who is it?" | cried. My voice cane out in a
choked whi sper.

Keepi ng against the wall, | nade ny way slowy tow
ard the living room "Who's there?" | shouted.

Mom and Dad and Em Iy nmet nme in the dark hallway.
Even in the darkness | could see the fear and conf
usi on on their faces.

| was the first to the living room Pale yellowli
ght fromthe full nobon washed across the room "He
y!'" | called out.

Wl f | eaped against the big front wi ndow. Hi s shoul
ders made a | oud thud agai nst the gl ass.

"Wl f —stop!" | cried.

In the pale light, | saw what had caused the | oud
crash. Wl f had knocked over the table and a | anp
that had stood in front of the w ndow.

"He —he's trying to get outside,"” | stamrered.

| felt Dad's hand on the shoul der of ny pajama shir
t. "What a ness he's made," he nurnured.

"Wl f —stop!" | called again.

The big dog turned, breathing hard. H s eyes gl owe
d red in the noonlight through the w ndow.

"Why is he so desperate to get out?" Em |y denmanded

"We can't have himin the house if he does this ev
ery night," Mom said, her voice hoarse from sl eep.
The big dog lowered his head and |l et out an excite
d grow. H s tail stood straight up behind him
"Open the front door. Let himout," Momsaid. "Befo
re he wecks the whol e house."

Dad hurried across the room and pul |l ed open the do
or. WIf didn't hesitate for a second. He bounded
to the door and burst out.

| ran to the window to watch him But the big dog
di sappeared around the side of the house, running
toward the back yard.

"He's heading to the swanp," | guessed.

"He tried to break right through the w ndow," Mms



ai d.
Emly clicked on a lanp. "He's so strong, he proba
bly coul d have broken the wi ndow," she said quietl

Y.
Dad cl osed the front door. He yawned. Then he turn
ed his gaze on ne. "You know what this neans, don'
t you, G ady?"

| was still staring out at the full nmoon. "No. Wat

A

"Wlf wll have to stay outdoors from now on," Dad
sai d. He stooped and began picking up pieces of t
he br oken | anp.

"But, Dad —" | started to protest.

"He's too big and too restless to stay in the hous

e," Dad continued. He handed the | anp pieces to Em
ily. Then he pulled the table rightside up and ret
urned it to its place in front of the w ndow.

"Wl f didn't nean to break the lanp,"” | argued weak
ly.
"He' Il break everything we have," Momsaid quietly.

"He's just too big," Dad added. "He'll have to stay
out si de, G ady."

"Why did he want out so desperately?' Em |y denmande
d.

"He's probably used to being outside,"” Dad told he

r. "He'll be happier out there," he said, turning
to ne.
"Yeah. Maybe," | replied glumy. | |iked having W

| f sleep beside ne in ny bedroom But | knew there
was no way | could convince ny parents to give th
e dog a second chance. Their m nds were nmade up.

And at |east they were letting ne keep Wl f.

| pulled the vacuum cl eaner out of the cl oset and
plugged it in. Dad took the nozzle and began vacuu
mng up the tiny pieces of glass fromthe carpet.

That crazy dog, | thought, shaking ny head unhappil
. What is his problem anyway?

When Dad finished, | carried the vacuum cl eaner bac
k to the closet.

"Now maybe we can all sleep in peace,

wni ng.

Mom sai d, ya



She was wr ong.
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| heard the frightening how s again a short while |

ater.

At first | thought | was dream ng them

But when | opened ny eyes and gazed around ny dark
bedroom the howls continued. Still half asleep,

| gripped the covers with both hands and pulled th

emup to nmy chin.

The howl s sounded so close, as if they were right

outside nmy wi ndow. They didn't seemlike the cries
of an animal. They were too angry, too deliberate.

Too hunan.

Stop trying to frighten yourself, | thought. It's

a wlf. It has to be sone kind of swanp wol f.

In the back of my mnd, I knewit mght be WIf ma

king those frightening sounds. But | kept pushing

t he t hought away.

Wiy woul d the dog how Iike that?

Dogs bark. They don't how unless they're very sad

or upset.

| shut ny eyes, wishing the frightening wails away.

Suddenly, they stopped. Silence.
Then | heard rapid thunps on the ground. Foot steps.

Sonme kind of a struggle.
| heard a short, terrifying cry. It cut off al npst
as soon as it began.

It's right in back of the house, | realized.
W de awake now, | junped out of bed, dragging the
covers with ne. | stunbled to the bedroom w ndow a

nd grabbed the w ndowsill.

The full noon had risen high in the night sky. The
back yard stretched out silvery in the noonlight,
the dewy grass shimmering in the bright |ight.

Pressing ny forehead agai nst the w ndowpane, | pee

red out toward the dark swanp. | uttered a near-si

| ent gasp when | saw the shadowy creature running



toward the trees.

A large creature, running on all fours.

It was only a black outline fading into the darkne
ss. But | could see how big it was, and | could se
e how fast it was running.

And | heard its hows. Triunphant hows, | thought.

ls it WIf? | wondered. | peered out the w ndow w

t hout noving, even though the darkness had swal | ow
ed the creature up. | could see only the outline o

f distant trees.

But | could still hear the hows rising and falling
on the heavy night air.

s it WIf?

It can't be WIf —can it?

| |owered ny gaze. My breath caught in ny throat.
| saw sonething. In the mddle of the backyard. A
few feet fromthe deer pen.

At first | thought it was a pile of rags.

My hands trenbled as | pulled open ny w ndow.

| had to get a better look. | had to see what that
was in the back yard.

| pulled up ny pajanma bottons. Then, gripping the

wi ndowsill, | lowered nyself out the wi ndow onto t
he grass.
The wet grass felt cold under ny bare feet. | turn

ed to the deer pen. The six swanp deer were standi
ng tensely, huddl ed together against the house. Th
eir dark eyes followed ne as | began to creep acro
ss the grass.

What is that thing? | wondered, staring into the si
| very 1ight.

s it just a pile of old rags?

No.

What is it?

18

My bare feet felt cold and wet as | nade ny way sl
oWy across the dew covered grass. The night air w
as heavy and still, still as death.



When | canme close enough to see what was lying in
a heap on the grass, | uttered a faint cry and sta
rted to gag.

| pressed a hand agai nst ny nouth and swal | owed har
d.

| realized | was staring down at a rabbit. Its sma
|1, black eyes were frozen open in terror. One of
its ears had been pulled off.

The rabbit had been ripped open, nearly torn in hal
f.

| forced nyself to | ook away.

My stomach still heaving, | hurried back over the
wet grass to ny open wi ndow and scranbl ed back in.
As | struggled to pull the wi ndow shut, the how s
rang out again, rising triunphantly fromthe nearb

y swanp.

After breakfast the next norning, | led Dad out to
t he back yard to show himthe nurdered rabbit. It
was a bright, hot day, and a red sun clinbed a pa

| e, clear sky.

As soon as we stepped off the back stoop, WIf app

eared fromaround the side of his house. H's tail

began waggi ng furiously. He came running excitedly
to greet ne, as if he hadn't seen ne in years, le
api ng onto ny chest, nearly knocking ne over.

"Down, Wolf! Down!" | cried, laughing as the dog st

retched to lick ny face.

"Your dog is a killer," a voice said behind ne. |

turned to see that Emly had foll owed us. She was

wearing a red T-shirt over white tennis shorts. Sh

e had her arnms crossed in front of her, and she wa

s glaring disapprovingly at Wl f. "Look what he di

d to that poor bunny rabbit," she said, shaking he

r head.

"Whoa. Hold on," | replied, petting WIlf's gray fur

"Who said WIf did this?"

"Who el se woul d have done it?" Emly demanded. "He'

s akiller."

"Oh, yeah? Look how gentle he is,” | insisted. | p

ut my wist in Wlf's nouth. He cl anped down gentl

y on it, being careful not to hurt ne.



"Wol f may be a bit of a hunter," Dad said thoughtf
ully. He had been staring down at the rabbit, but
now he turned his glance to the deer pen.

Huddl ed t oget her at one end of the pen, the deer w
ere all staring warily at Wil f. They had their hea
ds lowered cautiously as they followed the dog's e
very nove.

"I"'mglad they're safe inside that pen," Dad said s

of tly.

"Dad, you have to get rid of this dog," Emly said
shrilly.

"No way!" | cried. | turned angrily to ny sister.

"You have no proof that Wl f did anythi ng wong!"

| shouted. "No proof at all!"

"You have no proof that he didn't do it!" Emly rep
|ied nastily.

"OF course he didn't!" | cried, feeling ny self |lo

se control. "Didn't you hear the how s |ast night?
Didn't you hear those frightening how s? It wasn'

t a dog howing like that. Dogs don't how Ilike th

at!”

"Then what was it?" Em |y denmanded.

"I heard them too," Dad said, stepping between us
"They sounded nore like wolf hows. O maybe a c

oyote."

"See?" | told Emly.

"But |'d be very surprised to find a wolf or coyot

e inthis area," Dad continued, gazing out toward

t he swanp.

Emly still had her arns crossed tightly over her

chest. She gazed down at Wl f and shuddered. "He's
dangerous, Dad. You really have to get rid of him

Dad wal ked over and patted Wl f's head. He scratch
ed Wl f under the chin. Wlf |icked Dad's hand,.
"Let's just be careful around him" Dad said. "He
seens very gentle. But we don't really know anyt hi
ng about him—do we? So let's be very careful, ok
ay?"

"I"'mgoing to be careful,” EmIly replied, narrow n
g her eyes at Wlf. "I'mgoing to stay as far away
fromthat nonster as | can." She turned and storm



ed back to the house.

Dad nmade his way to the shed to get a shovel and bo

X to carry away the dead rabbit in.

| dropped to ny knees and hugged Wl f's broad neck
. "You aren't a nonster, are you, boy?" | asked. "
Emly is crazy, isn't she? You're not a nonster. T
hat wasn't you | saw running toward the swanp | ast
night, was it?"

Wl f raised his deep blue eyes to mne. He stared h

ard at ne.

He seened to be trying to tell ne sonething.

But | had no idea what it could be.
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That night | didn't hear the how s.

| woke up in the mddle of the night and stared ou
t the wi ndow. WIf was gone, probably exploring th
e swanp. In the norning, | knew he'd cone running
back to greet ne as if | were a long lost friend.
The next norning WIIl showed up just as | was givi
ng Wil f his breakfast, a big bow of crunchy, dry
dog food. "Hey, what's up?" WII| asked, his usual
greeti ng.

"Not hing nmuch," | said. | rolled up the top of the
bi g bag of dog food and dragged it back into the
kitchen. Wl f stood over his bow, his head | owere

d, chewi ng noisily away.

| pushed open the screen door and returned to WI|
. He was wearing a dark blue nuscle shirt and bl ac
k Lycra bi ke shorts. He had a green-and-yel | ow For
est Service cap pulled down over his dark hair,
"WAnt to go exploring?" he asked in his hoarse voi
ce, watching Wl f hungrily gobble down his breakfa
st. "You know. In the swanp?"

"Yeah. Sure,"” | said. | called inside to tell ny p
arents where | was going. Then |I followed WII| acr
oss the back lawn toward the swanp.

Wl f cane scanpering after us. He'd run past us, t
hen |l et us catch up. Then he'd run in crazy zigzag
s in front of us, behind us, ronping happily under



t he hot norning sun.
"Did you hear about M. Warner?" WII| asked. He st
opped to pick up a long bl ade of grass and put it
bet ween his teeth.
"Who?"
"BEd Warner," WII replied. "I guess you haven't ne
t the Warners yet. They live in the very |last hous
e." He turned and pointed behind us to the | ast wh
ite house at the end of the row of white houses.
"What about hinf" | asked, nearly tripping over Wl
f, who had cone runbling past ny feet.
"He's mssing," WIIl replied, chewing on the grass
bl ade. "He didn't cone hone |ast night."
"Huh? From where?" | asked, turning to stare at th
e Warners' house. Heat waves shimered up fromthe
grass, neking the house appear to bend and qui ver.
"Fromthe swanp," WII replied darkly. "Ms. Warne
r called ny nomthis norning. She said M. \Warner
went hunting yesterday afternoon. He |likes to hunt
W ld turkeys. He took ne with hima couple tines.
He's real good at chasing them down. Wen he kill
s one, he hangs its feet up on his den wall."
"He does?" | cried. It sounded pretty gross to ne.
"Yeah. You know. Like a trophy," WII continued.
Anyway, he went hunting wld turkeys in the swanp
yest erday afternoon, and he hasn't cone hone."
"Weird," | said, watching WIf stop at the edge of
the trees. "Maybe he got |ost.™
"No way," WII insisted, shaking his head. "Not M
. Warner. He's lived here a long tine. He was the
first one to nove here. M. Warner wouldn't get |lo
st.”
"Then maybe the werewolf got him" called a strange
voi ce behi nd us.
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Startled, we both spun around to see a girl about

our age. She had rust-colored red hair tied in a p
onytail on one side. She had catlike green eyes, a
nd a short stub of a nose, and freckles all over h



er face. She was wearing faded red deni mjeans and
a T-shirt with a grinning green alligator on the

front.

"Cassi e, what are you doing here?" WII| demanded.
"Foll owm ng you," she replied, naking a face at him
. She turned to ne. "You're the new kid, Gady, ri
ght? WIIl told ne about you."

"H," | said awkwardly. "He told nme a girl lived i
n the nei ghborhood. But he didn't tell me nuch abo
ut you."

"What's to tell?" WII| teased.

"I"'m Cassi e O Rourke," she said. She shot up her h

and and pulled the blade of grass fromWII's nout
h.

"Hey!" He playfully tried to slug her, but m ssed.

"What did you say about a werewol f?" | asked.
"Don't start with that stuff again," WII grunbled
to Cassie. "It's so stupid."”

"You're just afraid," Cassie accused.

"No, I"'mnot. It's too stupid,” WII insisted.

We stepped into the shade of the trees at the swam
p edge. A funnel cloud of white gnats whirred craz
ily in a shaft of |ight between the trees.

"There's a werewolf in the swanp,"” Cassie said, |o
wering her voice as we ducked past the gnats and m
oved deeper into the shade.

"And I'mgoing to flap ny wings and fly to Mars," W
i1l said sarcastically.

"Shut up, WII," Cassie snapped. "Grady doesn't thi
nk it's stupid —do you?"
| shrugged. "I don't know," | said. "I don't think
| believe in werewol ves."
WI Il laughed. "Cassie believes in the Easter Bunny,

too," he said.
Cassi e socked himhard in the chest.
"Hey!" WIIl cried out angrily as he staggered back.
"What' s your probl en?"
"Mosquito," she said, pointing. "A big one. | got h
I m"
Scowing, WIIl glanced down. "I don't see any nosqu
ito. Gve ne a break, Cassie.”
We nmade our way along the winding path. It had rai



ned the day before. The ground was marshier than u
sual. W kept slipping in the soft nud.

"Do you hear the howling sounds at night?" | asked
Cassi e.

"That's the werewol f," she replied softly. Her gre
en cat-eyes burned into mne. "I'mnot kidding aro
und, Grady. |'m serious. Those how s aren't human.
Those how s cone froma werewl f who has just kil
| ed. "

WIIl snickered. "You' ve got a good i magi nation, Ca

ssie. | guess you watch a lot of scary novies on T
V, huh?"
"Real life is scarier than the novies," she said, |

owering her voice to a whisper.
"Qoh, stop. You're making ne shake all over!" WII
excl ai med sarcastically.

She didn't reply. She was still staring at ne as we
wal ked. "You believe nme, don't you?"
"I don't know," | said.

The bog cane into view. The air becane heavier, we

tter. The tall weeds on the other side stood strai

ght up. The bog gurgled quietly. Two big flies dan

ced over the dark green surface.

"There's no such thing as werewol ves, Cassie," WI

| nmuttered, searching for sonething to throwinto

the bog. He grinned at her. "Unl ess maybe you're o
nel ™

She rolled her eyes. "Very funny." She nade biting
notions wth her teeth as if she were going to bi

te him

| heard a rustling sound across the oval -shaped bo

g. The tall weeds suddenly parted, and Wl f appear

ed at the edge of the water.

"What does the werewolf | ook Iike?" WII| asked sar

castically. "Does it have red hair and freckl es?"

Cassie didn't reply.

| turned to see a |l ook of terror freeze on her fac

e. Her green eyes grew wi de, and her freckles seem

ed to fade. "Th-there's the werewol f!" she stammer

ed in a choked whisper. She pointed.

Feeling a chill of fear, | turned to see where she

was poi nting.



To ny horror, she was pointing right at Wl f!
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"No!" | started to protest.

But then | saw that | had m sunderstood. Cassie wa
sn't pointing at Wolf. She was pointing to the fig
ure noving through the tall weeds behind the dog.
The swanp hermt!

| saw hi m wal ki ng qui ckly behind the weeds, his sh
oul ders bent, his mangy head bobbing with each ste

As he noved into a small break in the weeds, | cou
| d see why he was | eaning forward. He carried sone

t hi ng over one shoul der. A bag of sone sort.

WIlf started to grow .

The hermt stopped wal ki ng.

It wasn't a bag slung over his shoulder, | saw. It

was a turkey. A wld turkey.

A chilling thought burst into ny mnd: Had he taken
it fromM. Warner?

Was Cassie right about the swanp hermt? Was he a

wer ewol f ? Had he done sonething horrible to M. WA
rner and clainmed the wild turkey as his prize?

| tried to dismss these horrible thoughts. They we
re crazy. | npossible.

But Cassie | ooked so frightened, staring across th

e gurgling green bog at the wld-eyed hermt. And

the how s at night, the how s had been so frighten
i ng, so human.

And the dead animals |'d seen, torn so brutally apa
rt, as if . . . as if by a werewol f!

WIf uttered another warning grow. He stared at t
he hermt, his tail standing stiffly behind him h
is fur rising up on his back.

The hermt noved quickly. | saw his dark eyes fl as
h just before he di sappeared behind the weeds.
"I't'"s him" Cassie cried, still pointing. "It's the
wer ewol f!"

"Cassie —shut up!"™ WIIl warned. "He'll hear you!"
| swal |l owed hard, frozen in place by ny fear. | sa



w the weeds trenble across the bog. | heard rustli
ng sounds grow ng cl oser.

"Run!"™ WIIl cried, his hoarse voice shrill and frig
ht ened. "Cone on —run!"

Too | ate.

The swanp hermt burst out of the weeds right behi
nd us. "I'"'mthe werewol f!" he shrieked. H's eyes w
ere wld, excited. His face, surrounded by his | on
g, tangled hair, was bright red. "I'mthe werewol f
P h

He had heard Cassi e!

Laughing at the top of his lungs, he tossed up bot
h hands, then began to swing the turkey in a w de
circle over his head. "I'"'mthe werewol f!" he cried.
Cassie, WIIl, and | all cried out at the sane tine.

Then we started to run.

Qut of the corner of ny eye, | could see WIf. He
hadn't noved from his spot across the bog. But now
, as | started to run, he cane bounding toward us,
bar ki ng excitedly.

"I"'mthe werewol f!'" the hermt shrieked. He how ed
with |aughter, still swinging the turkey as he ch

ased after us.

"Leave us alone!" Cassie cried, running beside WI
| a few steps ahead of ne. "Do you hear ne? Leave
us al one!"

Her pleas nmade the hermt how again.

My shoes slipped in the nuddy ground.

| turned back. He was gaining on ne. Right behind m
e.

Gasping for breath, | struggled to run faster. Sha
rp vines and heavy | eaves sl apped at ny face and a
rms as | plunged forward.

It was all a blur now. A blur of |ight and shade,

trees and vines, tall weeds and sharp branbl es.
"I"'mthe werewolf! I'mthe werewol f!"

The crazed hermt's high-pitched wails of |aughter
echoed through the swanp.

Keep going, Grady, | urged nyself. Keep going.
Then, with a terrified cry, | felt ny feet slide ou
t fromunder ne.



| fell face forward into the nud, |anding hard on m
y hands and knees.

He's got ne, | realized.

The werewol f has got ne.
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| tried frantically to scranble up fromthe nud. B
ut | slipped again and tunbled forward with a spla
t.

He's got nme now, | thought.

The werewol f has got ne now. | cannot escape.
My muscles all froze in panic. | struggled to craw
away.

| turned back, expecting the hermt to grab ne.

But he had stopped several yards away. The turkey

dangled to the ground as he stared down at ne, a s

trange grin on his weathered face.

Where was Wl f? | wonder ed.

Wl f had been growing furiously at the swanp herm

t. Wiy hadn't WIf attacked?

"Hel p! WII! Cassie!" | called desperately.

Si | ence.

They were gone. They were both probably out of the

swanp by now, running for hone.

| was al one. Alone to face the hermt.

| stunbled to ny feet, ny eyes |l ocked on his. Wy w

as he grinning at ne like that?

"Go on. Go," he nmurnured, gesturing with his free h

and. "Just teasing you."

"What ?" My voice cane out tiny and frightened.

"Go. I'mnot going to bite you," he said. H's grin
faded. The |light seenmed to dimin his shiny black
eyes.

Wl f appeared behind him The dog gazed up at the

hermt, then lowered his eyes to the dead turkey.

He barked once, a shrill yip. But |I could see that
Wl f had rel axed. He had no intention of attackin

the hermt.

"This dog yours?" the hermt asked, eyeing WlIf war

ily.



"Yeah," | replied, still breathing hard. "I . . . f

ound him™"

"Watch out for him" the hermt said sharply. Then
he turned and, hoisting the large bird on his sho
ul der, headed back into the weeds.

"Wwatch out for hinP" | stamered. "What do you ne
an?"
But the hermt didn't reply. | could hear him brus

hing the tall weeds away as he di sappeared back in

to the swanp.

"What do you nean?" | called after him

But he was gone. The swanp was silent now except f

or the chirping and clicking of insects and the dr

y sound of pal mleaves brushi ng agai nst each ot her.
| stared straight ahead at the tall weeds. | guess
| expected the swanp hermt to return, to burst b

ack into view, to attack again.

Two white noths fluttered together over the weeds.
Not hi ng el se noved.

He was teasing us, he had said.

That's all it was, just teasing.

| swall owed hard. Then | forced nyself to breathe n

ormal | y again.

After a while, | lowered ny gaze to Wl f. The dog

was busily sniffing the ground where the hermt ha

d stood.

"Wl f —why didn't you protect nme?" | scol ded.

The dog gl anced up, then returned to his sniffing.
"Hey, dog —are you a big coward?" | asked, brushi
ng at the wet dirt on the knees of ny jeans. "Is t
hat your problenf You sound real tough, but you're
actually a big chicken?"

Wbl f i gnored ne.

| turned and headed hone, thinking about the herm

t's warning. As | nmade ny way al ong the narrow pat
h, I could hear Wolf running through the weeds and
tall grass, follow ng cl ose behind.

"Watch out for him" the hermt had said.

Was he teasing about that, too? Was he just trying

to scare ne?

The strange man saw that WIlIl, Cassie, and | were

afraid of him So he decided to have sone fun wth



us.

That's all it was, | decided.

He heard Cassie call hima werewol f. So he deci ded
to give us a real scare.

As | wal ked al ong the marshy ground under the shad
e of the tilted palmtrees, ny mnd spun with thou
ghts about Cassie and WIIl and Wl f and werewol ves.
| didn't see the snake until | stepped on it.

| glanced down in tine to see its bright green head
shoot forward.

| felt a sharp stab of pain as its fangs dug into m

y ankl e.

The pain jolted up ny | egq.

| uttered a choked gasp before | crunpled to the gr

ound.
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| hit the ground and curled into a tight ball as th
e pain throbbed through ny body.
Red dots formed in ny eyes. The dots grew | arger a

nd larger until | saw only red. The col or shimere
dinrhythmto the throbbing pain.
Through the curtain of red, | saw the snake slither

i nto the bushes.
| grabbed ny ankle, trying to force the pain down.
Slowy, the red faded, then vani shed, |eaving only
t he pain.
My hand suddenly felt wet.
Bl ood?
| glanced down to see Wl f |icking ny hand. Fierce
licking, as if trying to cure ne, trying to make
everyt hi ng okay agai n.

Despite the pain, | |aughed. "It's okay, boy," | sa
id. "I'"m okay."
He kept licking ny hand until | clinbed to ny feet

| felt alittle dizzy. My | egs were shaky.
| tried putting weight on the foot that had been bi
tten.
It felt alittle better.
| took a step, |inping. Then anot her.



"Let's go, WIf," | said. He gazed up at nme synpath

etically.
| knew | had to get honme quickly. |If the snake was
poi sonous, | was in big trouble. | had no way of

know ng how much tinme | had before the venom would
paral yze ne conpletely —or worse.

Wil f stayed by ny side as |I |inped over the soft g
round toward hone. | was gasping for breath. My ch

est felt tight. The ground swayed beneath ne.

Was it because of the snake venon? O was it just b

ecause | was so frightened?

Pain shot up ny side with every step | took.

But | kept pulling nyself along, talking to WIf a
|1 the while, ignoring the throbbing ache of ny an
kl e.

"We're al nost there, WIf," | said, panting |oudly.
"Al nost there, boy."

The dog sensed that sonething was seriously wong.
He stayed by ny side instead of running his usual
zigzag patterns in front of nme and behind ne.

The end of the trees cane into view. | could see br
i ght sunlight just beyond the swanp.
"Hey —" a voice called to ne. | saw WIIl and Cassi

e waiting for ne on the flat grass.
They began running toward ne. "Are you okay?" Cassi
e cal | ed.

"No. | . .1 got bit!" | managed to choke out. "P
| ease ——go get ny dad!"
They both took off, running full speed to ny house
. | dropped down on the grass, spreading ny legs s
trai ght out, and waited.

| tried to stay calm but it was inpossible.
Was t he snake poi sonous? Was t he venom headi ng str
aight to ny heart? Was | about to die any second?

| reached down wth both hands and carefully, care
fully, pulled off my nud-covered sneaker. Then, np
ving it atiny bit at atinme, | lowered ny white s
ock down over the ankle and off ny foot.
The ankle was a little swollen. The skin was red e
xcept for a white, puckered spot around the bite.

| nsi de that spot, | saw two snmall puncture marks,
bright red droplets of blood oozing fromeach hol e.



When | raised ny eyes fromthe wound, | saw ny dad
, dressed in brown shorts and a white T-shirt, hur
rying along the flat grass toward ne, followed clo
sely by WIIl and Cassi e.

"What happened?" | heard ny dad ask them "What hap
pened to G ady?"

"He was bitten by a werewol f!" | heard Cassie reply

"Keep the ice pack on it," Dad instructed. "The swe
lling wll go down."

| groaned and held the ice pack agai nst nmy ankle.
Mom t sk-tsked fromthe kitchen table. She had a ne

wspaper spread out in front of her. | couldn't tel

| if she was tsk-tsking over ne or over the day's
news.

Qut side the screen door | could see WIf, on his s
i de on the grass just past the back stoop, sound a

sleep. Emly was in the front room watching sone
soap on TV.

"How does it feel?" Mom asked.

"Alot better," |I told her. "I think | was nainly s
cared."

"G een snakes aren't poisonous," Dad rem nded ne f
or the tenth tinme. "But | took every precaution, j
ust in case. W'll wap it up really good when you
‘re through putting ice on it."

"What was all that tal k about werewol ves?" Mm aske
d.

"Cassi e has werewol ves on the brain," | said. "She
t hi nks the swanp hermt is a werewol f."

"She seens like a sweet girl," Momsaid quietly.
| had a nice talk wwth her while your father was t
aking care of your bite. You're lucky, Gady, to f
ind two kids your age out here on the edge of a sw
anp. "

"Yeah, | guess," | replied, shifting the ice pack
on the ankle. "But she was driving WIIl and ne nut
s with all her werewolf talk."

Dad was washing his hands in the kitchen sink. He
dried themon a dish towel, then turned to ne. "Th
at old swanp hermt is supposed to be harmess," h



e said. "At least, that's what everyone says.
"Well, he gave us a real scare,” | told him "He c
hased us through the swanp, shouting, Tmthe werew
ol f1' ™

"Weird," Dad replied thoughtfully. He tossed the di
sh towel onto the counter.

"You should stay away fromhim" Mm said, | ooking
up fromthe newspaper.

"Do you believe in werewol ves?" | asked.

Dad snickered. "Your nomand | are scientists, Ga
dy. W're not supposed to believe in supernatural

t hi ngs |i ke werewol ves. "

"Your father is a werewolf," Momjoked. "I have to
shave his back every norning so he'll [ ook human.

"Ha-ha," | said sarcastically. "lI'mserious. | nea
n, haven't you heard the weird how s at night?"
"Lots of creatures how ," Momreplied. "I'Il bet vy
ou how ed when that snake bit your ankle!"

"Can't you be serious?" | cried shrilly. "You know
, the howls didn't start until it was a full noon.
"I remenber. The hows didn't start until that dog
showed up!" Emly called fromthe front room
"Emly, give ne a break!" | shouted.

"Your dog is a werewolf." Emly call ed.

"Enough werewol f talk," Momnuttered. "Look. |'ve
got hair growing on ny palns!" She held up her han
ds.

"That's just ink off the newspaper," Dad said. He
turned to ne. "See? There's a scientific explanati
on for everything."

"I really would Iike to be taken seriously,"” | said
t hrough cl enched teeth.

"Well . . ." Dad glanced outside. Wlf had rolled
onto his back and was sleeping with all four |egs
up in the air. "The nmoon will look full for only t

wo nore nights,"” Dad told ne. "Tonight and tonorro
wnight. If the hows stop after tonorrow night, w
e'll knowit was a werewolf, howing at the full m
oon. "

Dad chuckled. He thought it was all a big joke.



We had no idea that sonething was about to happen
that night that m ght change his opinion about wer
ewol ves —forever.

24

WIIl and Cassie cane over after dinner. Momand Da
d were still |oading dishes into the di shwasher an
d cleaning up. Emly had hurried into town to go t
o the only novie playing.
| was wal king around pretty well. The ankle barely
hurt at all. Dad's a pretty good doctor, | guess.
The three of us settled in the front room and we
i nstantly got into an argunent about werewol ves.
Cassie insisted that the swanp hermt wasn't Kkiddin
g, that he really was a werewol f.
WIl told her she was a conplete jerk. "He only ch
ased us because he heard you call hima werewol f,"
he told Cassie angrily.
"Why do you think he lives by hinself way deep in
t he swanmp?" Cassie demanded of WIIl. "Because he k
nows what happens to hi mwhen the noon is full, an
d he doesn't want anyone else to know it!"
"Then why did he screamto us that he was a werewo
| f this afternoon?” WII| asked inpatiently. "Becau
se he was just joking, that's why."

"Cone on, guys. Let's change the subject,” | said.
"My parents are both scientists, and they say the
re's no proof that werewol ves exist."
"That's what scientists always say, "

d.

"They're right," WIIl said. "There are no werewol v
es except in novies. You're a real jerk, Cassie."
"You're a jerk!" Cassie shouted back.

| could see they'd had fights like this before. "L

Cassi e insiste

et's play a gane or sonething," | suggested. "Want
to play sone Nintendo? It's in nmy room"
"M. Warner still hasn't shown up," Cassie told W

|1, ignoring ne. She tugged at her red ponytail, t
hen tossed it behind her head. "You know why? Beca
use he was nurdered by the werewol f."



"Don't be stupid,” WIIl said. "How do you know?"
"Maybe you're the werewol f!" | told Cassie.

WI Il laughed. "Yeah. That's why you're such an expe
rt, Cassie."

"Oh, shut up," Cassie grunbled. "You | ook nore |ike
a werewdl f than ne, WIlI!"

"You look like a vanpire!" he told her.

"Well, you look Iike King Kong!" she cri ed.

"What are you kids tal king about?" Mminterrupted,
poki ng her head into the room

"Just tal king about novies and things," | replied g
ui ckly.

| couldn't get to sleep that night. I kept rolling
onto one side, then the other. | couldn't get com

fortable.

| kept listening for the how s.

A strong wind had cone up fromthe Gulf. | could h

ear it rushing past our small house. It rattled th
e wre nesh of the deer pen out back. It made a co
nst ant ssshhhhhh sound, and | strained to hear the
famliar how s.

| had just about drifted off to sleep when the how
S began.

Instantly alert, | junped to ny feet. My left ankle
ached as | stepped down on it.

Anot her how . Far off. Barely carrying over the ste
ady rush of the w nd.

| linped to ny bedroom wi ndow. The ankle had stiff

ened up a bit while | was lying in bed. | pressed
my face against the glass and peered out.
The full noon, gray as a skull, hovered low in the

charcoal sky. The dewy grass gl eaned under its bl
anket of pale |ight.
A burst of wind rattled ny w ndow.
Startled, | pulled back. And |i stened.
Anot her howl . d oser.
This one sent a cold shudder down ny back.
It sounded really close. O was the wind carrying i
t fromthe swanp?
| squinted out the window Swirls of wind made the
grass sway fromone side to the other. The ground



appeared to be spinning, glowng in the pale noon
light as it twirled.
Anot her howl . Even cl oser.
| couldn't see anything. | had to know who or what
was maki ng that terrifying sound.
| pulled ny jeans on over ny pajama bottons. Strug
gling in the dark, | managed to slide ny feet into
a pair of flip-flops.
| started out of ny room but stopped short when |
heard a banging. A loud crash. A pounding. A hars
h thud.
Ri ght out si de.
Ri ght outside ny house.
My heart pounding, | ran through the dark hallway.
My ankl e ached, but | ignored it.
| hurried through the kitchen, unlocked the back d
oor, and pulled it open. A strong gust of w nd pus
hed ne back as | opened the screen door.
The wi nd was hot and wet. Another strong gust pushe
d nme back.
The wind is trying to keep ne inside, | thought. T
rying to keep ne fromsolving the nystery of the t
errifying how s.
| | owered ny head against the driving gusts and | ea
pt down off the stoop.
"OM" | cried out as pain shot up ny |eg.
Waiting for ny eyes to adjust to the dimlight, | |
| st ened hard.
No how s now. Just the shrill, steady rush of w nd
, pushi ng, pushing ne back agai nst the house.
The back yard glowed in the noonlight. Everything w
as silver and gray.
And sil ent,
| searched the back yard, ny eyes sweeping slowy a
cross the shifting grass. Enpty.
But what had caused all the comotion |'d heard in
my roonf The bangi ng? The | oud thuds? The rattlin
g sounds?
Wiy had the how s stopped when | cane outside?
What a nystery, | thought. What a strange nystery.
The wind swirled around ne. My face was dri ppi ng we
t fromthe heavy danpness of the air.



Feeling defeated, | turned back toward the house.
And uttered a shocked cry when | saw that the werew
ol f had nurdered agai n.

25

| took a step through the swirling wind toward the
deer pen.

"Dad!" | called. But ny voice canme out a hushed wh
i sper. "Dad!" | tried to shout, but ny throat was
too dry and choked with fear.

Staring strai ght ahead, | took another step. | cou

|d see it all clearly now A scene of death. Pale
| i ght and shadows. The only sounds were the poundi
ng of ny heart, the swell of the wind, and the rat
tling of the wire nesh of the pen.

| took another step closer. "Dad? Dad?" | cried ou
t wthout thinking, wthout hearing nyself, know n
g he couldn't hear.

But | wanted himto be there. | wanted soneone to
be there with ne. | didn't want to be all alone ou
t there in the back yard.

| didn't want to be staring at the hole that had b
een ripped fromthe side of the pen. | didn't want
to see the nurdered deer lying so pitifully on it
s si de.

The five remai ni ng deer huddl ed together at the ot
her end of the pen. Their eyes were on ne. Frighte
ned eyes.

The wi nd swept around ne, hot and wet. But | felt
cold all over. A cold shudder of terror ran down m

y body. | swallowed hard. Once. Twice. Trying to c
hoke down the heavy lunp in ny throat.

Then, before | even realized what | was doing, | b
egan running to the house, screamng, "Dad! Mm D
ad! Mom" at the top of ny | ungs.

My cries rose on the gusting wind |ike the terrify
ing hows |I'd heard just a few nonents before.

Hi s pajama shirt flapping over the jeans he had pu
| 1 ed on, Dad dragged the dead deer to the back of



the yard. Then, as | watched fromthe kitchen w nd

ow, he patched the deer pen with a | arge sheet of

box car dboar d.

As he tried to return to the house, the strong wn

ds nearly blew the screen door off its hinges. Dad
jerked the door shut, then locked it.

Hi s face was dripping with perspiration. He had nud
down the side of one pajana sl eeve.

Mom poured hima glass of water fromthe sink, and
he drank it down w thout taking a breath. Then he
W ped the sweat fromhis forehead with a dish tow

el .

"I"'mafraid your dog is a killer," he said softly

to ne. He tossed the towel back onto the counter.

"I't wasn't Wlf!" | cried. "It wasn't!"

Dad didn't reply. He took a deep breath, then | et

it out slowwy. Momand Em |y watched silently from
in front of the sink.

"What makes you think it was Wl f?" | demanded.

"I saw the prints on the ground," he replied, frown

ing. "Paw prints."”

"I't wasn't Wlf," | insisted.

"I"'mgoing to have to take himto the pound in the
norni ng," Dad said. "The one over in the next cou

nty."

"But they'll kill him" | cried.

"The dog is a killer," Dad insisted softly. "I kno
w how you feel, Gady. | know But the dog is a ki
|l er."

"I't wasn't Wwlf," | cried. "Dad, | know it wasn't
WIlf. | heard the hows, Dad. It was a wol f."
"Grady, please —" he started wearily.

Then the words just burst out of nme. | lost all co

ntrol of them They just poured out in a flood. "I
t was a werewol f, Dad. There's a werewolf in the s
wanp. Cassie is right. It wasn't a dog, and it was

nNt awlf. It's a werewolf who's been killing ani
mal s, who killed your deer."

"Gady, stop —" Dad pleaded inpatiently.

But | couldn't stop. "I know |I'mright, Dad," | cr
ied in a shrill voice that didn't sound |Iike ne. "

It's been a full nmoon this week, right? And that's



when the how s began. It's a werewolf, Dad. The s
wanp hermt. That crazy guy who |lives in the shack
in the swanp. He's a werewolf. He told us he is.
He chased us and he told us he's a werewol f. He di
dit, Dad. Not WIf. He killed the deer tonight. |

heard hi m how i ng outside, and then —then —"

My voice caught in ny throat. | started to choke.
Dad filled the glass with water and handed it to ne
. | gulped it down thirstily.

He put a hand on ny shoulder. "G ady, let's talk a
bout it in the norning, okay? W're both too tired
to think strai ght now Wat do you say?"

"I't wasn't Wlf!" | cried stubbornly. "I know it wa
sn't."

"I'n the norning," Dad repeated, his hand still on
nmy shoulder. He held it there to confort ne, to st
eady ne.

| felt shaky. | was panting. My heart pounded.
"Yeah. Ckay," | agreed finally. "In the norning."

| made ny way slowy to ny room but | knew | woul d
n't sleep.

The next norning, Dad was gone when | got up. "He

went to the lunber yard," Momtold ne, "to get wr

e nesh to repair the pen.™

| yawned and stretched. | had fallen into a

ss sleep at about two-thirty. But | still f

ed and nervous.

"I's WIf out there?" | asked anxiously. | ran to th

e kitchen wi ndow before she could reply.

| could see WIf at the head of the driveway. He h

ad a bl ue rubber ball between his front paws, and
he was chewing at it furiously.

"Bet he's hungry for breakfast," | nuttered.

| heard the crunch of gravel, and Dad's car pulled
up the drive. The trunk was opened partway, a rol

| of wire nmesh bul gi ng inside.

"Morning," Dad said as he cane into the kitchen. Hi

S expression was grim

"Are you going to take WIf?" | demanded i nmedi ate
ly. My eyes were on the dog, chewi ng on the rubber
bal | outside. He | ooked so cute.

restl e
It ti

elt r



"People in town are upset,"” Dad replied, pouring h
inself a cup of coffee fromthe coffeemaker. "Alo

t of animals have been killed this week. And a guy
who |ives down the way, Ed Warner, has di sappeare

d in the swanp. People are very worried. They've h

eard the hows, too."

"Are you taking Wl f away?" | repeated shrilly, ny

voi ce trenbling.

Dad nodded. Hi s expression remained grim He took

a long sip of coffee. "Go | ook at the paw prints o
utside the pen, Gady," he said, |ocking his eyes

on mne. "Go ahead. Take a | ook."

"I don't care about prints," | nmpaned. "I just know

"I can't take any nore chances," Dad said.

"I don't care! He's ny dog!" | screaned.

"Grady —" Dad set down the cup and started toward
me.

But | burst past himand ran to the door. Pushing

open the screen door, | |eapt off the back stoop.

Wl f stood up as soon as he saw ne. H s tail start

ed to wag. Leaving the blue rubber ball behind, he
began | oping toward ne eagerly.

Dad was right behind ne. "I'mgoing to take the do

g away now, Grady," he said. "Do you want to cone
al ong?"
"No!" | cried.

"I have no choice," Dad said, his voice just above
a whi sper. He stepped forward and reached for Wl
f

“No!'" | shouted. "No! Run, WIf! Run!"

| gave the dog a shove. WIf turned to ne uncertain
ly.

"Run!" | screaned. "Run! Run!"
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| gave Wbl f anot her hard shove. "Run! Run, boy! Go!

Dad had hi s hands around Wol f's shoul ders, but he d
idn't have a good grip.



Wil f broke free and started to run toward the swanp

"Hey —!" Dad called angrily. He chased WIf to th
e end of the back yard. But the big dog was too fa
st for him

| stood behind the house, breathing hard, and watc
hed Wl f until he disappeared into the low trees a
t the edge of the swanp.

Dad turned back toward nme, an angry expression on
his face. "That was dunb, G ady," he nuttered.

| didn't say anyt hing.

"WIf will cone back later," Dad said. "Wen he doe

s, I'l'l have to take himaway."

"But, Dad —" | started.

"No nore discussion,” he said sternly. "As soon as
the dog returns, I'mtaking himto the pound."
"You can't!" | screaned.

"The dog is a killer, Gady. | have no choice." Da
d headed toward the car. "Cone help ne unload this

wire nmesh. I'll need your help getting the pen pa
tched up."

| gazed toward the swanp as | followed Dad to the
car. Don't cone back, Wl f, | pleaded silently,

Pl ease, don't cone back.
Al day long, | watched the swanp. | felt nervous,
shaky. | had no appetite at all. After | hel ped D
ad repair the deer pen, | stayed in ny room | tri

ed to read a book, but the words were just a blur.
By evening, WIf hadn't returned.

You're safe, Wlf, | thought. At |east for today.
My whole famly was tense. At dinner, we hardly sp

oke. Emly tal ked about the novie she had seen the
ni ght before, but no one joined in wth any comme
nts.

| went to bed early. | was really tired. Fromtens
ion, | guess. And from being up nost of the night
bef ore.

My room was darker than usual. It was the last nig

ht of the full noon, but heavy bl ankets of clouds
covered the noonlight.
| settled nmy head onto ny pillow and tried to get t



o sleep. But | kept thinking about Wbl f.

The how s started a short while |ater.

| crept out of bed and hurried to the wndow. | sq

uinted out into the darkness. Heavy, black clouds

still covered the noon. The air was still. Nothing
noved.

| heard a low grow, and Wil f cane into focus.

He was standing stiffly in the mddle of the back

yard, his head tilted up to the sky, uttering |ow

growms. As | stared out the window at him the big
dog began to pace, back and forth from one side o

f the yard to the other.

He's pacing |ike a caged aninmal, | thought. Pacing
and growing, as if sonething is really troubling
hi m

O scaring him

As he paced, he kept raising his head toward the f

ull noon behind the clouds and grow i ng.

What is going on? | wondered. | had to find out.

| got dressed quickly in the darkness, pulling on t

he jeans and T-shirt | had worn all day.

| funbled into ny sneakers. At first | had the |ef

t one on the right foot. It was so dark in ny room
wi t hout the noonlight pouring in!

As soon as ny sneakers were tied, | hurried back t

o the window WIf was |eaving the back yard, | sa

w. He was lunbering slowy in the direction of the
swanp.

|"mgoing to follow WIf, | decided. I'"'mgoing to

prove once and for all that he isn't a killer —or
a werewol f.

| was afraid ny parents mght hear ne if | went to
the kitchen door. So | crawl ed out ny w ndow.

The grass was wet from a heavy dew. The air was we

t, too, and nearly as hot as during the day. My sn

eakers squeaked and slid on the danp grass as | hu

rried to foll ow Wl f.

| stopped at the end of the back yard. I'd lost him

| could still hear him sonmewhere up ahead. | could
hear the soft thud of his paws on the marshy grou
nd.



But it was too dark to see him

| followed the sound of his footsteps, gazing up at
the shifting, shadowy cl ouds.

| was nearly to the swanp when | heard footsteps be
hi nd ne.

Wth a gasp of fright, | stopped and |istened hard.

Yes. Foot st eps.
Moving rapidly toward ne.
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| et out a choked cry and spun around.

At first, all | could see was bl ackness. "Hey —wh

0's there?" My voice cane out in a hushed whisper.
WIIl stepped out fromthe darkness. "Gady —it's

you!" he cried. He cane closer. He was wearing a d
ark sweatshirt over black jeans.

"WIIl —what are you doing out here?" | asked breat
hl essly.

"I heard the hows," he replied. "I decided to inve

stigate."

"Me, too. |'mso glad to see you!" | exclained. "W
can explore together.™

"I"'mglad to see you, too," he said. "It was so da
rk, I —I didn't know it was you. | thought —"
"I"'mfollowwng WIlf," I told him | led the way in

to the swanp. It grew even darker as we nade our w
ay under the |low trees.

As we wal ked, | told WII about the night before,
about the nurdered deer, the paw prints around the
deer pen. | told hi mabout how people in town wer
e tal king. And about how ny dad planned to take W
| f away to the pound.

"I know WIf isn't the killer,"” | told him "I jus
t knowit. But Cassie got ne so scared with all he
r werewolf stories, and —"

"Cassie is a jerk," WIIl nuttered. He pointed into
the weeds. "Look —there's Wl f!"

| could see his black outline noving steadily thro



ugh the heavy darkness. "I was so stupid. | should
have brought a flashlight,"” | nurnured.

Wbl f di sappeared behind the weeds. WIIl and | foll

owed the sound of his footsteps. W wal ked for sev

eral mnutes. Suddenly, | realized |I could no I ong

er hear the dog.

"Where's WoIl f?" | whispered, ny eyes searching the
dark bushes and low trees. "I don't want to | ose
him"

"He went this way," WIIl called back to ne. "Foll ow
me. "

Qur sneakers slid over the danp, marshy ground. |
sl apped at a nosquito on the back of ny neck. Too
| ate. | could feel warm bl ood.

Deeper into the swanp. Past the bog, eerily silent
now.

"Hey, WII?"

| stopped —and searched. "Oh." A soft cry escaped
ny lips as | realized | had [ ost him

Sonehow we had gotten separat ed.

| heard rustling up ahead. The crack of tw gs. The
whi spering brush of weeds being stepped on and pu
shed out of the way.

"WII? Is that you?"

O was it WIf?

"WII?"

"Where are you?"

Pal e |ight suddenly washed over ne, washed slowy
over the ground. G ancing up, | saw the heavy clou
ds pull away. The yellow full nopon hovered high in
t he sky.

As the light slowy swept over the swanp, a | ow st
ructure canme into view strai ght ahead of ne.

At first, | couldn't figure out what it was. Sone k
i nd of gigantic plant?

As the noonlight shone down, | realized | was stari
ng at the swanp hermt's shack.

| stopped, frozen in sudden fear.

And then the how s began.

The frightening sound tore through the heavy silen
ce. Ahorrifying wail, so |oud, so nearby, rose on



the still air, rose and then fell.

The sound was so terrifying, | raised ny hands to c
over nmny ears.

The swanmp hermt! | thought. He is a werewol f!

| knew he was the werewol f!

|"ve got to get away fromhere, | realized. |I've go

t to get hone.

| turned away fromthe small shack.

My | egs were trenbling so hard, | didn't know if |

coul d wal k.

Got to go! Got to go! Got to go! The words repeated
in my mnd.

But before | could nove, the werewol f burst out fr

om behind a tree —and, howing its hideous how,

| eapt onto ny shoul ders and shoved nme to the groun

d.
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As the yellow light of the full npbon shone down, |
gazed into the face of the werewolf as it pinned
me to the ground.

Its dark eyes glared out at ne froma human face,

a human face covered in wolf fur. It howed its ra

ge, its animl snout opening wde to reveal two gl

eami ng rows of wolf fangs.

It's a human wol f! | realized to ny terror. A werew

ol f!

"Get off!" | shrieked. "WII|l —get off ne!"

It was WII. The werewolf was WII.

Even through the thick, matted wolf fur, | could r

ecogni ze his dark features, his small, black eyes,
his thick, stubby neck.

"WII —!" | screaned.

| struggled to push himaway, to squirmout from un
der.

But he was too powerful. | couldn't nove.

"WIIl —get off!"

He raised his fur-covered face to the noon and utt
ered an animal howl . Then, snarling out his rage,
he I owered his beastly head and dug his fangs into



nmy shoul der.

| et out a shriek of pain.

Blinding flashes of red filled ny eyes.

| thrust out ny hands, kicked ny legs —struggled b
lindly to free nyself.

But he had animal strength. He was nuch too strong
for me . . . too strong. . . .
The flashing red faded, turned to black. Everythin
g was fading to black. | could feel nyself sinking
, sinking down a black tunnel, sinking forever int
o deep, deep, endl essly deep darkness.

A loud grow brought ne back.

Bewi | dered, | gazed up to see WIf |leap onto WII.

WIIl uttered a shrill howl of anger and turned to w
restle wwth the snarling dog.

| watched in stunned disbelief as they scrabbled o

ver the ground, biting and clawi ng, raging at each
ot her, growling and grunti ng.

"WIIl . . . WII, it was you . . . it was you all
along. . . ." | murnured, struggling to ny feet.

| gripped a tree trunk. The ground appeared to be s
| i di ng beneat h ne.

The two creatures continued to battle, grunting an
d growing as they clawed at each other, westling
over the wet ground.

"I knewit wasn't Wolf," | nuttered aloud. "I knew

And then a deafening high-pitched shriek startled m
e, and | tunbled to ny knees.

| looked up intine to see WIIl running away, flee
ing on all fours through the tall weeds. Wl f foll
owed cl ose behi nd, snapping at WIIl's ankles, junp
ing on him biting and clawing himas they ran.

Then, | heard WII| utter another cry of pain, a wai
| of defeat.
As the angui shed sound faded, | sank down, down, do

wn i nto the blue-bl ack darkness.
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"You have a slight fever," Momsaid. "But you'll be
okay. "

"Swanp fever," | murnured weakly. | gazed up at he

r, trying to focus. Her face was blurred, hovering

over me in the soft light.

It took ne along while to realize | was in ny own
bedroom "How —how did | get here?" | stammered.
"The swanp hermt —he found you in the swanp and c

arried you hone," Mm sai d.

"He did?" | tried to sit up, but ny shoul der ached
. To ny surprise, it was tightly bandaged. "The —

the werewolf —WII —he bit nme," | said, swallow
ng hard.

Dad's face hovered beside Monis. "Wat are you say
i ng, Grady? Wiy do you keep nuttering about a were

wol f ?"

| pulled nyself up alittle and told themthe whol

e story. They listened in silence, glancing at eac
h other fromtine to tinme as | tal ked.

"WIl is a werewolf,"” | concluded. "He changed. Un

der the full noon. He changed into a wolf, and —"
"I"'mgoing to check this out right now " Dad said,
staring intently down at ne. "Your story is crazy
, Grady. Just crazy. Maybe it's the fever. | don't
know. But |'mgoing right over to your friend s h

ouse and see what's what."

"Dad —be careful,” | called after him "Be caref ul

Dad returned a short while later, a bewi |l dered | 0o

k on his face. | was sitting in the living room f
eeling a | ot better, a big bow of popcorn in ny |
ap

"There's no one there," Dad said, scratching his he
ad.

"Huh? What do you nean?" Mom asked.

"The house is enpty,"” Dad told us. "Deserted. It d
oesn't ook |Iike anyone has lived there in nonths!

"Wow, Grady. You certainly have strange friends!" E
mly exclainmed, rolling her eyes.
"I don't get it," Dad said, shaking his head.



| didn't, either. But | didn't care. WIIl was gone.
The werewol f was gone for good.

"So can | keep Wl f?" | asked Dad, clinbing up fro
mthe chair and crossing the roomto him "Wl f sa

ved ny life. Can | keep hinf"

Dad stared back at ne thoughtfully, but didn't repl

Y.
"The swanp hermt told us he saw the dog chase som
e kind of animal away from Grady," Mm sai d.

"Probably a squirrel,"” Emly | oked.

"Emly, give ne a break," | groaned. "WIf really s
aved ny life," | told them

"I guess you can keep him" Dad said reluctantly.
"YAY!" | thanked himand eagerly made ny way to the

back yard to give WIf a happy hug.

That all happened nearly a nonth ago.

Since then, WIf and | have had a wonderful tine e

xploring the swanp. |'ve gotten to know just about
every inch of Fever Swanp. It's |ike ny second ho
ne.

Sonetinmes WiIf and | |et Cassie cone al ong expl ori
ng wth us. She's kind of fun, even though she's a
| ways on the | ookout for werewolves. | really w sh

she'd just drop the subject.
| ' m standi ng at ny bedroom wi ndow now, watching th
e full moon rising over the distant trees. This fi
rst full noon in a nonth nakes nme think of WII.
WIl may be gone, but he changed ny life. | know I’
|1 never forget him
| can feel the fur sprouting on ny face. My snout
I s expandi ng, and ny fangs are sliding out between
ny dark |ips.
Yes, when he bit ne, WII| passed the curse on to ne

But | don't mind. |I'mnot upset.

| nmean, with WIIl out of the way, the swanp i s now
m ne! Al m ne!

| "' mclinbing out of ny wi ndow now. There's WIf wa
iting for nme, eager to do sone night exploring.

| drop easily to the ground on all fours. | raise
nmy fur-covered face to the noon and utter a |ong,



joyful how .
Let's go, WIf. Let's hurry to Fever Swanp.
|'"'mready to hunt.



