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It was her first time, and the forest was darkening.

She had been here before – of course she had; she had been born and raised in the next village over, and the woods didn’t hold any secrets from her – but it had never seemed as foreboding as it did at that moment, and the village never further away. How long was it? Two, maybe three miles? Not long, in relative terms, and yet still plenty long enough. She hadn’t been walking for longer than an hour, certainly, but as dusk began to settle like a purple-hazed curtain over the landscape, she knew that she didn’t have much time left.

Soon nightfall would come, and then the beast would be free.

She quickened her pace, clutching at her basket; it wouldn’t do to be late. Much longer, and she might not be able to get back in time. She knew what that meant. There would be no mercy, no respite: if night fell before she got back to the village, the doors would be closed and bolted. There were places she could hide, perhaps – others had certainly managed to survive a night even as the beast stalked – but most did not.

If she didn’t make it home, her family would already start planning her funeral – at least, for the parts of her that would be left to bury.

But no... it didn’t do to think like that. There was still time. All she had to do was find the cottage, leave the basket, and return home.

The tree line thinned suddenly, and almost out of nowhere she found herself in a clearing. A small, rough-hewn building stood in the middle of it; a well and a small pile of firewood stood off to one side. Everything a man could want, she thought to herself. Except companionship.

But still, no matter how lonely he got, solitude had to be better than death and exile had to be better than execution. For the things he had done, the village would have been justified in killing him a dozen times over. It was only through their mercy that he remained alive, and only out of fear that sending him away would lead to catastrophe in another village – perhaps even a larger town, with hundreds of potential and unknowing victims – that he was kept so close.

It was the duty of all the villagers to check on him before a full moon, and having come of age she was now eligible to help share the burden. She had accepted her turn willingly and without fear, but now, so close to the place that so many mothers had warned their children about, she felt a pang of fear cut through her. Don’t be silly, child, she chided herself. He’s secure. All you have to do is leave the basket and get out. You don’t even have to talk to him.

The thought calmed her, but not by much.

She pushed open the heavy oak door an inch at a time; it wasn’t until its anguished creak faded into nothingness that she realised she had been holding her breath the whole time.

The room was dark, even more than she would have expected from the rapidly approaching dusk outside. The shutters were fixed in place, and except for where a few desperate slivers of light managed to push their way through, they blocked the windows from providing much illumination. If there was ever a reminder needed that this cottage existed to keep inside and outside separate, the shutters were it.

She looked around slowly, letting her eyes adjust to the darkness. Shapes began to come together, forming recognisable objects: a single chair, a rough table, a stone fireplace that remained unlit.

And there, off against the far wall, the unmistakeable shape of a man.

The beast.

No, not yet: not for another hour or so, maybe slightly less. Until the moonlight came for him, he was as human as she was. Afterward, though, when the night fell and the residents of the village locked themselves away... then, he would be something else entirely.

He didn’t look up at her as she entered, didn’t say a word as she placed the basket down by the door. For a moment, she thought that he might have been asleep, given the way his head was slumped down against his chest, but the tightness in the muscles of his chest and arms, held in place against the stone wall by thick iron chains, told her otherwise. No one slept like that. It wasn’t possible, not even for him.

‘Hello?’ she ventured into the darkness, but her only reply was an echoing silence. ‘I won’t hurt you,’ she said at last, before realising how ridiculous it sounded. How could she hurt him? Even without his curse, he was larger than she was, and stronger. If the chains were the only thing holding him back...

She shuddered at the thought. They were strong – too strong for a human to break unaided, at least – and yet every month they had to be reforged at the smithy in the village. Every month, his dark side snapped them with ease.

The wolf could not be tamed, and the thought sent a shiver through her.

He made a noise, a low animalistic growl that instantly convinced her that his transformation was starting early, and she froze in place, suddenly too scared to move.

‘Leave,’ he had said – one word, nothing more, and yet packed so tightly with meaning: part command, part exhortation, part plea.

‘Why?’

‘It’s not safe.’

He was concerned, and rightly so. If he caught her, there would be outrage. The last time his curse had cost the village a member, a mob had formed at once, ready to separate his head from his body and seed the corpse with salt – and that was for Old Tom, the town drunk who had made himself no shortage of enemies. If she caught her end at his claws... well, his survival would not be assured. Once the moon faded, so would his strength, and then they would have a full month to exact revenge.

Yes. Perhaps it was right that he was the one who was scared. His dark side could kill her so easily... and yet it would be his humanity that would pay the price.

Seeing his fear and yet knowing that she still had the protection of daylight, she found herself emboldened. There was no reason to be scared – and even less reason to show her fear. Soon she would be home, and safe. There were just a few more things to be dealt with. Wordlessly, she took the steel and flint and kindling from the basket, and with short work managed to light a fire in the grate.

‘I said you should leave me,’ he said again, rattling his chains. For the first time she let her eyes fall upon his body. A rough, loose shirt barely covered him; it didn’t require much imagination to picture it lying on the ground at his feet as it would be soon, a torn mess of rags. The beast would not stand for clothes. ‘Do you hear me?’

‘Yes,’ she said simply.

‘And yet you’re still here.’

‘I have a job. I will be gone soon, I promise you.’

He grunted, and she saw him scrunch his eyes closed. Was it too painful for him to look at her – to see the face of the woman who was effectively his jailor for the night? Did he resent his captivity, even though he knew he would be free within the hour? Or was it more than that? Could it be...

Could it be that he hated the knowledge that his freedom would come soon, whether he liked it or not? The weight of it must have rested heavy upon him, and with good reason. Perhaps he was closing his eyes against her inevitable failure.

There were too many possibilities for her to be sure.

With his eyes closed and the light of the fire taking hold behind her, she took the opportunity to examine him. His shirt was loose, and it did a poor job of concealing him. Underneath it, she could see his toned body, muscles that appeared to have been cut from granite and the hard work of manual labour. The solitary life had made him reliant on no one but himself and his own skills, and it showed. His body, she could tell, was the tool that allowed for his survival, and it was treated with the respect it deserved.

His face had that same look of granite, the product of harshness and isolation, but his features were not weathered. Instead, he had a softness to him: a look of kindness that spoke of an inherent good nature, at odds with his curse.

If his life had been different, she knew, he would not have been forced to stay out here alone. He would have been welcomed into the village, not cast out. He would have had his pick of the girls – a wife, a family, a good life. Despite all the stories she had been told of the evil that lurked within him, she suddenly found them impossible to believe. He was no monster. He stood before her in chains, not a mythical creature but a man, with everything that entailed and more.

The thought made her heart beat louder in her chest. Was it in spite of his secret that he seemed so enticing – or, perhaps, because of it?

She moved over to his body, examining the chains properly. He had done a good job of securing himself, as she was told he always did, but the villagers insisted that his work be checked. One day, they warned, he might decide not to bother with them at all. Without the head start that the chains afforded them, he might make it to the village hours earlier. The devastation he could bring about in that case was too much to contemplate.

But no. Not this month. The chains that held him were secure.

‘You’re new,’ he said as she ran her fingers along them, checking the joints for weaknesses, checking the locks were fastened. ‘Newly of age, I take it?’

She nodded. ‘Two weeks since. That’s all.’

He gave another dismissive grunt. ‘It’s not right. The risk... it’s too great for one so young.’

‘It’s a long journey to undertake for someone who isn’t.’ That much, at least, was the truth: the villagers liked to keep their distance. The idea of one of their elder members suddenly becoming overcome by age and infirmity as the moon rose was a horror that didn’t bear consideration.

‘Still,’ he said. ‘It’s too much. I could...’ His voice trailed off, but nothing more needed to be said. They both knew what he was capable of, if he ever got loose from his chains.

The girl shrugged. ‘We all have our burdens. I have to carry my share of the weight.’

‘Is that how you see me? A burden?’

‘There are those who speak more strongly than that,’ she said. ‘Some of the elders view you as a curse. They say you are the punishment for our sins. An agent of divine retribution.’

He didn’t say anything to that. She watched his jaw tighten, clenching in fury – at the village, at the world, at himself. When the silence became too much for her to bear, she spoke up. ‘Are they right?’ she asked.

‘About what?’

‘Are you our curse?’

She hadn’t known what kind of response she had been expecting, but the bark of laughter he let out certainly wasn’t it. It was short-lived, and then he cast his eyes up to the heavens in mock supplication. ‘Oh, in God’s name...’ he said. ‘What would you know about curses? Piss on the elders. Piss on them all, and their silly superstitions too.’

His flippancy angered her, and she pulled herself upright in front of him, staring at him as closely to eye-to-eye as her small frame would allow. ‘Your silly superstitions kill our livestock – sometimes our families,’ she spat. ‘Your silly superstitions have us cowering in fear, all so we can allow you to live. And you say you’re not a curse?’

For a moment he glowered at her, rage burning in his eyes; if not for the chains, she thought he might have struck her, but she held her ground. After a second his gaze softened, and his eyes flushed with a warm sadness.

‘I... I’m sorry,’ he said, forcing the words out. ‘I know the suffering I cause. I meant no offence, I swear it.’

She said nothing, but gave him a curt nod. His apology was accepted, and he breathed a small sigh of relief. It was enough. The fact that it mattered to him pleased her for reasons she couldn’t quite place. She went back to her preparations.

‘What about you?’ he asked at last, once he had tired of watching her work. ‘Do you see me as your curse?’

Did she? She had heard stories about his cruelty and about the cruelty of that which lurked within him, but now, seeing him in person...

The space she had carved out in her heart for fear was filled to the brim with pity.

No, perhaps not quite to the brim. There was more to it than that: pity was what you felt towards a stray dog, but that wasn’t the case with him. It wasn’t fear either, or hatred for the things he had done. It was...

Longing, she supposed. That was it. It was a new feeling for her, and yet one as old as time itself. She had thought she had felt it before, watching the village boys as they swam naked in the stream, or tended the fields they might one day inherit, but that was different; they were barely of age themselves. His body didn’t have the same pristine quality that theirs did. His hands were rough, and the occasional scratch marked his back. His was a body that had been lived in – that had known pain and joy, awe and strife.

He was a man. More than a man, in fact.

‘No,’ she said softly. ‘No, I don’t.’

‘Then what do you think of me?’

‘I...’ She paused, letting the words she had planned vanish in the darkness like the sparks from the fireplace. ‘I don’t know.’

He nodded softly, as though he understood, but he didn’t – he couldn’t. She was sure of that. Beast or not, deep down he was a man. How could a man hope to understand a woman’s needs – the ache that lurked within her, the emptiness that needed to be filled?

The idea that crossed her mind was unthinkable, and yet impossible to shake. Could she...?

She shouldn’t, obviously. It was a crazy notion – the kind of thing that could never end well, the kind of risk that ordinarily would have seemed beyond all reason... and yet here, with his body in chains in front of her, she found herself incapable to stop it. She could have him, right here – or rather, he could have her. She had the upper hand. He needed her.

Let him earn it.

The idea thrilled her. Her hand rested on the lock keeping him secure, and suddenly the ring of keys at her hip felt astonishingly heavy. How easy would it be to relieve herself of them?

Too easy. She couldn’t. He wasn’t the only one who had to fight his base urges.

As it happened, she was right. The first lock dropped away almost immediately, with barely any need to turn the key; it was almost inconceivable that it might have been able to hold him in place at all. It was easy.

‘What are you doing?’

The girl didn’t respond. As soon as the second lock fell free, the chains dropped from his body, hitting the floor with a thud that could have woken the devil himself. She took a step back, but he didn’t move his arms, as though he was unwilling to accept what had just happened. Without the chains to support them, they were held up by their own strength alone. His muscles were taut, thick ropes of pure power that spoke of his potential: if they were like this now, what would they be like in the moonlight?

She walked over to the table, and perched back on it, the cheeks of her buttocks tightening as they pressed against the rough-hewn wood, even through the fabric of her dress. She had done it. For better or for worse, she had made her decision.

‘Restrain me, please!’ he yelled. ‘It’s not safe!’

She shook her head, surprised that she felt more resolute than ever. Perhaps she had convinced herself that she would give in, but her desire overtook her fear – perhaps overtook her good sense, too. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I came here against my will. I came here despite the risk, to protect you from yourself – even knowing the things you could do to me. I brought you food and offered you security. I deserve a reward for my pains.’

The realisation crossed his face like a sunbeam, leaving behind a look of incredulity. ‘Enough of this,’ he said. ‘Lock me up. Think of the village, if there’s no self-preservation in that foolish head of yours. It needs to be done. Don’t be stupid, girl.’

‘Yes. A girl. For now.’ She parted her legs and grasped the hem of her dress tightly, pulling it up as though to tease him with what lay beneath. ‘But you can change that. You’re going to change that. Now.’

He stepped towards her and for a minute she recoiled – would he hit her? Would he harm her? Was the beast in him already? – but instead he stood in front of her and clasped his hands together in a begging gesture, a penitent man before his saviour. ‘Some other time! Any day, any other day, but not tonight! Please!’

The girl shook her head. ‘No,’ she said simply. ‘There’s no reason for me to come out here, except today. The elders would never allow it. It has to be now.’

‘For God’s sake!’ he cried out in a wild howl – almost too wild to come out of the man that stood before her. Perhaps the beast was coming early. No, she chided herself. That was impossible, surely?

But then again, was it possible to be sure, really?

‘Do you have any idea what you’re doing?’

She laughed at that, to mask her fear. ‘You mistake me for a youngling.’

‘A youngling would have more sense,’ he spat.

‘Then teach me. Show me the lessons I need to learn, and I’ll tie you again. We have time before the moon comes.’

‘And if I refuse?’

‘You won’t,’ she said. ‘You’re too afraid of yourself – of what the other side of you would do if it caught me. You need me. Admit it.’

She reached down between his legs with an unexpected confidence, unsure of what she would find there. She had never been so close to a man before, and the stories she had been told of what to expect on her wedding night had thrilled and shocked her in equal measure. There was no denying what she felt under the rough material of his trousers. In this case, at least, the stories were true.

He made no attempt to bat her hand away, even as his mind wrestled with what he knew he was about to do. It wasn’t just the imminent danger that enticed him, she could tell. How long had it been since he had known the touch of a woman, even one as inexperienced as she? How many lonely nights had he spent in exile, alone and unloved? And yet here she was: young, nubile, and offering herself up to him.

No, not just offering: demanding.

The firm grasp of her hand around his member made the decision for him. He blossomed under her touch, growing to full hardness almost instantly, and the smile on her face told him that she knew what she was capable of.

‘The table,’ he said. ‘Quickly.’

She paused for a moment, unsure of what he meant, until with a sigh he pushed past her. He swept the table clear of its accoutrements with one broad sweep of his arm; a candlestick and a tin plate felt to the ground with a clatter that seemed to echo for an unnatural length of time around the cottage.

She understood him, then.

There was no time to take off her dress; the heavy material would have taken an age to remove and replace. Instead, she hiked up the fabric around her waist and revealed herself to him.

She was a sight to behold: so luscious and tempting, her petals moist with virgin excitement. She was uncharted territory, the vision that she offered him unseen by male eyes. The thatch of blond hair that covered her cunny was light, a dusting that barely hid what lay beneath.

Yes, the boys of the village would have lusted after this one, and yet here she was: all his.

He would have given anything to have been able to enjoy her, to explore her wetness with fingers and tongues, to love her the way she deserved to be loved and to drive into her a warning against future stubbornness. She was a wild filly, that was for certain.

But he... he was the beast.

No.

He shook his head, trying to dispel those thoughts. He wasn’t the beast. That was his curse – a part of him, but not the whole. He was a man forced into this position. He could enjoy her, but as a man enjoys his bride, not...

As a wolf enjoys the lamb.

He shuddered as he removed the rough trousers, his mind distracted but his body willing. She was watching him, her eyes refusing to leave his. There was a strange look in them, a mix of lust and fear. Was it just apprehension about losing her flower, or was there something more? Did she sense the danger she was in?

Could she feel the wolf knocking at the door?

Well, let her watch. If she wanted to be taught, it was better that she paid attention. Her first time was, after all, a moment to be savoured. He watched as her eyes drifted downwards to his cock and stayed there, drawn in by her curiosity. Had she even seen one before today? If she had, had she seen one as large and as hard as his was?

He doubted it, somehow. The way she gazed at it was too admiring, too much concerned with the novelty of it all. 

He positioned it at her entrance, and felt her gasp even before he slid it in, but when he pushed his full length inside her she seemed to tense up from head to toe; her hands gripped the table edges, and he felt the tightness around his cock as her body contracted.

‘Relax,’ he said. ‘It’ll hurt you otherwise.’ She nodded, but stayed silent. ‘Do you want me to stop? We can end this now. Get me back in my restraints, in safety.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘Please. I need more.’ Her voice was strained, torn between propriety and lust, but there was no time for subtlety: she had called for this, begged for it, and insisted on it. He pressed into her over and over, head to hilt, enjoying her moans and the tightness her body offered. Every thrust sent a rush through him, a yearning for her body, a sudden desire to sink his teeth into the sweet flesh of her throat and...

No.

Fight it.

You have to fight it.

His head pounded; sharp, stabbing pains shot through him, coming to rest somewhere behind his eyes. It was harder and harder to keep those thoughts at bay, but he had to try. There was no other option.

He leant forward, grasping at her body. She didn’t protest as he put his hands on her wrists, holding her down; her body seemed lost in the new sensations she was experiencing underneath him, a distant look of contentment in her eyes. He brought his face close to hers, the weight of his body pinning her against the table, and gave a sniff. She smelt delicious: fresh and innocent, like flowers in the springtime. He couldn’t harm this girl, could he?

He pressed his lips to hers and she jerked out of the trance, kissing him back. ‘Please,’ she said again. Her voice was throaty with lust, as though she had forgotten how to get the air she needed into her desperate lungs. ‘I don’t...’

She didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t have to; he knew exactly what she was feeling, and what she had been trying to say. The transformation that was coming over her, turning her irrevocably and irredeemably from girl into woman, was taking control.

I don’t know what’s happening to me. That was what she had been trying to say.

She didn’t need to know. He knew, and that was enough.

He felt her body begin to writhe and buck beneath him as she came, as relief she had never even dreamt about flooded her body. The stories the elders had told her in hushed tones about the marital bed and the demands of men had never touched on this. This... this was something else entirely.

And then, a second later, there was the flood of him inside her, his warmth filling her cunt, and then the slickness of his cock pulling out for the last time.

She waited on the table, skirts still piled high around her waist, enjoying the sensations of womanhood: the soreness at her wrists and between her legs; the raw, animal scent of him that lingered even after he had pulled himself off her; the cooling wetness of his seed as a breeze caught it dripping from inside of her. She smiled. So this was what it was like. This was what they had warned her about.

She didn’t notice that he had fallen to the floor, his head in his hands. He had managed to pull his trousers up, covering his nakedness, but that was just about all he had been capable of. The pain that shot through him was too intense to allow him to do much else. The release he had enjoyed in her body had opened the floodgates to a fresh world of agony, a rawness that lurked deep inside his skull.

She didn’t notice the first time he spoke, but when he repeated the syllable she caught it on her ear, even though the dreamy fog of what had just come to pass.

‘Help,’ it said. ‘I think it’s starting.’

She shot up then, mind and body instantly alert. ‘What do you mean, it’s starting?’ she said, surprised to hear her voice crack with worry. ‘The darkness won’t be here for at least half an hour.’

‘I... I don’t know. I feel weaker. Worn out. Like I can’t fight it anymore. It’s coming and I can’t stop it.’

She made her decision, and she made it quickly: she was at the door and fumbling with the latch before he stopped her. ‘No,’ he said, raising a hand in a helpless plea for mercy. ‘You can’t go. Not yet. You can’t leave me.’

‘Why not?’

He tilted his head to the far wall. ‘The chains,’ he said. ‘You’ll never make it without them. It will find you and it will kill you. Quickly.’

She helped him struggle to his feet and positioned him against the wall. As he put his arms out for the restraints, she wrapped them as tight as she could, her fingers torn between security and speed, fumbling all the while. It felt like an eternity before the last lock was in place, but at last she heard the muted click and took a step backwards.

What she saw terrified her. The face that stared back at her wasn’t the face she had lusted over on her arrival. It was pale and gaunt, with heavy bags under its eyes. Beads of sweat peppered its forehead, and the skin was sallow and listless. He had gone from the peak of virility to a shadow of death itself.

She paused, unable to tear herself away. ‘What do I do?’ she said at last. ‘I don’t... I don’t know what to do. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’

‘Run!’ he yelled, startling her. ‘Far and fast! Run home! Just go!’

She listened then, stubborn as she was. Fear made her fleet-footed; he only prayed that it would be enough. His listened as her footfalls disappeared into the distance, her breath heavy from exertion. Maybe he had tired her out. If she didn’t get away in time...

No... the thought was too much for him to bear. That sweet girl, who had just given herself away so freely for him, who had just a few short minutes before been wrapped around him... he could never harm her. He would fight it. With every ounce of strength he had in him, he would fight the change this time. Even if it killed him, he would refuse to give in.

He kept that thought in his mind as he felt his muscles grow stronger.

He kept that thought in his mind as his fingernails distended into claws.

He kept it even as the hair sprouted across his back, as his fangs emerged, as his jaw elongated into the vicious snout that thirsted for blood.

And then the beast took over, and he couldn’t keep it any longer.

With a great tug forwards, he pushed his new body to its limits. The chains held fast, once and then twice, but on the third time he felt them begin to give way. There was always a weak link. The villagers had never been able to hold him yet; tonight would not be the night either.

It did not take long before they rested in a pile of twisted metal at his feet. He was free.

The beast lowered his body onto all fours, his claws scratching at the floorboards. Splinters of wood came loose effortlessly, but that was not enough. They cried out for blood, and the feel of bone snapping under his paws. The night was his, and he intended to use it.

He padded towards the door, and he caught sight of the basket of meat that had been left for him – a tribute, designed to distract him for long enough that he might not wreak his terrible cost on the village. With one angry swipe, he batted it aside. It wasn’t a gift; it was an insult. As though his nature could be quashed so easily.

His mind turned to the girl. She had been so young, so alive. He wondered if her screams would be as delicious as her flesh had been, and would be again.

His nose twitched in the darkness, picking up her scent: her natural sweetness, and her recent arousal. He could smell her still, on his body, in the cottage, and... could it be? Yes, further: out in the forest. There, there was a third component. Outside, he could smell her fear.

The sensation pleased him. Fear was usually piss and sweat and panic; it rarely smelt so good. His lips curled into a hungry snarl, baring his teeth as he stepped out into the fresh moonlight.

It was time to hunt.
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