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“Whoever fights monsters should see to it
that in the process he does not become a monster. And when you look
long into an abyss, the abyss also looks into you.”

—Friedrich Nietzsche

 


For most of us, the werewolf is a literary
creation that exists only on film and in the minds of lycanthropic
lunatics. We attribute its legend to medieval paranoia, the
disorder Porphyria, or Nordic tales of berserkers. It is our
skepticism that makes our world a fertile field for the werewolf to
hunt.

Ask yourself: How dangerous might you be if no
one believed you were real? Answer that, and you will understand
why the Beast wouldn’t have it any other way.

 


 



Prologue

 


When I was twelve, I couldn’t wait to be a man.
And I thought I’d be one when I turned thirteen. That meant
everything to a boy who, more than anything, wanted to be like his
Papa. What I wanted was to make him proud of me because I had
caused him so much grief. I thought if I did everything right, I
could make it up to him.

My father’s name was Foster James, and he was
French-Canadian. He met my mother, Abigail, in Nova Scotia where
they married and settled after World War II. Mother was
half-Cheyenne Indian. I was born in Halifax in 1950, and it was the
nurses who named me Sylvester Logan. They said they couldn’t stop
my mother’s bleeding. I don’t think she ever got to hold me.

We lived in an old house in Lethbridge, Alberta,
near where Mama had grown up. Her parents were gone, and Papa’s had
died when he was young, so we only had each other. Papa had been a
woodsman most of his life; he said it ran in his blood. From being
with him, I learned to read the forest’s secret language of sight
and sound. The time we spent in the woods together was the finest I
remember. We’d find tracks in the snow or mud, and he’d quiz me on
which animal made them. Or he’d point to a tree and say: “I wish I
knew what kind of tree that is,” which was my cue to provide the
answer. He taught me to fish in the summer, to hunt in the autumn,
and to trap in the winter.

I always believed that Papa held me responsible
for Mama’s death. There were times he would look at me like I was a
ghost, and when I would ask him what was wrong, he would force a
sad smile and shake his head. But most of the time, when he just
stared through me, I could almost read his mind: “I know you,” he
seemed to say. “You’re the one who killed my wife.” I always felt
ashamed.

I don’t remember ever hearing Papa laugh, but he
didn’t cry either. Real men didn’t do such things. He believed
tears were a sign of a weak spirit, and there was no place in my
father’s life for weakness.

When I would cry, he would be stern and tell me
to let it turn to something else. I suppose it was his way of
dealing with pain, a mental exercise that changed weak emotions
into strong ones. It also turned tears into anger.

Every year Papa took me rabbit hunting with my
black Labrador, Brutus. The autumn of my ninth birthday, the three
of us had found an area where loggers had left piles of dried brush
and dead limbs—just the sort of places rabbits like to hide. Brutus
flushed three from a particular pile, and Papa sent the first one
rolling. I trained the bead of my .410 shotgun on the second, but
as I tightened against the trigger, Brutus bolted into my line of
fire. He yelped and tumbled into a heap. I rushed to him and
dropped to the ground; his blood leaked onto my trousers as I held
him. His eyes looked so surprised before he wilted in my arms. I
buried my face in his neck and sobbed, “I’m sorry, Brutus.”

Papa kneeled behind me and placed his hand on my
shoulder.

“Crying won’t bring him back,” he said. “Turn it
to something else, boy. Tears don’t help anyone.”

I tried to do what he said, like he taught me,
but all I could think of was that I’d killed my dog like I’d killed
my Mama. Papa’s hand tightened as he pulled me away from the dog. I
clung to him and cried, but he just patted me on the back and then
held me at arm’s length.

“Look at me, Sylvester,” he demanded. “Real men
don’t cry. If you want to be a real man, then let it turn to
something else. Turn it toward the rabbits. Do you understand?”

For the next two years, whenever I hunted
rabbits, I didn’t do it for the sport or for food…it was a
vendetta. I wanted them dead because they’d made me kill my dog,
and there was a cold sense of retribution every time I pulled the
trigger.

 


Around Christmas-time each year, Papa and I
traveled northwest into the mountains to visit an old man named
Michael Winterfox. Michael had been a friend of my mother’s family
ever since he and my grandfather served together in World War I.
They’d fought in a Native American military unit in France.
Granddad never came home, but Michael promised to look after his
wife and daughter.

Papa had a lot of respect for Native American
tradition because, he said, he was descended from French trappers
who owed a lot to the Indians. He was especially fond of Michael,
who epitomized Indian tradition. Michael, like my grandfather, was
Northern Cheyenne. He lived by himself in a cabin near the Peace
River. Papa said he was far away from the rest of his tribe, and he
liked living alone. It seemed to me like he was hiding.

Michael had been something of a
momâhtátane—as the Cheyenne call their holy men—in his
younger days, and he was the last remnant of some obscure warrior
society. Knowing that, and just the way he looked, impressed the
hell out of me. He had a lean, wrinkled face and long snow-white
braids. He wasn’t a big man, but when he met us at the door with
his corncob pipe clinched between his teeth, he seemed ten feet
tall.

He also kept some peculiar things around his
house—spooky Indian things. They added to the mood that hummed
across the Canadian Rockies; it was the feeling of sacred sobriety
with a faint undercurrent of fear.

Some nights, during our visits and after I was
supposed to be asleep, Michael and my father would whisper to each
other for hours. They sat at his kitchen table, drinking homemade
hooch and speaking of things too dangerous to know.

 


The Christmas of 1963 found Papa and I doing
what we always did that time of year, helping Michael with his
extensive trap line. Most days Michael was with us, but on one
particular morning he’d gone up to Jessup’s Grain & Feed for
additional provisions. Jessup’s was a trading post about fifteen
kilometers up the river, where high country folks, like Michael,
could buy sundries for themselves and their animals. Michael didn’t
like the idea of us doing all his work for him, but my father
insisted.

It was a good day for beaver and mink as I
recall, and we were both eager to share the good news with Michael.
The harvest that day was heavy enough to slow us down, and by the
time we started back, the shadows had begun to lengthen across the
snow. As the mountains grew darker, our horses became spooked and
quickened their pace. Papa seemed unusually anxious to get back to
the cabin as well, and he cursed in French under his breath for
having lost track of time.

I didn’t understand his concern. After all, we’d
been in the woods after dark many times before. I knew that even if
we became lost, the horses would find their way back, but Papa
wasted no time.

As shadows spun their dark web over the forest,
Papa’s anxiety became unnerving. I had never seen him so
preoccupied. Traps and gunnysacks full of furs bounced madly
against the flanks of my sorrel. It was as though we were running
away from something, something my Papa feared.

 


I felt the weight shift behind my saddle, and I
heard the crunch of a dozen carcasses as they sprawled across the
snow. I called to Papa, but he told me to keep riding. I seldom
disobeyed him, but it was he who had taught me never to waste game.
It would only take a minute to recover the gunnysack, and I could
catch up with him before he missed me. After all, I was thirteen.
The mare took some convincing, but I managed to turn her about. I
had started to collect the furs when the forest made a sound I’d
never heard before. My hands froze around the mouth of the sack as
the sound cut ripples down my spine. It began low and guttural,
then rose like a scream–its crescendo, the howl of a demented gray
wolf.

A halo of light made a bull’s-eye on my cheek as
Papa’s flashlight approached. He rode to me and practically vaulted
from his saddle with Michael’s Henry rifle in one hand. Before I
could explain myself, the horses spooked again and bolted into the
darkness. Papa clamped his hand over my mouth and lowered his face
to mine.

“Do as I say now,” he whispered, and turned me
toward a tall fir tree with heavy low-lying rungs for branches.
“Climb the tree, and don’t make a sound.”

There was a fear in his eyes I hardly
recognized.

My heart raced as one limb led me to the next,
and quiet puffs of snow scattered in my wake. The light of the full
moon stabbed through the branches like a ghostly spotlight.

When I’d climbed as high as I dared, I nestled
against the trunk for support and heard Papa lever a round into the
rifle. My stomach was twisted into knots, and the hot breath of
dread shot through my bones.

Papa tossed away his flashlight and shouldered
the rifle. He pivoted side to side, searching for a target that
didn’t seem to exist. In the darkness something churned—a shadow
within shadows.

The glow from the discarded flashlight made a
white half-globe in the snow, putting a pale halo into the air,
which was just enough to reflect deep red eye-shine standing tall
over the snow. The eyes shimmered and vanished, and I wanted to
warn him, but I couldn’t speak. I had to bite down hard just to
keep my teeth from rattling.

Papa swung the rifle barrel where the eyes had
been, then spun to meet the sound of crackling ice. Without
warning, the flashlight beam went out. Except for the moonlight,
which offered little consolation through a canopy of evergreen, the
forest was blind.

Frozen, terrible moments passed before the Henry
finally roared. Flames flashed from the bore, providing a momentary
burst of illumination. In that instant, all I could see was a black
form of something monstrous at my father’s back. A symphony of
sound and shadow tumbled below me for a moment. Something
splattered. Something snapped. Then the mountains fell silent,
except for the fading echo of the rifle shot and the sound of some
liquid pouring out below.



I remember staring at red snow. I remember being
pulled from the tree, put on a horse, and some disconnected images
of Michael piling up stones for a grave. But mostly I remember
watching Michael wipe down a bloody Henry Rifle.

When the shock finally wore off, I melted into
tears. But the more I sobbed, the more Papa whispered in my ear:
“Let it turn, Sylvester.”

I hid my face and held my breath to stop the
tears. I pinched off my heart, and the grief choked me. I
would let it turn. Molten tears cooled against my cheeks as
the swell began to subside. When the grief finally drained, it had
become something else.

Through a watery haze, I could see Michael
watching me from across the table. His eyes locked with mine.

“I’ll never cry again,” I said quietly, more to
myself than to Michael.

The old man studied me for a few seconds longer,
then returned to cleaning his rifle. We sat in silence for the
longest time as he swabbed and oiled every inch of its iron frame.
I tugged at one of the dark stained rags and parted its oily folds,
staring down into the Rorschach-test patterns of blood-brown.

“What was it?” I asked, feebly.

Michael just kept polishing.

“It wasn’t a real animal,” I answered
myself.

He put the rifle butt against the floor and
began wiping the barrel.

“That’s one way to say it,” he sighed.

 


Fourteen .44 rimfire cartridges lay strewn
across the table. I rolled one toward myself. Michael had his own
bullet molds and loaded his own shells because rounds for a Henry
were scarce. I’d seen the strange paper cases before, but I’d never
noticed the bullets.

Michael slowly plucked it from my
fingertips.

“It’s silver,” he said.

He left the room with the rifle under his arm. I
heard him close the backdoor behind him a few minutes later. Gears
started turning in my head, trying to link silver to something that
made sense.

 


I could hear Michael busting up logs. The chime
of the ax called me to him. I stood with my hands in my pockets,
too close to his swing to be safe.

“You’re going to stay with me,” he said without
missing a lick.

“It doesn’t matter,” was my reply.

I turned and walked into the forest, a
thirteen-year-old with nothing to lose.

While wandering through the woods, I might have
fallen into a gorge or surprised a grizzly bear. Part of me
actually hoped I would. But Michael followed me throughout the day,
and near dark he finally came to me and spoke. He talked about how
much he’d loved my mother and about his responsibility to my
family. He spoke of a promise made long ago, and in the next breath
he spoke of full moons, silver bullets, and an ancient, terrible
thing. A werewolf. When he was finished, he asked me what I
wanted.

“I want Papa to be alive,” was my natural
response.

“You know you can’t have that,” he said.

“Then I want it to be dead. I want to
kill it,” I shouted. There was venom in my mouth and newborn rage
in my eyes. Michael recognized it.

“You’re too young to know what you’re saying,”
he said.

“Then teach me,” I hissed through clenched
teeth. “Before I get old and scared.” It was both my request and my
accusation.

He continued to study my eyes without
retort.

“If I can’t have that, then I want to die,” I
said without blinking. “That’s my third choice.”

“The Beast will kill you one piece at a time,
Sylvester. Bite by bite.”

The tone of personal experience was
undeniable.

 


 



Chapter I:

 


To the rest of the world, Papa and I had
disappeared. I never went back to Lethbridge, and I didn’t go back
to school. High country people have their own way of doing things.
Michael knew if Papa’s death was reported there would be an
inquest, and the authorities would never award custody of an orphan
to an old hermit. So we sank Papa’s pickup in a deep pool in the
lower Peace, and I stayed in the mountains with Michael.

We were over a hundred kilometers from any real
town, but we may as well have been on another planet. The Rockies
were immense, and the forests vast. It was hard to imagine there
was anyplace else in the world. So I subsisted on a steady diet of
wild game and fish, wore oversized clothes from Jessup’s, and
occasionally chased a barefoot mountain girl or two.

Michael had two unique memorials standing
outside his cabin. One was a totem pole he’d spent years carving.
The faces of his parents, his older brother, and my grandfather
were each meticulously detailed in the wood. The other was as tall
as the totem pole but much more frightening. Perched atop the
second pole was a monstrous sun-bleached skull; it might have been
a boar grizzly’s if one didn’t know better. He caught me staring at
it one afternoon in mid-January.

“We’ll soon know how badly you want to make war
with the Beast,” he said ominously.

Michael defined the nature of our relationship
early. He wasn’t raising a son; he was training a Warrior. He would
teach me what he could, if I were willing and able to endure the
learning process. Cheyenne mothers used to take crying infants to a
tree and drape them by a sling over a branch. They’d leave them
alone to cry themselves out, and eventually the child learned that
blubbering was useless. From what I knew of Cheyenne discipline, I
could only deduce such a learning process would be severe.

Michael disliked the word “werewolf” because it
evoked images of a make-believe creature. Collectively he called
them the Beast or the Wolves, which he annunciated in such a way
that any confusion with actual wolves was impossible.
Sometimes he used the term Shungmanitu-Wa-Chah, a
designation borrowed from the Lakota people, which means “One Who
Is Wolf.”

Regardless, they were a supernatural predator,
which had feasted on man’s flesh from time immemorial, and they
feared nothing but silver. The very first thing he taught me was to
recognize Wolves in any form they might take. Everything changes
when the Beast sheds its human disguise, everything but its basic
nature.

“If you can look a man in the eyes,” he told me,
“and look deep enough, you can read his soul. You can see the one
part of the Beast that he cannot hide.” The trick, he said, was
remembering to look for it. He assured me I would know it when I
saw it. Michael spoon-fed me what he knew of them, a little at a
time. Maybe it was so I could fully process and digest the
information. Michael himself was very calm when he taught me about
the subject, but I didn’t share his full dose of Cheyenne
discipline.

I would seethe until my teeth ached whenever
he’d tell me something new. It was like feeding an open fire, and
he knew it. Hatred would rise like a gorge, and it would leave its
bitter trail on my tongue. I refused to let go of my rage, even
though it burned me inside out. And there was no release from the
guilt that haunted my every waking hour.

Winterfox’s mother had been a má'heóná'e
or medicine woman. She had taught her sons, sacred ceremonies and
magical rites. But beyond that, Michael had been a member of an
ancient Northern Cheyenne Warrior society called Reydosnin, a
small, mystical branch of the legendary Dog Soldiers. They relied
on the spirit world as much as their natural senses. The Reydosnin
Warriors, fearless and relentless as all Dog Soldiers were, also
performed fantastic feats of prowess, agility, and stamina. These
“super” Dog Soldiers had been able to track man and animal alike in
total darkness, engage multiple armed opponents, withstand
agonizing pain without a flinch, and never miss a target when they
fired an arrow or hurled a tomahawk. They were expected to be
perfect in every way that mattered to the Northern Cheyenne.
Initiates for the Reydosnin order were selected from Dog Soldiers
who had repeatedly demonstrated superior skill and judgment in
battle.

The training was so rigorous and the standards
so exacting, only a few of the most elite Dog Soldiers ever became
Reydosnin. Many died from the brutal training techniques, and
Reydosnin masters became increasingly rare. The society had always
been small, but as the ranks of the order grew thinner, a Reydosnin
master named Night-Wolf had a solution.

In an attempt to pull the society from the brink
of oblivion, Night-Wolf selected male children born of Warrior
fathers and trained them from infancy. But time was running out for
the people of plains. Despite stories of Dog Soldiers slapping away
army bullets with the flat of their tomahawks, the great Reydosnin
weren’t bulletproof. The death of Roman Nose, the Dog Soldier’s
greatest leader, heralded the end of that society. The Reydosnin
order vanished without a trace, but Michael Winterfox had been one
of the chosen infants.

The training of his extinct order was the best
Michael had to offer. If I could survive it, I would have something
to bring to the Beast besides passion and my willingness to die. He
made no promises, or a single guarantee, and he admitted that, over
generations, time had diluted what the Reydosnin had once been. But
if I would accept no other course but vengeance, and was resolved
to offer my life on the altar of my father’s memory, he could show
me the ancient tools that would do honor to his spirit. I wanted
those tools almost as badly as I wanted Papa back.

Michael began to initiate me into the Reydosnin
mysteries about a month after he’d buried Papa. I had no earthly
idea what I was walking into.

It began gently enough, with Cheyenne rituals
that I don’t pretend to understand and details I vaguely remember.
Soon, I was fasting and keeping vigils for days at a time. After
awhile, the lack of food and sleep crossed the limits of anguish
and became a narcotic. I hallucinated and heard voices like rolling
thunder in my brain. I lost all sense of where I was or what I was
doing, but somewhere inside, the fires of hatred reminded me
why.

Michael and I sweated often in a buffalo-hide
lodge, and smoked prayers to the Great Spirit. Grief, like a flood,
engulfed me daily, and I’d turn it to fuel for the conflagration in
my soul.

When the time of initiation had passed, Michael
began to teach me how to fight. He explained that it had little
influence on the Beast, but I would encounter others who would
stand in my way. There were four degrees in the Reydosnin fighting
tradition: range, armed, weaponless, and spirit combat. The first
three were natural, he explained. Any man could be taught to fire a
weapon, use a knife, or fight barehanded. But to tap into the Great
Mystery was a prize few could attain.

In the old days, Reydosnin would use bows to
attack from a distance, but we had firearms. The first weapon he
taught me to use was the same iron-frame Henry rifle he’d loaned my
father that fateful night. Michael didn’t always keep silver
bullets in the tube. Lead was sufficient for glass bottles and tin
cans. Papa had already taught me to handle long guns, but I’d never
fired anything as powerful as the Henry. The mottled purple bruise
on my shoulder throbbed endlessly.

Michael opened an old footlocker in his bedroom
one morning and produced a 1911 Colt automatic pistol, a souvenir
from the Great War. He handed it to me. It was too large for my
hands, but holding it felt right somehow. Coffee cans and empty
whisky jugs stood in for the Beast as I poured round after booming
round through the .45. Soon my hands trembled from the weight and
the repeated recoil. I could barely hit a thing regardless of how
carefully I aimed. Michael explained the nature of the 1911.

“It’s not an extremely accurate weapon,” he
admitted. “Not like the Henry. You have to fire from the hand, more
than the eye.”

I quickly caught on. The Colt fired consistently
where it was placed, and once I learned to make the adjustment,
cans and crockery began to fall.

In the midst of all the firearm exercises,
Michael was cautious not to neglect other aspects of the Reydosnin
path. We would walk together at night, both of us unarmed, deep
into the mountains. The first time we did this, I questioned his
decision not to bring the rifle. He muttered something about the
Wolf that killed Papa and how it wouldn’t be back here for a long
time. He didn’t explain himself, as he stopped to extinguish his
lantern.

“Do you know where you are?” he asked in the
pitch-blackness.

“I think so.”

“You’d better be sure,” he insisted.

His voice trailed off in the distance, the only
indication he had left me. He didn’t make a sound. My first impulse
was to call out for him, but I knew better. I tried to collect my
bearings in the darkness and feel my way through the forest. For
all I knew, he might have been standing a few feet away, watching
my futile, groping efforts; or he may have gone back to the cabin.
With Michael, you never knew. I didn’t make it back that night, or
the next day. I thought I might freeze to death or meet with a more
menacing fate. The possibilities were endless. I turned my fear to
determination and all traces of panic had vanished by the second
night. Still, I was completely lost until he came for me the next
afternoon.

“We’ll try again later,” was his only response
to my failure.

Between periods of instruction in armed combat,
particularly the tomahawk and the long knife, Michael would
blindfold me for days at a time. He said a man’s eyes were
deceptive and would betray him if he relied on them too much. He
taught me to listen for movement, feel the ground for subtle
vibrations, and sniff the air for odors.

I’d put balls of cotton in my ears and pinch off
my nostrils to force my remaining senses into accountability. He
said a Reydosnin Warrior could siphon energy from his other senses
and focus it on a single faculty. If he needed to see like a cat,
he would rob from his ears. If he needed to smell with the acumen
of a dog, he would deprive his vision, and so on. As the training
became more demanding and intense, the specter of futility came
whispering in my ear.

I visited Papa’s grave as often as I could, but
never said anything to him. I was growing accustomed to my silent
misery, attached even. I felt vulnerable when the pain began to
subside, and would rip open the scabs of my heart to keep the pain
raw and real. I needed the pain more than ever to withstand
Michael’s tormenting regimen. I needed the misery to remind me of
my oath to avenge Papa, so I would never question my decision. I
sat at his grave till morning more than once, fattening my grief so
I could swallow it whole and digest it into anger. Hatred had
become a curdled mother’s milk to me, and emotional masochism a way
to cope.

The first year in the mountains was the hardest.
I’d come to Michael a soft and helpless orphan, but he’d finished
what Papa had begun; he made me into a man. The training was more
advanced and difficult than ever, but I’d advanced as well. By the
summer of 1964, I could find my way back to the house blindfolded
at night—no matter how far away Michael led me. My senses had
become finely tuned instruments, and though I hadn’t mastered
manipulating them, I began to understand the theory behind the
technique. It was a mental exercise like turning emotions, but much
more complicated.

Shutting down physical pain was also in the
Reydosnin’s litany of skills. It was not as difficult as turning
emotions, but certainly more demanding. Emotional struggle required
a certain amount of quiet concentration, while physical pain is
more in-your-face. It had to be done on the fly, while Cavalry
bullets were buzzing by your ears.

I was still learning to fight with hand-to-hand
weapons. The tomahawk and Bowie knife I trained with had become
permanent extensions of my arms. But drill and practice as I might,
I couldn’t adjust to the tomahawk’s awkwardness. It threw off my
whole approach. Time and again Michael parried the ’hawk blade and
then avoided the mock knife thrust. Finally, he snatched the
tomahawk from my hand and hurled it across the yard where it
notched into the warning pole.

“Who carries a tomahawk anymore, anyway?” he
said with a wrinkled grin.

It was still important to learn two-fisted
fighting, so he added a second knife to my repertoire. Without the
bulk of the tomahawk to slow me down, my armed combat techniques
improved drastically. Michael and I simulated weapon-to-weapon
combat until it was routine. We worked slowly and incrementally to
a frantic exchange of knife thrusts and slashes. If one of us had
struck the other at that pace, it could have been a mortal wound.
But Michael’s reflexes were still sharp, and he pulled his blows
with split-second timing. Mild bruises and “love scratches” were
all I sustained. Not once did I best Michael in any aspect of the
training, but when he said it was time to move on, I knew I’d met
his expectations.

The training took a brutal turn in the autumn.
Until then I’d only practiced shutting off the pain from injuries I
accrued during exercises. It was time to take it to the next
level.

“Understand,” Michael said soberly, “this is the
next step of the process, a vital step.”

In the old days, Reydosnin masters would
literally torture their recruits to teach them how to master
pain.

“I don’t want to hurt you like that,” he
admitted. “But I want to train you right. I’ll leave it to you. Do
you still want this as badly as you once did?”

He made it clear that if I chose to forego the
next step, he could take me no further. But I hadn’t come so far to
quit, and I wasn’t afraid of the pain he promised…but I should have
been.

Nothing he did to me would be permanent, but the
old masters had been quite the inventive bunch. I’m reluctant to
describe the exercises I endured during that time—mostly because of
how it might reflect on Michael. By modern standards it was nothing
short of child abuse, but we were hardly living by modern
standards. On this matter, suffice it to say; I learned to
dismantle extreme physical agony in a series of mental steps. Not a
day has passed since then that I don’t thank Winterfox for it.

Michael had an old radio in the kitchen, which
was our only link to the world beyond the Rockies. Reception was
clearest in the wee hours of the morning, so occasionally I’d rise
a half-hour or so before Michael to listen to the newscasts from
Calgary and Edmonton. In 1965, the war in Vietnam began to dominate
the airwaves, and I followed the reports with rapt interest. One
such morning in the spring, while a newscaster rattled off
statistics from Hanoi, Michael emerged unexpectedly through the
front door with a string of trout in his fist. He plopped them on
the table and peered through the window over the sink, scratching
the back of his neck.

“What’s happening?” I asked, a little concerned
with his distant stare.

“Got visitors,” he announced. “Probably lost.
Just the same I want you in the root cellar till I come for you. Go
out the back way.”

I obeyed the order without question, but I
recalled a similar instruction an eternity ago.

Two constables from the Royal Canadian Mounted
Police came calling that dawn, and Michael waited for them on the
porch. He even had extra coffee brewed by the time they arrived.
Introductions were made, and the Mounties explained their business.
They were looking for a man and his son who’d been missing for
about a year and a half. Co-workers at the lumber mill where the
man had worked indicated this area as a possible destination. The
Mounties asked if he had seen them.

“Year and a half, you say?” Michael pondered
aloud.

“Yes, sir,” replied the older policeman. “It’s a
long shot, I know, but the case is still open.”

There wasn’t a lying bone in Michael’s body, but
he knew what the truth would bring.

“I’m an old man, and my memory’s not what it
was, but I do seem to recall a man and a boy who came through here
hunting a year or so back. I believe the man said his name
was…Foster?”

“That’s our man,” affirmed the younger Mountie
with a triumphant grin.

“I don’t suppose you know what became of them?”
asked his elder, chastising his partner’s unwarranted zeal with a
stern, sideways glance.

“As I recall,” Michael began, his pipe in his
teeth, “He said something about Nova Scotia. This man’s a
fugitive?”

The younger constable’s expression fell as he
shook his head in mild frustration.

“No, sir. Nothing like that.”

“You might try the trading post to the west of
here,” Michael offered.

“We talked to Mr. Jessup yesterday,” reported
the junior Mountie. “He couldn’t help us.”

Never let it be said high country people don’t
take care of their own.

“Well,” Michael said, spitting a fleck of
tobacco from his tongue, “it’s a big area up here on the
Peace.”

Defeated, they drank a cup of coffee, thanked
him for his cooperation, and rode south. Once they’d slipped into
the early-morning mist, Michael silently escorted them a
comfortable distance from the cabin.

 


1965 was an eventful year on many levels. It
began with the RCMP’s unpredicted visit. One Sunday each month
Michael and I made a trip for supplies, but I began going alone so
Michael could have more preparation time for my training. On one
Sunday, later that same spring, I lost my virginity to Mr. Jessup’s
oldest daughter, Roxy. She was an older woman of seventeen.

I didn’t tell Michael about it, but he figured
it out right away. My concentration had suffered, and the fire in
my belly had been, “turned to something else.” Michael pretended to
be angry with me, but except for his performance with the
constables, he wasn’t a very good actor. The euphoria of my new
discovery didn’t last very long, and it certainly didn’t change
anything. The event that truly hallmarked the year was about to
blindside me.

It took almost a full day to get up to Jessup’s
Grain & Feed and back, and naturally I looked forward to
getting there more than ever. I struck out before sunrise on
Michael’s sorrel mare, which knew the route better than I did. It
was early May, and though the air was still cool through my
flannels, the signs of summer were abundant. The Henry rifle was
sheathed in the buckskin saddle-scabbard as always, and a handful
of silver cartridges jingled in the cavernous pockets of my
extra-large brown dungarees. Billows of mountain steam filled the
passes and gorges, and I could taste the dew on my tongue.

The glory of a Rocky Mountain sunrise sprayed a
liquid gold that scattered the shadows and warded off the morning
chill. Everything around me was enchanted with mystery and
burgeoning with life. I drank in the smells and sounds of the
thriving wilderness, and I basked in my temporary respite. Papa’s
harmonica was one of the only items of his that I was allowed to
keep. He used to play fireside tunes on it when we were camping. I
loved the sound it made, and every free moment I could steal was
spent learning to play it.

I tethered the mare to Jessup’s hitching post
around noon, and was greeted by the familiar smells of whisky,
feed, and fur. The trading post was little more than a glorified
shack built from sheet metal and sundry pieces of scrap lumber,
with a massive creek-stone fireplace inside.

Mr. Jessup was a burly bear of a man with an
obnoxious personality until you got to know him. I stood in the
doorway as he dickered over the price of beaver traps with an
imposing character in dirty lineman’s boots. Two other patrons
picked through the scant supply of tack while I peeled the grocery
list from my shirt pocket and approached the counter. I waited for
Mr. Jessup to notice me. I didn’t know if he knew about his
daughter and me—or how he might react. Directly, he turned away
from his negotiations and looked at me as if I were lost.

“The old man stay home again, Sly?” he asked in
his characteristic grumble.

“Yes, sir. I believe he’s fishing,” I lied.

“Well, you know where everything’s at,”
he said with uncomfortable emphasis. “Help yourself, and I’ll get
the rest when I’m done here.”

The man in the lineman’s boots smiled at me with
unwholesome interest as I collected the supplies; flour, coffee,
tobacco, and gunpowder were the usual staples. I added an extra
pair of trousers for myself because they looked like they might
actually fit. When I placed the sundries on the counter to be
tallied, I noticed the man in the lineman’s boots was gone.

“Need two sacks of horse feed, too,” I said, as
though we didn’t always.

Jessup hoisted the heavy bags from the shelf
behind him.

“So, the Chief sent you for the goods all by
your lonesome, eh?” he chortled.

Michael tolerated the racial epithets because he
knew he was respected in the same way one respects a hard freeze or
other forces of nature. It bothered me more than it did him. Mr.
Jessup scratched his notepad with a pencil stub while I tried to
determine how wise it might be to ask if his daughter were
around.

“I guess you’d be wonderin’ about Roxy, eh?” he
snorted, as though he’d read my mind.

I’d never felt so awkward, and I could feel my
face burn. Mr. Jessup chuckled, amused at my blushing silence, as
we carried the sundries outside.

 


A .44 caliber rifle will completely destroy your
average squirrel, but that didn’t mean I had to kill an elk for my
dinner. I’d learned that the concussion of a big bore weapon could
stun smaller game just by striking just next to it. So the sorrel
munched on new clover, tied to a stump not far away, while I spit
roasted a couple of squirrels over a fire. I stretched out beneath
a tall oak and cleaned the Henry while sunlight streamed through
the branches and kissed my face. When the game had cooked long
enough, I set the rifle aside and pulled pieces of meat from the
small bones. I’d barely eaten half of the first squirrel when
someone stepped out of the brush and into my little encampment.

He had a bulging burlap sack slung over one
shoulder. He was tall, with faded black lineman boots, and a
yellow-toothed grin. It was the same man who’d smirked at me at the
post. His features were chiseled and centered with a heavy,
dark-brown mustache that completely obscured his top lip. There was
a bit of a thump in my fourteen-year-old chest when he crouched on
the other side of my fire like he’d been invited.

“Gon’ zhare that varmeent boy?” he asked in a
Frenchman’s brogue.

“Help yourself,” I answered, gesturing toward
the spit.

At the time, I believed I’d given up the rest of
my meal because I was taught to respect my elders. It was also a
high country courtesy, and I wasn’t all that hungry anyway…the
truth was, he frightened me.

He reached across and plucked the rodent from
the flames as casually as if he were reaching into an icebox. He
put its head in his mouth and crushed the tiny skull with a
splintering crackle. I watched him chew the bits of bones and
brains with his mouth open. I lost interest in the rest of my
dinner.

“You almoz’ runed eet,” he complained through
his mouthful. “Burn to a creezp.”

The juices dribbled down his chin as he
continued to devour the squirrel headfirst. His lips smacked with a
sickening sound, and he grinned a mouthful of flesh-clotted teeth
at me.

“What’z a wild-haired young theeng like you
doin’ ou’ here all by you-zelf, eh?” he inquired as he winked.

I don’t remember if I answered him. There were
brown splotches on his forearms that looked like crusted patches of
blood. The same dark asterisks speckled his boots and his
dirty-brown coveralls. I figured the Frenchman for a poacher, an
outlaw even in the high country. Then I noticed the tiny balls of
blood that hid in his whiskers.

He looked up from his dinner, caught me
inspecting him, and our eyes met. A magnetic thread of tension
stretched across the fire as I looked into his eyes. There was
something there that shouldn’t have been. Like the sound of a
rattler’s buzz, it was an unmistakable and unforgettable sign. He
must’ve seen my eyes swell because he burst into a menacing laugh;
his gaping mouth packed with half-chewed flesh and morsels of
bone.

“Zomethin’ zpook you, boy?” he chuckled
wickedly.

He had to know that I knew what he was, and I
waited for him to leap to his feet and tear me to pieces. But he
looked away to finish his messy feast. My eyes darted to their
corners to spy the rifle leaning against the tree; not a single
cartridge in the tube, much less silver. Through the roar of blood
in my head, I fished for the bullets buried in my trouser pockets.
I palmed one in a clammy fist and realized how much of an effort
that simple act had taken. He looked up again. This was the end; I
knew it. He swabbed the juices from one set of fingers suggestively
with his tongue, while he pinched what remained of the squirrel in
the other hand. I watched his face turn solemn with the grimace of
a predatory animal. He was going to kill me. He leaned a bit
forward on his haunches…

“Boo!” he snapped.

I jumped like I’d been shot, and frantically
seized the Henry. He found my reaction hysterical, and rolled from
his squat, paying no heed to my fumbling attempt with the rifle. I
twisted the barrel open while he continued to laugh. Any second
now, I thought, he was going to realize what I was doing and cut me
down. The silver round disappeared into the tube. I wrenched the
barrel back into place and chambered the round as he recovered from
his fit of mirth. He stood and tossed the remnant of his meal into
the coals, sending a cloud of embers into the air. He cocked his
head to one side and lapped his other set of fingers greedily as I
pointed the heavy rifle at him.

“Gon’ta zhoot me, eh?” he asked, as though he
didn’t mind.

This was the moment I’d suffered for, the
opportunity I’d pledged my life to. How many nights did anger
consume me till I was rabid for a taste of the Beast’s blood? Those
silver bullets had burned holes in my pockets, but until the fangs
are snapping at your throat and the breath is fogging your glasses,
it’s just so much noise. Just being there, he reduced me to the
terrified boy in the tree again.

“What’z matter, you don’ like grown meen?” he
taunted.

My finger warmed around the trigger, but I
hadn’t noticed how badly the barrel was quaking.

He wiped his hands down his trouser legs. I
stood there waiting for an act of God to pull the trigger for me,
until I finally squeezed it myself. Thunder echoed through the pass
and the bullet cut through the fabric bunched at his hip. He hadn’t
blinked. I groped for another shell, dumbfounded that I’d missed
him. He began sliding the straps of his coveralls over his
shoulders.

“You Papa never told you not to zhoot at
peeplez, boy?”

Anger, like scalding adrenalin lit up my entire
body.

“My father’s dead, Wolf!” I screamed at
him, breaking my extended silence with a vengeance.

He paused for a moment to eye me curiously. His
mouth twitched to a snarling grin.

“What you know ‘bout zuch t’ings, eh?”

He was locked on me, the Beast leaping from his
eyes. Now he knew. I fought the Henry open for a second time
and reloaded a handful of the proper metal with the steadier hands
anger had given me.

“Don’ matter anyway,” he growled, and his skin
began to darken.

I levered a new round into place and hauled the
stock to my shoulder while a warm cocktail of hatred and terror
flooded my belly. He kicked through the campfire, scattering its
half-burned fuel across the grass. Down the length of the barrel I
saw his body begin to transform.

His bones crunched as they realigned themselves,
and hair began to knit across his face like the crawl of brown
spiders. He was inches from the bore when the report smothered in
his chest. The impact of the bullet flattened him like a metric ton
of dead meat across the scattered orange coals. His coveralls were
burned in a black halo from the muzzle flash, and he feverishly
clutched at the red bull’s-eye. Blood streamed between his twisted
fingers, while I chambered the next round. He thrashed like a dying
fish among the embers, and his eyes, which had been smoking
furnaces of hell, were now struck wide in disbelief; it reminded me
of Brutus. The silver seized him like a volatile poison that
forever trapped him in the purgatory of transformation.

The third bullet was an insurance policy that
pulped his sternum and everything beneath it. My legs buckled, and
I collapsed in the grass with him. Fighting to overcome a gamut of
emotions and bring my heartbeat under control, I realized that fear
wasn’t the only thing that had washed through my guts. Once I’d
collected my nerves I examined the wolfish corpse. Had he been the
thing that had killed Papa?

His hands were gnarled into stiff claws, and his
jaw was protruded to accommodate extended teeth. But in the glassy
stare, there was no Beast, only the cold seal of death. It was then
that the gravity of what I’d done really hit me. I’d killed a
werewolf! After I composed myself, the whole experience seemed
more beautiful than the morning sunrise had been. I changed out of
my soiled pants, and then sorted through the bag he’d been
carrying. I was looking for something that might indict him as my
father’s killer, but found no such evidence.

Michael was waiting for me when I rode in that
night and he saw the makeshift body-sleigh in tow. I dismounted and
stood next to the cadaver. He approached with increasing interest,
but I think he already knew.

“I killed him,” I blurted out, trying to
suppress my victorious pride.

Michael stooped down to examine the body,
inspecting the stiff fingers on each hand while I told him the
story.

“Do you think he’s…?”

“Not him,” he interrupted. “Probably looking for
the other one though.”

His back creaked as he stood up and cut a chunk
from a tobacco twist.

“How can you be sure?” I questioned.

“You’re bloody now,” he said in response. “Know
what that means?”

“Kind of like not being a virgin anymore?” I
beamed.

“It means,” he began, spitting a stream of
tobacco juice, “you can’t quit now. Not ever.

“It means, Sylvester,” he said as he put his
hand on my shoulder, “the war you’ve been preparing for began
today.” There was a touch of sadness in his face—more than
usual.

“Michael,” I said, “the war started for me two
years ago.”

I was still too young and too naïve to know what
he really meant, but he let it go with a half-grin.

“You do me proud, boy,” he said as he squeezed
my shoulder, “but we’re not done yet.”

We built a fire to consume the werewolf’s
remains and belongings, and I retold the story while we watched it
burn. I may have embellished it a little the second time
around.

“I have just one question,” he said. “Where’s
your other britches?”

 


I’d taken a life. Like my moment with Roxy
Jessup, it had been a first. As far as Michael was concerned it was
a rite of passage, I’d been baptized. Michael said it called for a
ceremony. He explained the Sundance and how important it was to the
Cheyenne people. It was right up there with the Sacred Arrows given
to the prophet Sweet Medicine. He said I needed to prove my
sincerity to the Great Mystery now more than ever. I’d stepped onto
the Beast’s path; I’d need the spirits’ guidance to walk it.

The ceremony itself seemed simple in its
intensity. Following several days of bodily deprivation, standing
before the sun and offering prayers, the body was exceptionally
vulnerable. It allowed the spirit to be more in tune with spiritual
forces. Two leather cords were attached to a tall pole; there were
sharpened pegs at the end of each cord, which were to be inserted
beneath the skin of a man’s pectorals. The pledge would then dance
around the pole, tethered by his flesh until the pegs were torn
free. Not a particularly pleasant ritual, but it was intensely
sacred and no worse than I’d already endured.

It began with smoking our prayers to the Great
Spirit and purifying ourselves in the Sweat Lodge…all Cheyenne
ceremonies do. The elation of my first kill slowly evaporated as
the days of fasting and standing wore on. Eventually everything
became dreamlike, and I’m reluctant to say what was real and what
was not. But to the Cheyenne, there is nothing more real than a
dream or a vision.

I can remember Michael being decked out in his
ceremonial attire as he ritually painted my body. I also recall
being pinned to the leather straps. Despite what I’d expected, the
pain was minimal. It wasn’t so much a dance as it was a series of
violent tugs against the pegs in my chest. If I were supposed to be
communicating with spirits, they didn’t seem interested in talking
to me. I distinctly remember the moment the pegs ripped free; I
crumbled to a heap.

 


Most of the pain came when I woke up, the next
morning. I was still weary to the bone and every muscled ached, but
mostly I was starving. I rolled from my cot and felt something
graze my chest. I looked down to see a small leather bundle on a
rawhide cord hanging around my neck. It was a medicine pouch.
Michael had left me a bowl of cold corn-meal mush waiting on the
table. While I spooned the porridge with my fingers I looked
through the door and saw the most amazing thing.

It was Michael, whittling beneath his totem
pole, with a full-grown tom lion grooming itself next to him. When
I approached the door for a better view, the cougar looked toward
the cabin, bared its teeth in a hiss and scrambled into the woods.
I saw Michael’s head poke around the totem pole to look at me. I
walked outside with my bowl still in my hand.

“Friend of yours?” I asked.

“He used to come around now and then,” he said,
brushing wooden curls from his shirt. “How do you feel?”

“Alright, I guess.”

I considered asking him if I should have had a
vision or experienced something mystical but I was afraid of what
his answer might be, and I didn’t want to repeat the ceremony.

“What’s in this?” I asked, touching the medicine
pouch.

“A drop of silver,” he said, dusting off his
backside. “That’s to keep you straight and true when every road you
walk is crooked.”

He reached to touch the carved face of my
grandfather.

“Your grand-dad’s proud of you,” he said. “The
spirits have given you a name.”

“A name?” I questioned.

Michael withdrew his hand from the totem pole
and put one finger gently against my chest.

“Heart-of-Scars. That’s how they know you.”

“I didn’t see anything during the Sundance,” I
muttered reluctantly. “Not a vision, anyway.”

“Give it time,” he answered right away. “You’re
just getting started.”

 


Two days later, Michael and I hiked to an open
field that overlooked the Peace. We’d come prepared to spend a few
days. It was near sacred ground, but he wouldn’t say why. He told
me how the Reydosnin developed their barehanded fighting style by
learning from the animals. To strike with the ferocity of a puma
and the speed of a rattlesnake, these were Reydosnin goals.

The harmless jackrabbit even had something to
offer; it taught the old Warriors to use kicks and sweeps in their
weaponless arsenal. Bears were natural grapplers, and in the old
days, Warriors were expected to learn from them personally. Unarmed
combat harmonized all other aspects of Reydosnin training. The
senses had to be trained to anticipate an opponent’s reaction.
Shutting off pain allowed the Warrior to continue without
distraction, which had a psychological impact on an adversary.
Usually, cool nerve and feline reflexes won the day, but there were
times when the grizzly’s unbound fury and the wolverine’s undaunted
savagery were the best recourse.

 


A successful unarmed Warrior knew which path to
take in any given confrontation. Then there were a variety of
special maneuvers and “secret” skills that the Reydosnin had
developed. Skills like escaping bonds, targeting “soft” spots, and
joint manipulation. There were also less-sophisticated tactics,
which were outright dirty tricks.

Spitting into an enemy’s face before combat
could create a momentary distraction, and sometimes a moment was
all it took. Stomping feet, gouging eyes, even biting were all
considered legitimate options.

The bighorn sheep taught how effective a
head-butt could be, and there was no taboo about striking a man
where he’s most vulnerable. When these things were coordinated
properly, Reydosnin unarmed combat was second to none. The
Reydosnin truly adhered to the old adage about “love and war.”
Michael explained that other nations such as the Kiowa, the Sioux,
and even the Apache had influenced many aspects of the fighting
style. In the final analysis, the Reydosnin’s brand of weaponless
combat was a cross between a mystical martial art and
blood-and-guts street fighting. I would learn all of it.

My body was changing a little more everyday. My
voice deepened, and my limbs grew longer, but my soul was static.
Body hair grew in places I didn’t even know I had, and my chest and
arms hardened with muscle, but at the root of everything I held
dear was my undying hatred. All that rage wrought havoc on a
cauldron of hormones, and there were times when I knew I was losing
my mind. My interest in the Vietnam War grew into fascination.
Every morning before sunrise I’d be glued to the radio, hanging on
every word about Southeast Asia, a place I could barely comprehend.
I began to understand the reality of my situation. Sooner or later,
I would have to take my own war to the front lines.

 


By the summer of 1966, I had accomplished every
task Michael had given me. I had a wealth of training at my
disposal, but nowhere to unleash it. Michael admitted that coming
upon the Beast that day had been a fluke, so where was my enemy? In
my restlessness, I was becoming more difficult for Michael to deal
with. He had one more step to teach me, and it embarrasses me now
to admit it, but learning mystical warfare seemed like a waste of
time. Werewolves weren’t ghosts or spirits; I’d watched one bleed
and die, I reasoned. Winterfox tried to make me understand the
mystic significance of the Beast and how it walked two worlds at
the same time. The spiritual stage of training was especially
important in a vendetta such as mine. In the end, I abandoned my
resistance to the idea, and submitted to his judgment.

The sun had fallen hours earlier, and the
brightness of the ceremonial fire set shadows dancing across the
forest. I stood in a loincloth near the outer ring of the circle
that’d been drawn around the fire. My medicine pouch rested against
my heart. The dirt was warm between my toes, and I was still wet
from the sweat lodge. Once again I’d fasted and sent prayers of
smoke to Maheo, the All-Spirit, and once more I had not slept in
days. The time had come to take another step into the spirit world,
and to do that I would need guardians.

The ancestors had shown Michael that the
rattlesnake was the spirit to watch me by day. I had to make a pact
with the viper, become its blood brother. Once this had been done,
its spirit would be with me always. But first, I had to survive its
venom. Michael emerged from the tool shed with a writhing
pillowcase gathered in his hand. He spoke to the bag in his native
tongue, a language I couldn’t speak but sometimes understood. He
was asking the snake to accept me as his brother, and to share his
spirit with me so I could benefit from his great wisdom.

I was half-dazed from deprivation when the
ritual commenced. I shuffled and staggered around the fire,
repeating the motions Michael had taught me. Across the flames, he
collected an empty pillowcase from the ground. He chanted
rhythmically as I rounded the fire. A large timber rattlesnake
curled to one side, sounding its infamous warning. Its golden-brown
body shimmered with an orange hue from the flames as it coiled and
cocked a triangular head.

In a blur, it struck against my calf with a deep
explosion of venom. I continued my circuit with a slow steady burn
rising up my right leg. I quickly began to feel the envenomed
effects of my potential brother. It was still in its state of alarm
when I came round a second time, and once more its fangs plunged
beneath my skin. My leg throbbed with the rattlesnake’s wisdom. A
clammy fever broke through me. I stumbled on air as I began my
third pass.

 


There were no visions. The spirits seemed
unimpressed by my efforts, just like they’d been during the
Sundance. Instead of giving me a glimpse of the world beyond, they
left me with sickening pain and paralysis. A greasy sweat seeped
from my pores while I shivered uncontrollably. Slaver like that of
a mad animal, soaked through the cloth that kept me from swallowing
my tongue. There was no consciousness to disconnect any of this; I
was entirely at the poison’s mercy. There was no such thing as
time, only an endless gauntlet of anguish.

A sustained and violent vomiting episode is the
first thing I remember clearly. Michael had pulled the soaking
cloth from my mouth, and bound my bite wounds with herbal
poultices. I would have rather repeated the Sundance.

I understood why this stage was saved for last.
I had survived the ordeal, and now, according to Winterfox, the
rattlesnake’s spirit would guard me by day. We were brothers
forever. Such a brother I could have done without, I thought.

I didn’t recuperate from the ritual quickly, and
so enjoyed a brief recess from training. Michael didn’t seem
to mind the break either. We sat together on the front porch most
of the day, and talked about things we never had the time for
before.

He told me of exploits he’d shared with my
grandfather in World War I. He said the “hun” had been so afraid of
the Indian units that there were German soldiers who abandoned
their machine-gun bunkers at the first sound of a war cry.

“They just knew they were going to be scalped,”
he mused, in a huff of pipe smoke. “Of course, sometimes they were
right,” he grinned to himself.

I described to him the things I’d heard on the
radio, and I spoke passionately about Vietnam. Could he imagine
such a place? What was it like to learn from actual warfare?

“You learn faster,” he said with a far-away look
in his eye, “or you die.”

He then told me about another rank of the Dog
Soldiers called “Sash Wearers”—so called because they wore a long
sash over one shoulder, which they pinned to the ground when
defending their homes. Once staked, the Warrior was expected to
stand his ground and fight to the death where he stood. Their
purpose was to give a retreating village time to escape. And if
they were captured by an enemy nation, they were frequently allowed
to live out of respect for their undaunted bravery.

“But when the enemy nation came with rifles and
revolvers,” he almost whispered, “Sash Wearers became Suicide
Warriors.”

I asked him about his own training, but his
answers were brief. I asked him about visions he might have had,
but he said one didn’t speak of such things casually. I quizzed him
on his younger days and how he came to live so far away from the
plains, but just like every other time I’d tried, he ingeniously
evaded the question.

“This is for your medicine bundle,” he said,
reaching into his shirt pocket.

“It’s a token from your brother.”

He gently placed the rattler's three-inch tail
in my palm, and I couldn’t resist the urge to shake it.

“I keep thinking,” I began, “what would have
happened if the Wolf I killed that day had known I had silver
bullets.”

He picked his jack-knife off the arm of his
rocker and started to clean his nails.

“That’s one of the few things you’ve got on your
side; they don’t usually know. You’ve got to look at it like they
do: few people believe they exist, and nobody keeps a weapon loaded
with silver under their pillow. They’re used to having their way
with the world.”

I swallowed hard and bit my lip.

“Did Papa’s Wolf know?” I choked.

Michael closed his eyes, and his knuckles
whitened around his whittling knife.

“I reckon so, Sylvester.”

I’d learned many things from Michael about the
Beast. A successful Warrior knows all he can about his enemy, just
as a hunter must know his prey. Silver was toxic to their soul, but
they could kill one another, too. And though they could transform
at will, the full moon left them no choice in the matter.

I knew some of them had identifying features in
their human form, like two middle fingers that were the same
length. But it wasn’t until I’d taken my first spirit guardian that
the information became specific. The more I learned about my enemy,
the more fiendish they became. He told me of six Beast princes,
sons of the “Lord of the Forest,” who were known by different names
in different lands. He said these princes divided the world among
themselves before mankind had built its first city.

The Beast had the ferocity of a ravenous animal,
the cunning of a deranged genius, and was driven by the
unredeemable soul of a devil. There was no atrocity too great for
them and no act of savagery beyond their means. He said that every
person they had ever killed believed they were real, if only for
the last fleeting seconds of their life. I had to choke back the
boil of hatred.

He told me that in ancient times Wolf fathers
often devoured female or unfit offspring fresh from the womb. The
Noble Wolven, and it was the first time I’d heard him use the term,
were directly descended from the princes. High Wolven were rulers
of their kind as well, but weren’t full-blooded. A few of them were
born to human mothers—products of rape. But most High Wolven were
deliberately bitten, or marked. I asked him, out of dumb
curiosity, if there were any hope for someone who’d been marked. To
my surprise he said there was a certain ceremony that was supposed
to undo the bite, but he knew of no one who’d tried it.

“It all depends,” he began. “The more powerful
the monster, the less likely he is to be killed or his bite undone.
The only other way is to kill the offending Wolf,” he added. “But I
have heard of bites strong enough to survive even that.”

“Why don’t they change back into people when
they die?” I asked naïvely.

“Because they’re not. They wear human
skin, like sheep’s clothing. Silver kills their spirit and breaks
the Beast from the inside…if it’s a mortal wound. Once that
happens, there’s nothing left but a shell and no forces to change
its appearance one way or another…most of the time.”

“Some do take human form when they’re
killed”?” I asked.

“They’re the exception to the rule I guess,” he
replied, scratching his head. “I don’t know if it’s because of a
quirk in the lineage or they’re just runts of the litter.”

The abundance of information both disgusted and
intrigued me.

“So, the Nobles are the worst of them?” I
checked.

Winterfox shook his head from side to side while
he filled his corncob bowl.

“You’ll probably never have to see the
worst of them boy,” he said in a hush of danger. “We called
them Darkest Wolven; crazy bastards—even among Wolves. They never
wear a human face, and they don’t know when to die.”

I shuddered at the thought. “What makes them
different?” I asked, almost afraid to know.

“I can’t say for sure, Sylvester. Some say
they’re prehistoric throwbacks, or a bad mix of blood. Some of the
lineages don’t blend real well. The upside is there aren’t very
many of them, and they like their weather well below zero.”

But while Michael educated me on the Wolf’s
nature, he wouldn’t explain things much closer to home. Why had the
rifle been loaded with silver bullets that night? What did Papa
know of them? On these questions he was mute.

 


On the evening I was to acquire my guardian by
night, I was particularly listless. The leaves had begun to fall
from the hardwoods, and the mountains were ravished with the
fragrance of a luxurious autumn. The fall always reminded me of
more innocent days, when the events of the last three years would
have been unthinkable.

It reminded me of Papa, and my mind, which
should have been focused on the quest at hand, was swimming in
memories. The spirit of the owl was to be my night watch, but
taking him as a brother would require actual ability rather than
involuntary endurance. Like the rattler, he, too, had great wisdom
to offer. When I asked Michael why the spirits had chosen two totem
animals noted for their wisdom, he replied that wisdom, not
strength, would determine how long I would survive against the
Beast.

I had sweated myself and prayed, but there had
been no fast or vigil. Michael said I would need my physical
faculties intact, and that the owl would meet me where I was if I
proved myself worthy. However, I could neither eat nor sleep until
the task was accomplished.

At sundown, I ventured empty-handed into the
mountains to prove myself to the owl. It was a comforting feeling,
being alone in the dusky gloom. The night had long ceased to be
frightening. Most everything had. I had become intimate with the
darkness, the blindfold, and the night. It welcomed me in its
shadowy embrace like an old friend, and whispered to me its
secrets. It told me that somewhere in the dark wilderness, the owl
waited.

To find it would require most of what I had
learned so far. I had to be aware of the slightest sound, the
subtlest smell, and the forest’s response to my footsteps.
According to Michael, the owl would lead me to a holy place if I
was able to follow. Such was the nature of the trial.

The sky was enormous that night, and I wondered
if it was coincidence or irony that a full moon frowned over the
peaks. The wind was crisp and wild, sending shivers of magic
through my blood. Somewhere, a chorus of wolves sang praises to
their lupine altar. A thrifty raccoon looked up from its plunder of
partridge eggs long enough to watch me pass, while invisible mule
deer rattled and clashed nearby.

As I indulged my senses in a symphony of night
sounds, I wondered if Papa could see me—would he be proud of what
I’d accomplished, or angry that I’d endangered us both that night?
I secretly hoped there was no window where he was.

 


The trees parted into a clearing where starlight
dappled across the surface of a pond. Muskrats glided from the
banks while cattails bowed in the chilling breeze. I knelt among
the reeds and took a long drink of water when I heard the owl’s
cry.

I wiped the dribble from my chin and looked
across the pond. A Great Horned Owl sat sentinel in the branches of
a dead maple, its silhouette stark against the naked limbs. I
vacated all other thoughts, aware that I’d been more attentive of
the past than the present. I surveyed the pond briefly, but
couldn’t determine its breadth in the darkness. I gulped a quick
breath of air before belly sliding into the freezing water. I
peeled through a tangled net of moss in the style of a giant frog,
and broke the surface only once to steal a breath.

I emerged on the other side and oriented myself
in time to see the owl silently launch from its roost and soar into
the trees. I called my senses to order and darted into the forest
after it, followed by a trail of draining pond water. The owl was a
phantom in the dark tree cover, and it was just as silent. It was
the perfect opportunity for my eyes to trick me, and so I put them
away and tried to send their energy to my ears. The owl's wings may
be silent I reasoned, but if it rattled a branch…

The wind now sheared me with icy fangs as I
tried to locate my quarry. Water continued to trickle from my
trousers, creating a distracting patter on the fallen leaves. I
ended my blind pursuit and crouched close to the earth, both to
allow the pond to drain from my clothes and to focus. With eyes
closed, I began to feed my ears with fuel from my other senses. I
held my breath and, slowly, the sounds of the forest became more
pristine. A series of tiny, frightened squeaks became audible in
the distance—the distressed sound of prey.

I snapped alive in response and bounded over a
deadfall blocking my path. I felt almost one with the wilderness as
I shrugged off brambles and padded over the underbrush. The little
sounds ceased, but I had a direction. The amplified voice of the
forest faded with my deliberate concentration, and I inhaled the
air as it gusted past my face, filtering through the bouquet until
I found the coppery scent I‘d been waiting for. The aroma clarified
and led me to a swatch of ruffled leaves. The blood was still
wet.

A little sheaf of scarlet fur indicated a ground
squirrel had become an evening meal. I scanned the trees, hoping
the palest beam of moonlight might provide another silhouette. The
Great Horned Owl had probably not gone far to consume its meal. As
I took small, purposeful steps away from the kill site, I listened
to what the forest had to say. A delicate, barely recognizable
sound led me to a beech tree; it sounded like the tearing of
flesh.

I stretched out at the base of the tree, facing
the patches of heaven that blotted through its limbs. In the
thinning branches, I could see the form of the victim’s slender
tail draped to one side. Its predator was hidden from view, but
present nonetheless. I finally had a solid position on my would-be
night brother. Blood sporadically dribbled against gilded leaves,
until the mute clashing of wings announced that dinner had come to
an end. For a moment the owl was a grim portrait of grace as it
sailed over a smear of moonlight.

Throughout the night and into the small hours, I
struggled to keep pace with him, crossing streams and valleys with
every faculty pricked. Up steep mountain passes and down perilous
gorges, I relentlessly inspected and followed each sign of his
passing. Sometimes more than an hour passed between wondering if
I’d lost him for good and discovering that I might yet persevere.
Thighs and calves burned, and breath came in staggered huffs of
autumn steam, but I would not yield. Briars ripped my trousers and
left red mementos on my skin.

More than once I stumbled against an unseen rock
or unexpected root, only to recover and continue my journey. The
passing of each hour sent me further and further from familiar
ground, until even the ceaseless drone of the Peace River was gone.
Once, while I stopped to vomit at the bottom of an unknown canyon,
a lethargic lioness watched me from an overhead ledge. But she was
content where she lay and was only mildly curious of me.

Just before dawn, I found myself in a grove of
birch trees, completely confused and utterly exhausted. There had
been no sign of my elusive game for almost an hour and a half, and
I doubted both the integrity of my abilities and the feasibility of
accomplishing this task. But as the sky grew orange, a murder of
crows began to chant furiously in the grove. It was the sound of a
fight, and every woodsman knows that crows and owls loathe each
other. I hobbled toward the fray, only marginally aware of my legs,
and I stumbled; a broken branch lanced my forearm. I ground my
teeth and plucked out the intruding spear while disconnecting the
pain.

Amid the cacophony of crow calls, I distinctly
heard a lone owl’s battle cry. I collected my feet beneath me and
shambled as quietly as I could toward the chaos. Through a blur of
exhaustion and pain, I could see branches lined with spectators.
The crows swarmed the enemy they had driven to the ground. At my
approach, the startled on-lookers took wing. Most of the ground mob
followed suit, leaving the injured to fend for themselves and the
meanest of them to deal with the pinned and battered Great
Horned.

As I waded into what remained of the attackers,
their convictions vanished and they scattered to the wind. No
sooner had they peeled their beaks free, than the owl twisted from
its back and arched its pinions for flight. I could pursue it no
more, and without thinking, lunged for the bird with all my
fleeting strength. The owl was already aloft when I descended with
outstretched arms. Nearly blind, I felt wet feathers slip through
my fingers and a merciless blow strike the underside of my
chin.

 


I was dreaming that a werewolf had taken Roxy
Jessup when I felt the sting in my calf. I woke with a mouthful of
blood and dirt and a crippled crow lying between my feet, picking
at a gash through a rip in my pant leg. I slammed my legs together
and put him out of our mutual misery. The glare of the sun
indicated afternoon as I slowly picked myself off the ground,
staring at the rock that had decked me. It was only when I stood
and looked to the puncture in my arm that I saw the meager
assortment of owl feathers stuck to my hands with red paste.

I gave a pointless look around the grove for him
and then sought out a small brook I’d crossed the night before. I
quenched a ravenous thirst and dressed my wounds with strips from
my shirt. I had a nasty gash under my chin where I’d fallen, and an
assortment of cuts and bruises, but the hole in my arm was angry
and feverish; it needed attention right away. I sat at the edge of
the brook for a while, twirled the largest of the stolen owl
feathers by its quill, and came to terms with my defeat. No doubt I
would have remained in the wilderness until I’d made the owl my
brother, if it hadn’t been for the severity of the puncture. I
wasn’t risking gangrene for any bird, spirit guardian or not.
Eventually, I found the motivation to begin following my tracks
back home.

When I came shuffling into the cabin the next
afternoon, Michael was cleaning a marmot at the kitchen basin. His
hands were covered in blood and fat, and from the look on his face,
I could tell he hadn’t expected me so soon. He pumped some water
into his hands while I wilted into a chair.

“Long night?” he asked.

I nodded and stretched my neck as he untied the
cloth strip around my arm.

“This why you’re back?” he said in a tone of
friendly accusation, and squeezed pus from it like he was wringing
a dishrag.

He disappeared into the back and returned with
his box of herbs. As he dressed the wound, I told him the
story.

“I just couldn’t keep up with it anymore,” I
told him.

I pulled the single crumpled feather from my
pocket and put in on the table.

“I got close though.”

Winterfox took the feather gingerly and laid it
across one palm like it was a fragile living thing.

I told him about the crows and how they’d put
the owl on its back.

“So you saved his life?” he asked.

“I didn’t know what else to do,” I admitted. “He
was taking off, and the next thing I knew I was diving for
him.”

“Cracked your chin a little, eh?”

“Cold cocked me.”

He packed the gouge with some kind of ground
root that might as well have been cayenne pepper. I closed my eyes
and concentrated on shutting off the sear.

“Where did it happen?” he asked after a brief
silence.

“Little grove of birch trees to the east, a few
miles from some canyon,” I replied.

He looked up from his doctoring.

“Redwater canyon?”

I shrugged my shoulders.

“Birch trees,” he said. “Was there a creek close
by?”

“Sure. Saved me from dying of thirst.”

Michael finished securing a fresh bandage around
my forearm, but he wore the slightest upturned curve on his
lips.

“Used to be a Flathead village in that canyon, a
long time ago. And one morning, right before dawn, some of Hudson
Bay’s hired guns came to visit. They shot up the men and drove the
women, children, and old folks into some birch trees. They kicked
the old people to death, raped and murdered the women, and what
children they didn’t run through they traded for whisky and guns.
It was a massacre,” he paused. “And the owl led you there.”

“A holy place,” I said under my breath.

Michael handed me the mangled owl feather, and I
placed it with the other elements of my medicine pouch. Michael
chanted in Cheyenne while I re-bundled it.

 


Autumn passes quickly in the high country, and
winter stays forever. The winter of ’66-’67 was the longest of my
life up to that point. Michael had extended his trap line, and the
two of us were gone from the cabin for weeks at a time. Then we’d
return, loaded with fur, and we’d sell them to Jessup or an outfit
farther below called Fountain Furriers. It was our income for the
year, and we usually did well—from a trapper’s point of view.

Still mindful of my training, Michael introduced
me to certain brews and tinctures designed to help a man reach the
spirit world. These were considered sacraments of the highest order
to the Cheyenne, as they were to many native peoples. But the
things I experienced in the spirit world seemed little more than
drug-induced journeys into the surreal. I didn’t see ancestors or
totem animals–nothing that I could accurately put into words.

Try as I might, I couldn’t deliberately
interpret fantasy as reality; it just didn’t make sense. Even
Michael couldn’t describe exactly what I should’ve experienced. His
only advice was that I would know when the spirits were speaking to
me. He said I’d know it just like I knew the Beast when I saw it
the first time. But as always, the spirits kept quiet.

What had I done to earn their disdain? I’d
endured every agonizing rite of passage, taken two guardians, and
had never shirked a detail of my training. Still, without
explanation, without apology, they were mute. Winterfox was patient
but unmoved by my frustration. He wouldn’t speak for the spirits,
or venture a guess at their reasons for testing me so. It wasn’t
his place to question the spirits, he said. And although he never
said it in word or gesture, he believed the trouble wasn’t coming
from their end. Again, somehow, it was my fault.

Throughout that winter and into the spring, I
continued to pursue the mysticism of the Reydosnin. Regardless of
how many times I sweated, how many prayers I smoked, or how many
days I fasted, I could not break through. Each time I failed, my
frustration became harder to suppress. Six months had passed, and I
was no closer to completing the final stage than when I’d begun. To
ease my exasperation, we repeated various aspects of my physical
training, which Michael said, “needed work.”

I started with the Henry and continued to the
Colt. We rehashed all the old maneuvers of armed and unarmed
combat. I separated salt and pepper granules by touch, counted coup
on sleeping grizzlies, and ran, swam, climbed, and rode until I was
sick of it. There was nothing Michael put in my path that I could
not overcome, except in the world where snobbish spirits lived. I
even tried the tomahawk again and built a bow and some arrows just
to break the monotony. Anything I might have forgotten the first
time, I learned twice as well the second. Michael even said so. I’d
come so far and learned so much, but everything had come to a
standstill. I couldn’t help but feel that a clock was ticking
somewhere, and for the first time since I’d come to Michael, I
truly began to entertain the thought of quitting.

I’d turned seventeen two weeks earlier, and had
come to see the mountains more as a prison than a refuge. I was
wild and anxious, champing at the bit to be turned loose on the
Beast. I had only killed one, but his blood had created an
addiction more potent than any of the black drinks I’d imbibed. To
no one’s surprise, my last attempt—and it was admittedly
half-hearted—to enter the spiritual realm had failed.

I was stirring a kettle of walnuts over an open
fire, making trap-black for the coming winter. I choked on nerves
as Michael rolled a wheelbarrow of steel traps to me.

“Lots of rust on the top ones. See that you soak
them good,” he instructed.

“Alright,” I said meekly, as he starting
untangling the chains.

The tension was unbearable, and so, I began the
speech I’d rehearsed many times.

“Michael,” I stammered, “I heard on the radio a
few days ago that…well…something I didn’t know.”

Michael grunted a preoccupied
acknowledgement.

“Well, the newsman said that Canadians are
crossing the border to join the United States military,” I
croaked.

Michael looked up from his tangled mesh of
rusted traps.

“They’re going to Vietnam.”

He went back to separating traps.

“I heard that, too,” he replied.

“I’m going to do it,” I blurted defiantly.

He brushed the red dust from his hands and
smiled just a little bit.

“I know that, Sylvester.”

I’d been so prepared to defend my decision that
it didn’t seem to matter that it was now unnecessary. Or maybe I
was just re-convincing myself.

“I want to go to Vietnam, Michael. I want to see
what the world is like outside these mountains. That’s where the
Beast is. And the Army can teach me things I can’t learn here, and
after all, it’s the honorable thing to do. Don’t you believe in
what the States are trying to do?” I rambled.

He slapped me on the arm.

“How many times did it take you to get that
right?” he jibed. “It doesn’t make any difference what I think
about it anyway. You’ve got to go fight. It’s all you’ve been
learning to do for the past four years.”

I was speechless. In all the scenarios I’d
envisioned, this had not been one of them.

“You’re…you’re not angry that I’m not going to
finish the training?”

“I reckon you’ve gone as far as you were meant
to go for now,” he confessed.

He leaned against the edge of the wheelbarrow
with his hands in his pockets.

“I’ve seen this coming for a long time, boy.
What did you think? That I wouldn’t understand? Believe me, I
understand better than you know.”

 


 



Chapter II:

 


A thirteen-year-old boy disappeared into the
Canadian Rockies and never came out again. How was the world to
know that I was that boy? Everything I owned was stuffed in a
knapsack on the kitchen table. I watched Michael saddle his bay
stallion. Winter was rolling in fast, and if I wanted to head
below, I had to do it before the snow came. I looked around at the
cabin; it was unfathomable that I may never see it again. When I
looked out the door once more, Michael was standing on the porch
steps waiting for me. I snatched my things under one arm and walked
out to meet him.

“You have everything?” he asked.

“Everything important,” I replied, as I touched
the medicine pouch beneath my shirt.

Michael would come with me as far as the
government access road and bring the sorrel back. We mounted up and
rode in silence most of that morning, neither of us had words for
what we were feeling. Finally, I asked him: “Michael, what do you
think it’s going to be like?”

“A little bit like hell,” he answered without
hesitation. “But there never was a man better prepared for hell
than you—I made sure of it.”

That was high praise coming from Michael.

“The best thing you can do over there is to
treat it like a hunt. When we fought the Kaiser, a lot of the men
who made it back were old squirrel hunters who knew how to tread
lightly and see the enemy first. I don’t imagine it’s much
different now,” he advised.

“Except I’m going to be hunted right back,” I
added.

“Some of the soundest advice I ever heard about
war was in an old Rudyard Kipling poem your granddad was fond of.
The part I remember goes something like:

 


‘When first under fire, and you’re wishful to
duck,

Don’t look nor take heed at the man that is
struck.

Be thankful you’re living and trust to your
luck,

And march to your front like a soldier.

When you’re wounded and left on Afghanistan’s
plains,

And the women come out to cut up what
remains,

Just roll to your rifle and blow out your
brains

And go to your god like a soldier.’ ”

 


Poetry quoted by Michael Winterfox—nothing could
surprise me now.

“I’ll remember that,” I promised.

By noon we’d reached the farthest trail of the
access road, the same place Papa had parked his truck years before.
We dismounted, and I reluctantly slung the knapsack over one
shoulder; I still couldn’t believe I was leaving.

“You still remember how to get to Cole’s Creek
from here?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Train runs through there, that’ll take you into
the States. Get a taxicab from the station and have it take you to
the closest recruiter. You be sure to enlist under your middle
name, you hear? That’ll be better for everyone. And when they ask
your point of origin, you put down the name of whatever border city
you’re in. They don’t need to know you’re Canadian.”

I nodded and looked at him with my mouth open,
but nothing would come out. Michael shook his head at me and put
his hand on my shoulder.

“Don’t,” he said quietly. “I know.”

He took the reins from my hand and climbed back
on the bay.

“Don’t let them make a lifer out of you. You
come back and see me when your tour is over. I’ll want to hear all
about it.”

“I’ll come back,” I swore.

He pointed his horse back up the mountain, and
his voice trembled only slightly as he spoke over one shoulder:
“Get your hands on your own bullet molds as soon as you’re able,
and find a gun that suits you. Vietnam’s a country, not a war—you
know about the real war…”

And before I could answer back, he kicked his
mount into the trees and was gone.

“Goodbye,” I said quietly, as I forced myself to
start walking.

Coming of age in the wilderness had taught me
things most people never heard of, but it hadn’t exactly socialized
me. The people on the train to Cut Bank, Montana was the largest
group I’d seen in four years, and none of them looked like me. Two
men in cowboy hats rolled their eyes at me and an older couple
shook their heads and whispered, “Hippy.” I had heard about
the people I was being confused with and didn’t care for the
comparison, but I endured the murmurs and stares, kept to myself
and watched out the window until the mountains disappeared into
night.

The third week of October 1967 found me face
down in the pouring rain. In the South Carolinian mud, we all
looked alike. Anonymous worms. That’s how our drill instructors
would see us for the next eight weeks, but such was their job
description. The Marine Corps wanted to strip its recruits of
dignity and humanity, so it could rebuild them to USMC
specifications. Except for running water and clothes that fit, the
Parris Island Marine Corps Recruiting Depot was business as usual.
I was made squad leader the first week of boot camp, and our senior
drill instructor, one Gunnery Sergeant Nobel, pointed me out as an
example of a “Motivated individual with his head and his ass wired
together.”

On the rifle range, I could outshoot everyone in
my platoon. On the confidence courses, I flew over obstacles in
record time, and I was the man to beat in pugil-stick fighting.
Nobel brought drill instructors and officers from all over the
island to observe my performance.

For the first time in my life, I felt like I
belonged, and I learned as much from my fellow troops as I did from
the drill instructors.

Surrounded by a constant vocabulary of
profanity, I quickly learned to “talk the talk” as well as “walk
the walk.” It didn’t matter that I couldn’t read very well; some of
the men couldn’t read at all. And it was of little consequence that
I didn’t know how to drive a vehicle; I would learn. The USMC
wanted cold-blooded killers, and I could have been their poster
child.

By graduation, the Corps had seen fit to make me
a non-commissioned officer. Sergeant Logan James had a ring to
it.

 


My wildest imagination had not prepared me for
the reality of Vietnam. It was January when I arrived as part of
the Third Battalion, First Marines in the province of Quang Tri.
I’d been in the country only a week when the battle for the Khe
Sanh began, and ten days later, 31 January, the communists launched
their now infamous Tet Offensive.

That very morning, the Imperial City of Hue had
been taken by NVA and Viet Cong troops, and a counterattack was
already under way. It appeared that I’d arrived just in time. Men
from the 101st Airborne, ARVN Rangers and the First Air
Cavalry were either already engaged or on their way. Other Marines
at Phu Bai, about eight kliks south of the city were also en route.
I-Corps’ sons would be well represented. Hue was an important
symbol for control of Indochina. Everyone agreed that it was a
major turning point in the war. I privately wondered if Michael was
listening to his radio.



The NVA had blockaded Highway 1 north and south
of Hue, so the pucker factor was high. We ran a lethal gauntlet
along Highway 1, engaging the Gomers in one blistering firefight
after another. We called for F-4 fighter jets to “bring smoke” on
enemy positions, eliminated snipers with our M-79 grenade
launchers, and battled through trip wires, mines, and mortar
rounds. The battle for Hue began long before we ever reached the
city.

They told me that Hue had once been the capital
of a united Vietnam, and before Tet the NVA and Viet Cong regarded
it as an open city. But it was a difficult city to defend, and each
artillery round and air strike wore its beauty away. On the other
side of the Perfume River, which cut across the city, we could see
the communist’s banner flying from atop the Imperial Citadel. It
was hard to believe that, only days before, the Stars and Stripes
had been there.

There were days when we evacuated civilians
trapped in their homes, and others when we did well just to keep
ourselves alive. Street-to-street and house-to-house, we engaged in
some of the fiercest fighting even salty leathernecks in their
second tour had seen. It was every bit the hell Michael had told me
about, but the perfect outlet for all the hatred and rage that I’d
nurtured for so long. Consciously, I never thought about the Beast.
We were all too swarmed in the deadly reality of the present to
give much thought to the past.

The communists massacred the civilians of Hue by
the score. Some were killed execution style, with a bullet in the
brainpan, but most were herded just outside the city, clubbed to
death, and buried in a mass grave. Sometimes, they weren’t even
dead yet.

Rabid dogs stalked both sides of the Perfume,
eating at the banquet of corpses that littered the streets.

One afternoon we saw Walter Cronkite talking to
members of an Advisory Team working for Military Assistance
Command-Vietnam. The 804th NVA Battalion had been trying
to take the MACV compound with its infantry and VC demolition
commandos we called “Sappers.” It seemed like the entire North
Vietnamese Army was present and accounted for in Hue. You needed a
scorecard to keep track of everyone in the fight, and shooting at
anything that moved wasn’t always the best idea. Some days you
could hardly tell an enemy attack from friendly fire.

 


On February 24, we recaptured the Imperial
Citadel and raised the American flag over a devastated city. Over
half the city had been completely destroyed, and thousands of
citizens were either dead or missing. We’d managed to reclaim the
city, but the communists had proven they were far from collapsing
as some had predicted. Faith in military leadership back home began
to fail, so for the NVA and VC Hue had been a strategic victory if
not a tactical one.



I’d been baptized in the fires of war early.
Major assaults like the siege we had come through weren’t typical
for the communists. Out in the boondocks, we were up against
Chuck’s guerrilla tactics, but at least we were never outgunned. By
day, we were little green gods with Phantom jets and Air Cav gun
ships as our avenging angels. At night though, Charles had his shit
together. At my own request, I led ambush squads nightly, taking
the war to the enemy in his element. While others took their
watches at the anti-personnel mines I’d slip off alone to hunt the
Cong on my terms. Sometimes I’d return with a fistful of bloody
gook scalps, other times with breakfast, but I always brought
something back. Depending on whom you talked with, I was either
hardcore or a Section 8.

“Napoleon” was an ongoing USMC operation to keep
the Cua Viet River open as a supply line to a port facility near
Dong Ha. One evening in early March, we humped into a nameless
little village along the Cua Viet, suspected of harboring
guerrillas. The stink of Tiger Balm greeted us before we actually
set foot in the ’ville. My staff sergeant and I pulled the Papa San
out into the street while the rest of the snuffies rounded up the
villagers. We overturned rice barrels and did a sweep and clear for
any VC personnel. Our Filipino interpreter was helping us conduct
the interview with the honcho when gunfire erupted.

A single weapon set to a rock-and-roll beat
shredded the legs of two of our men. For a minute, the location of
the shooter was uncertain. But instead of the sniper we’d expected,
the shots were coming from a spilled rice barrel. In a mad minute,
we emptied rounds into the barrel until we were satisfied that
whoever was inside was fully ventilated. When we kicked through the
splinters and the bloody rice we found that we’d lost two of our
own to a little girl with a Soviet AK-47 assault rifle. There was
just enough of her left to make that diagnosis.

 


The VC had created underground bunkers and
tunnel systems beneath the jungle. When an entrance was discovered
a Tunnel Rat was required. I stand about six-foot-two, and Tunnel
Rats were usually much smaller, but I found myself to be something
of a natural contortionist. I jumped at every opportunity to invade
the VCs’ subterranean world.

Down below, the war was reduced to the simplest
of equations—you and the enemy. Bush politics were left above
ground. With the skills I’d learned from Michael, I was a killer
ghost underground. The sound of the living and the smell of the
dead were as effective as a flashlight, which spent its time on my
web-belt when I was below.

In March, President Johnson stopped the bombing
of most of North Vietnam, but the NVA continued to pour troops
below the 17th Parallel. For the life of me, I couldn’t
understand what kind of a war we were supposed to be fighting. I’d
enlisted because I wanted to fight, but I also wanted to win. It
was obvious not everyone shared this ambition. The youthful zeal
I’d brought with me to Vietnam evaporated almost overnight; it was
replaced with frustration and disillusionment. I no longer cared
about the war’s political rationale, and I began to understand the
short-timers’ overall lack of conviction. Fighting for my brother
Marines and myself had made the war much more personal.

 


A Hospital Corpsman went missing one morning,
and two squads were sent to find him. He’d been dragged from the
perimeter during the night, and along the trail two .45 casings and
the tracks of a very large cat were found. He must have gotten a
little payback during the attack. We located his body about half a
klik from base camp, recognizable only by his medic insignia. His
chest and throat had been torn to ribbons, and large chunks of
flesh were missing from his body. The perpetrator’s blood trail led
deeper into the bush. We took the doc’s body back to camp where I
requested permission from the lieutenant to pursue the marauder. A
man-eating, wounded animal was the last thing we needed to worry
about in the field. He agreed, but insisted I get it done most
rikky-tik.

 


Following the animal’s spoor wasn’t difficult,
but it had withdrawn into some really bad bush—some of the worst
I’d seen. The tiger was already dead when I found it. It had been
pathetically malnourished and thin, and I peeled its lips back to
reveal diseased teeth and gums—small wonder it had gone rogue. I
was about to make a souvenir of its tail when an unknown movement
to my right procured my full attention. I flattened against the
tiger’s body and leveled my M-16 at the sound.

Through the thick foliage, partially withered
with Agent Orange, were two guerrillas. A three-round burst sent
them to a better world. I waited in my prone position for others,
but nobody else made the party. Through the barbed vines and dense
undergrowth, I crawled toward the dead VC. They’d been carrying
water bladders and had stopped to set them down.

A hidden tunnel entrance not three meters away
explained their presence. A fast and fierce mental debate flashed
in my head: Return to camp to report the incident or return to camp
with a few extra dink scalps. I dropped my gear and followed my
nose.

 


The opening dropped at a ninety-degree angle,
almost twenty feet into a foyer that formed a trident of tunnels. I
chose the center and followed its corridors. My flashlight beam
glinted against a perfectly horizontal spider’s web, strung at
ankle height across the floor.

I disarmed the trip wire. The low hiss of a
radio drifted into my ears. Instinctively, I extinguished my light.
All my focus went to the source of the sound. I zeroed in on it and
followed the beacon. Now and again gook voices complemented the
frail radio drone and brought me to a vertical ascending shaft. I
squeezed into its narrow mouth using my elbows and heels for
traction. It was one of those tunnels entirely too small for
Santa.

As I inched upwards, deeper into the cramped
quarters, my light pulled free and tumbled into the tunnel below
with a betraying clatter. I froze, and the radio hushed. The
ominous sound of AK-47s being locked and loaded echoed from the
chamber above. With my knees and heels dug into the tunnel walls, I
poised the Government .45 in both hands straight up.

A live grenade from above arched gracefully into
the tunnel. The steel bulb cracked me on the head and warbled down
my back to join the flashlight. Shadows of rifle barrels loomed
through the overhead portal, and I opened fired on them; it was my
only chance to avoid the role of helpless target. My first round
exploded in silence and rendered me stone deaf but one of the AK
muzzles flew to pieces.

A firestorm erupted beneath me and collapsed the
lower portion of the shaft. The frag must have rolled far enough
into the horizontal tunnel to save me from a direct blast, but the
flames from the detonation spiraled up my legs. I continued to
shoot into the lair above, when an unidentified second explosion
shook the earth. An avalanche of dirt heaved down on me,
extinguishing the flames, and filling in the gaps unoccupied by my
body. The dirt deluge continued until I was pretty sure the entire
upper chamber had come down around my ears.

The weight of it forced me back down the shaft
until my legs, from the knee down, were swinging in open air. From
the waist up, I was buried alive in a convenient tomb. My chest and
both arms were pinned by the landslide, and only a small vacuum
around my face prevented immediate suffocation. Ashes from the
freak explosion mixed with the dust and gathered in my eyes, ears,
and mouth. Every pore was clogged with black grit, and I began to
puke muddy phlegm. I was definitely in a world of shit, and no one
knew where I was.

I let myself go limp; the struggle against my
own grave had exhausted me. There was nothing I could do to affect
my condition. It wasn’t supposed to end so ingloriously. Vietnam
was a school to better learn how to fight the Beast. All that
training and passion, wasted on a war they wouldn’t let us win. I
became very cold.

 


I thought I had already died. Imagine my
surprise when the Happy Hunting Grounds looked suspiciously similar
to an infirmary. When I hadn’t returned, a patrol had been
dispatched. As the gods would have it, a Long Range Recon Patrol
Unit from the 74th Airborne was in our area of
operations, and one of their jungle experts had been in base camp
when my search party was formed. He was able to track my movements
through the bush, though just barely. He found the bloated tiger,
the fly-covered dinks, and my gear stashed near the tunnel
entrance.

He also found a nice collection of VC comic
books—maps to most people—down one of the other tunnel branches. It
was deduced that the meeting of a generator’s fuel tank with a
stray bullet had caused the explosion, which saved me from being
the fish in the proverbial barrel. A series of second-degree burns
blistered my legs, and I’d taken a few shards of shrapnel from the
fragmentation grenade. Three stitches closed my scalp, and I was
treated for smoke inhalation and infection. The LT didn’t know
whether to put me in for the Bronze Star or Article 15 my ass. He
did both.

 


After being released from the infirmary, I spent
a week in the brig. After that, I was put on light duty for the
remainder of the month of May, and then sent to Cua Viet for my
week of R&R. There, it was steaks and beer at every meal. It
was the next best thing to the Land of the Big PX, but I was eager
to get my ass back in the grass.

 


My last morning on the beach found me squeaking
out a few tunes on the harmonica and watching the sunrise over the
South China Sea.

A presence slipped within ten feet of me before
I turned to meet him.

“I guess you do got eyes in the back of
your head,” he said.

I sized up the black beret, and then turned back
to the sea.

“You’ve got to get up pretty early to put the
sneak on me, Pete,” I said lazily.

He crunched up through the white sand and copped
a squat next to me.

“I didn’t hardly recognize you all clean and
pretty,” he remarked.

“That was you?”

“Your bros told me you weren’t hardly worth it
seeing as how you’re a pinko and all. But I figured what the hell;
it wouldn’t be the first time I had to drag a Marine’s candy-ass
back to the land of the living.”

I smiled and extended my hand.

“Much obliged, man. Nobody told me your
name."

“Too bad, I know how many times you wipe your
ass, you jarhead puke,” he said, trying to get a rise out of
me.

I kept my hand outstretched as we exchanged
rival stares. Then his facade melted and he took my hand.

“Salinger,” he said.

“Logan.”

“I knew you sounded like a Canuck,” he
jibed.

“They tell me you’re a regular Bushmaster,” I
commented.

“Good thing for your ghost-walking ass, too.
Where’d you learn that? Not in the Corps I’d say. Not with
your cherry-service record.”

No one had seriously questioned me about my
training before, and I always wondered what my response would be if
they did.

“Got any worm-dirt on you?” I asked him.

He produced a black and silver puck from his
shirt and tossed it to me. I thought I might dodge his question,
but he was tenacious.

“You got shit in your ears, Sergeant?” he
pressed.

I handed back his tin of tobacco.

“An old Indian man taught me some things back
home,” I admitted.

He stared at the side of my head until I faced
him again.

“Don’t pull my dick, shit-bird,” he warned.

“When my father died, this old man took care of
me and taught me some things from the old days.”

His eyes questioned me a second longer as he
weighed the sincerity of my answer.

“No shit,” he finally said, as he let a handful
of sand sift through his fingers. “Well,” he sighed, “you’re not
bad, kid. It was easier following the dried tiger’s blood than
tracking you. The boys in your platoon think you’re Sergeant York
out in the shit.”

“We’re all hard up for heroes these days,” I
said.

“Well I didn’t come all the way down here to put
my tongue down your throat,” he stressed. “We’re putting a Heavy
Team together for a prisoner snatch in the North. It’s a six-day op
with a beaucoup Jesus Factor. We usually operate with five or six
guys. But since this is definitely going to be a big shit sandwich,
we get ten.”

“Kind of hard to hide a ten-dick team.” I
observed aloud.

“That’s affirmative,” he answered, “but the
extra firepower and M-60 kind of evens things out.”

“Is everybody on this team going to be as queer
as you?” I asked.

“Don’t worry, Mary, you’ll fit right in,” he
shot back. “They’re doing the paperwork right now.”

“Outstanding,” I said.

 


I was one of the only Marines at the Recondo
School, and my Delta Project comrades wanted to know what the new
“strap hanger” was bringing to the party.

The first night of my three weeks in Nha Trang,
a big Puerto Rican named Gomez came after me with a cattle prod. He
kicked open the door to the head like the Latin John Wayne.

I nailed him in the face with a brown projectile
from the commode, and when Corporal Mohawk-haircut stopped to smear
the stink missile off his cheek I made use of a nearby mop bucket
to wash him down.

It was simple enough to sidestep the blind
charge that followed and to push the shocker into his soaked inner
thigh.

There wasn’t any mention of the confrontation
after that.

 


In the middle of June, we were dropped into the
Eastern DMZ, province of Quang Binh. There were eight Sneaky Petes,
one Australian SAS, and myself. I was definitely the baby of the
family.

“Looks like a demilitarized zone around here!”
shouted Cooper, the Aussie, over the artillery fire.

We hunkered down in a scruffy peninsula of trees
that had been burned out with snake and nape. We consulted our
maps. Our objective was a temporary no-name prison camp set up in
an old schoolhouse. In an unspecified period of time, all POWs
would be shipped north to Hanoi. Salinger was calling the plays as
Team Leader.

“Listen up, girls; you’re behind enemy lines
this morning. According to CCN, the camp is approximately twenty
kliks north of our present position,” he traced a line on the
laminate with his finger and tapped down on the red dot, which
indicated our objective. “Unless we’re made, do not engage
watchers.”

He pointed to Hazelwood, our only radio
operator: “If we have to make radio contact, break squelch as
usual, bic?”

“Got it,” Hazelwood answered.

“From here on out we sterilize everything,”
Salinger continued. “James, you’re on forward with the green eye.
Creighton, you’re on slack. The rest of you, file in behind me. I
want a cross-check, then get ready to cut a chogie.”

 


Over the course of the next day and a half, we
stalked undetected through Chairman Mao’s back yard. We encountered
two small NVA convoys and an assortment of VC grunts, but we
managed to avoid contact. Enemy movement was getting heavier
though, and by the second evening, we were holding our breath as
NVA regulars passed within a few yards of our position. We were
almost invisible in our tiger stripes and ghillie suits. However,
as the unit marched by, a lone gomer broke rank and ventured into
the high, wet saw grass that concealed our position. His weapon was
still slung, and he moved haphazardly, but we lay chilly directly
in his path. In another few moments it wouldn’t matter how
invisible we were.

I took my .45 in both hands and pointed the
sound suppresser between his slanted eyes. The bore puffed once and
he dropped in fatal silence into the grass. We watched the tail end
of the passing troops for any indication that our position had been
compromised, but saw none.

Small teams in the field used a drug called Cork
to prevent defecation. We’d been using it to leave no sign of our
passing. Nothing could be left to chance.

No one knew Cooper hadn’t been taking it.

By the next morning, we were closing in on the
camp, and Salinger went over details of the snatch. His directions
were interrupted by the voices of unexpected visitors. We scrambled
into position with all weapons hot. Salinger nestled his cheek
against the stock of his Grease gun, while Gomez and Creighton
steadied their M-60s. Schaefer, a man of few words who they called
“Shy Guy,” kissed the crucifix around his neck and tucked it back
under his camos. The voices got louder, and through a spotter’s
scope we could see a column of NVA canvassing the area and ready to
party.

 


“This is so number ten-thousand, mate,” Cooper
whispered to me while steadying his M-79 grenade launcher.

Schaefer’s prayer reminded me that I’d left my
medicine pouch behind because I didn’t want to lose it in just this
sort of situation. No way was some dink getting his hands on
it.

The seconds crawled by in quiet tension as we
waited for some miracle to turn the gooks around. It was a miracle
that wasn’t meant to be.

Salinger signaled for us to “fire for effect” at
his command, which meant to expend all munitions at the enemy in
continuous fire.

When he flashed the order to light them up, we
hit the line with everything we had. The quiet valley now roared
with all the furor of war. AP rounds, beehives and CS frags greeted
the encroaching S&D team, and they answered back in kind. Our
position was for shit, our cover negligible, and when Salinger’s
head came apart in our demolition man’s face, our chances of
survival seemed remote. Pieces of Salinger’s skull had actually
imbedded into Reusch’s forehead and cheeks. Creighton’s M-60 had
overheated and gone into cook-off, discharging ammunition on its
own, when his right arm exploded at the shoulder.

The big gun rolled from his remaining hand and
clipped Cooper up the back, spritzing me with red mist. Through the
airbursts, the communists continued their advance as we sustained
our assault as effectively as seven men could against fifty. It was
a painful irony to be outgunned in Vietnam. Reusch screamed an
insane cry of desperation and charged into the line with Salinger’s
M2-A1. His face was a mask of blood and brains.

“Get some!” he screamed, as he rushed into the
enemy, a wingless kamikaze. Seconds later they cut him apart at the
seams. Creighton’s M-60 was still firing by itself when Gomez
ripped the belt free, then hustled to secure a better position in a
nearby cluster of rocks. The rest of us covered him. Two of the
other Rangers pulled Creighton from the brush, and also made for
the stone pile.

One of the rescuers took a phosphorus round in
the back of the neck and was dead before he hit the ground. Not
even in Hue had I been in such a world of shit. Six of us pulled
back into the rocks, but only four of us made it. The second
rescuing Ranger went down, and Creighton wobbled on his feet in a
state of shock; he became a human silhouette for the AKs.

Hazelwood had been shot through his radio, which
forfeited our only hope of salvation, and as he fumbled with a
morphine serette, Gomez continued to funnel rounds through the
glowing barrel of his pig. And then, in a span of fifteen seconds,
Gomez took a bullet in the face, my widowmaker jammed, Hazelwood
swallowed the barrel of his own sidearm, and Schaefer’s ammo ran
dry. The two of us stood defenseless and overrun, on the business
end of about twenty Kalishnikovs.



We were immediately disarmed, and bound. They
bashed our heads and shoulders with their rifle butts as we were
corralled from behind our Alamo. They beat Schaefer hard enough to
make his ears bleed, but he was tough and never lost consciousness.
They forced us to our knees to watch as they mutilated our fallen
comrades and ransacked their equipment.

They cut off fingers, ears, and worse. They
robbed insignia patches and looted their few personal belongings.
As they were scavenging the contents of Cooper’s rucksack, his Cork
spilled into the bloody brush. I steeled myself to their
atrocities, masking the acidic boil in my soul with a stoical
facade. But Schaefer’s face twisted in misery, as he looked away as
if silently pleading with God to make them stop.

A round-eye with yellow hair strolled through
the midst of the slopes with a Chicom Type 56 tossed over one
shoulder. He was dressed like a Viet Cong, except for the U.S. flak
jacket and the bulldog wearing a smoky hat tattooed on his arm. I’d
heard a story about his kind once in Hue City, but I’d dismissed it
as a war myth: Yankee Cong—American deserters who’d sided with the
VC against their own countrymen. But this one was real, and he’d
been a Marine. He called off the dinks, ready to go another round
on Schaefer and me, but they remained close

The traitor lit a smoke from Cooper’s cigarettes
with a Zippo lighter embossed with the Air Force logo.

“Di di mau!” he barked at some of the
zipperheads still rummaging through the spoils.

One of them brought our funny books to him, and
he wiped away the crimson smears to get a better look. A villain’s
smile, like a cancer, spread over his face.

We were hauled to our feet, blindfolded, and
marched at gunpoint. I began counting my steps immediately, the
turncoat’s remarks about the map indicated that we were headed for
the very camp we’d been sent to liberate. If that were true, the
next leg of our Vietnam excursion would land us in the Hanoi
Hilton.

 


I was naked, suspended from the ceiling in a
narrow hallway, when they finally removed my blindfold. My arms
were wrenched back, and my wrists bound in metal cuffs that bit
into the flesh. The wooden gambrel threaded beneath my armpits was
the only thing that kept my arms in their sockets. My legs were
bound together, bent at the knee and tethered to a cord around my
waist.

Rainwater poured through fissures in the ceiling
and walls, while two of my three jailers took turns extinguishing
their cigarettes against my thighs. I would not give them the
satisfaction of a scream, even though I knew they would only try
harder. Michael had made me intimate with pain, a long time ago it
seemed. I had been here before. With bamboo canes, the three of
them tried to coax me to cry out, but I can’t say for how long. I
don’t think I ever did, but then again, I really don’t remember the
last of it.

I regained consciousness to the report of a
distant gunshot, my body raw with agony. My bare legs were
outstretched, bound at the thighs, knees, and ankles. The iron
manacles had cut my wrists to scrap and swollen my hands to bloody
turnips. From the waist up I was bowed forward, strapped to my own
legs, making each breath a deliberate and difficult chore. My body
was a mosaic of seeping bruises beneath the ropes that scored them.
Every muscle in my body had been brutalized, and my shoulders were
twin eggplants, oozing red. I’m hesitant to say that I’d seen
worse. I appeared to be in some kind of a small metal shed, with
the first light of dawn glowing through the cracks.

 


As the hours crawled by, my little tin prison
became the equivalent of an oven. The climate of Vietnam— which was
a drastic change from the Canadian Rockies—had always been too warm
for my blood. The stifling humidity, and the insects, were at the
top of my list of reasons to hate Indochina. But the intensity of
the hotbox redefined my perception of heat. My lips dried, split,
and bled, and the only source of water was the sweat that gushed
from every pore. I wouldn't last long this way. I may have been
conditioned to pain, but dehydration and the cumulative effects of
abuse could have done me in. I wondered how the rattlesnake and the
owl were doing.

 


When they pulled me from the hotbox, I was
barely aware of it. My limbs were senseless bags of sand even
without the ropes and irons. I was dragged to a well in the center
of the camp, which turned out to be more of a village. A Vietnamese
Bac Si bantered in French with my chaperones while he gave me water
and examined my injuries. I was moved to a shabby wooden hut with a
thatch roof and bamboo walls where I was dressed in old gook army
clothes. The first food I’d seen since being captured was brought
in a bowl and fed to me. Guards stood by the entrance as the medic
prepared a hypodermic needle.

“Do you speak English?” I asked feebly.

“Tee-Tee,” he replied. “Little bit.”

The sentinels at the door looked inside and
started to come in—to punish me for speaking I suppose.

“Dinky Dau,” the doctor told them,
tapping his own temple, and motioned for them to remain
outside.

He pulled a chair alongside the dirty mat where
I lay, so that his back was to the door. He drew a clear fluid into
a syringe.

“Keep voice down,” he hushed. “Bic?”

I nodded that I understood, and he pushed the
needle into the hamburger my wrists had become.

“For infection,” he said.

“What happens to GIs?” I asked quietly.

“Maybe they kill you here,” he sighed.

“And the man captured with me?” I whispered.

“Catholic man, dead. They give gun as trap, then
shoot. They do same to you, maybe,” he replied as he set the needle
aside and unwound a spool of surgical gauze.

He wrapped my wrists several times then bent
over my face, carefully pulling my eyelids aside and probing my
ears, nostrils, and mouth.

“You only prisoner left, trung wee,” he
said almost inaudibly. “Others gone Hanoi two day ago.”

The guards couldn’t have heard what the Bac
Si had said, so I assume they didn’t approve of him being as
close to me as he was. A uniformed NVA officer supervised the
soldiers as they pushed the medic aside and forced a black hood
over my head. Against the doctor’s protests, I was pulled from the
floor and re-shackled. The gauze afforded little protection from
the blistering pain of steel against jelly.

After I was dragged from the hut, I recognized
the smell of the schoolhouse where I’d been tortured the day
before—or maybe it’d been two days. At any minute I expected to be
stripped and strung up again, not at all certain if I could
withstand another session without calling out. Michael at least
knew when enough was enough. But to my surprise they unmasked me,
released my hands, and tossed me face first into a small room that
might have been a pantry at one time. The doorway was covered with
an oversized lattice gate of bamboo, and inside there was only a
mangled rattan mat and the stench of another man’s waste.

“Caca dau!” shouted one of the guards,
angrily thrusting his rifle at me.

I stared at the barrel like I was seeing beyond
it, beyond the guard and the walls of the prison, and into the face
of the Great Death Bear.

Almost involuntarily, my pain became an
invigorating rage.

“If you’re going to do it, do it now!” I
screamed with all my strength. “Fucking dink, bitch!” The sudden
rush of adrenaline was soothing while it lasted.

The second guard slapped his cousin on the back
and laughed. His amusement was contagious, and soon the others were
giggling like schoolgirls as well. The first guard went through a
charade of gunning me down, and then lowered his weapon. The three
prison guards turned back down the hall together, very full of
themselves. I guess they’d finally made me scream.

I didn’t hear from them the rest of that day and
most of the night, which I could read only by the shadows that
waxed and waned from down the hall.

I nursed the circulation back into my hands and
picked at the swarm of lice that crawled over the mat; they weren’t
tasty, but I needed more nourishment than the half bowl of rice I’d
been given. I slept in spells, forcing myself not to fall into the
comatose sleep that beckoned me. I had to remain alert, aware, and
disciplined as long as I could. They could take my life, but I’d
have to give them my dignity.

 


Sometime before sunrise, two soldiers wheeled an
assortment of ominous-looking equipment in front of my door.
Against the wall, which faced my cell, they unloaded a greasy
automobile battery, a set of rusty jumper cables, a large bucket of
water, and a well-used sponge. One didn’t need a diploma to
interpret the sinister function of the collection. They threaded a
rope through hooks in the ceiling and tied a slipknot at the free
end. They left without a word.

The interrogation instruments stared at me
throughout the morning; they were cold, pitiless hardware that
would serve its masters without question, like a rifle or a
bomb.

Late in the morning a second group of dinks
arrived to attach the cables to the terminals. They made a show of
sparking the clamps together before they donned rubber gloves and
soaked the sponge in the water bucket. They did all of this very
slowly so I could see exactly what they were doing. Finally, they
clamped the free cables onto the wet sponge and doused me with the
bucket of water through the crosshatch of bamboo. They walked away
again.

Over the next two days, I remained confined to
my makeshift cell. Though the guards made constant rounds, no one
spoke to me or acknowledged me in any way except for the daily
ration of sewer greens pushed under my door. Periodically, but
mostly while I tried to sleep, soldiers would come to adjust the
torture ensemble. I’d harden my nerve to face the pain, and then be
forced to continue to wait. They’d put a trickle charger on the
battery and leave it for a few hours; then they’d come back and
re-wet the sponge—only to disappear again for a while. Each time I
thought my time had come; they’d walk away without a word.



Once, a lone bo doi, a uniformed NVA,
walked toward my cell and pointed a service revolver at me through
the slats. His almond eyes had all the emotion of a serpent as he
thumbed back the hammer.

“I dare you,” I whispered, courting death.

The dead snap of the pistol sent a cool chill up
my spine. He methodically pulled the hammer back halfway and spun
the cylinder, then pointed the weapon again. It dry-fired a second
time. He repeated the performance once more, and the hallway
erupted with the report. The bullet crashed into the moldy wall
behind me, but I did not flinch.

The bo doi nodded.

“Missed,” he said. “Tomorrow maybe.”

He holstered his sidearm and sauntered down the
hall as though nothing had happened. I would have never believed
that I could hate anyone like I hated the Beast, who now seemed a
million miles from reality.

 


I silently prayed to the Great Spirit to show me
the way. Was it more honorable to show my captors that I knew how
to die with resolve, or to use that determination to stay alive?
Was it better to sacrifice honor for the sake of a blood-sworn
promise or to die like a Cheyenne but leaving the vow unfulfilled?
The dilemma wouldn’t have existed except for the oath I’d made on
my father’s unknown grave. Since I was already hungry, exhausted,
and miserable, I thought my prayers might be heard. The only thing
missing was the smoke.

Two Viet Cong guards approached my prison door
late in the night, watching over their shoulders like nervous cats.
I recognized them as two of the three who’d beaten me, and the reek
of tiger piss wafted from their breath. As one kept his rifle on
me, the other fumbled with the latches, which secured the door.
After a few bungling attempts to free the bolts, the pilferer
finally eased the gate open. The slant with the rifle stepped in
with his finger menacingly close to the trigger, and he pushed the
muzzle against the top of my skull. They whispered like thieves to
each other, their ordinarily crisp accents slurred with the effects
of booze. The second guard blindfolded and gagged me; he then
shackled my hands and legs.

“Lai dai,” one mumbled as the other
pulled me to my feet, punishing muscles stiff enough to be palsied.
The bore of his weapon remained snug between my shoulders as they
slowly escorted me from the cell and down the hallway; I could
smell the sultry night air at the other end. We paused.

The two continued their hushed conversation at
what I perceived to be the doorway. They were playing a dangerous
game. Not only were they drunk, but also must have been
compromising every security regulation in the NVA prisoner
handbook. From what I knew about Vietnamese military discipline, an
unauthorized abduction of a prisoner could have grave
consequences.

I was quietly forced into the back of a vehicle,
and a tarp was thrown over me. I thought about my smokeless prayer
and how soon I wouldn’t have to worry about it being answered.
Still, I began counting—fairly certain we were headed east. We
drove for about five or ten minutes before finally coming to a
halt.

Thunder rolled overhead, promising yet another
downpour, and the fragrance of the jungle was heady and warm. The
dinks rolled me from the back of the vehicle into a pool of mud. An
empty container of tiger piss pelted me in the chest as the illicit
execution team cavorted among themselves. Lightning surged and
crackled; its thunderclap roared like a distant bombing sortie. I
worked through the mud and against the restraints to stand on my
own. If I was going to die, it was going to be on my feet. While I
awaited my fate, a strange, indescribable peace settled over me. It
was a feeling that despite all my plans and sacrifices, my life
wasn’t meant to be. It was a fatalistic calm devoid of blame.

The cold sear of an SKS barrel flushed between
my eyes, and the jangle of keys approached from behind. I didn’t
think much of it when the rag was pulled from my teeth. Maybe they
wanted to hear my death rattle. But when the handcuffs clacked
free, I began to question their intentions. The feel of a familiar
object pressed my palm—the handle of a knife. From its heft I
judged it to be a butcher knife. It was a weapon they could
legitimately shoot me for having. But they could have done that in
my cell.

I sorted through the rolls of thunder for any
indication of when the bullets might come, and I heard a bayonet
fold into place. The muzzle withdrew from my forehead but the tip
of the other’s bayonet dimpled the fabric over my heart. It was
difficult to make a fist around the knife handle, and each time I
tried to secure a decent grip, my hands and wrists throbbed in
pained outrage. The second VC locked his own blade into position,
but from the sound of his efforts his motor skills hadn’t improved.
The pair then positioned themselves around me like prehistoric
hunters closing in on a mastodon kill.

“Bok-bok!” one shouted.
“Bok-bok!”

What had been a date with death had quickly and
unpredictably become a chance to fight, however remote my chances
of surviving. I was starving, and the whole of my body put me in
mind of what rigor mortis would feel like, but I had to see the
situation as they saw it, I reasoned, and remember what I’d learned
from the animals.

I swung at my unseen predators with conviction,
but without much force. One of them chuckled sadistically and
probed my purple, swollen shoulder with a half-inch of his bayonet.
I recoiled from the stab and blindly lashed out at the heavy night
air as blood soaked into my shirt. The second bayonet lanced into
my outer thigh and pushed through a roll of flesh, sending a warm,
scarlet wash down my right leg.

I slashed again, lost my balance from the
previous injury, and folded to one knee in the mire. They waited to
see if I could get back up. When I did, a rifle stock came crashing
across my cheek. The blow pushed me back from the mud hole, but I
stayed on my feet. Sloppy weeds and small saplings bent beneath my
feet as another bayonet-thrust found my side, shearing muscle and
flesh. The bolt of pain dropped me to my knees. I couldn’t hold the
knife any longer, and it fell flat next to me.

I was badly wounded, and even my meager efforts
had exhausted me. I had no more to give. The gooks’ words were
meaningless chatter, but their mocking tone was inimitable. I
counted the footfalls sloshing through the open mud. His breathing
was relaxed, and his pace was leisurely, staggered. The jungle
grass quieted his last step, and his bayonet drooped to fish away
the butcher knife with a victor’s confidence, but he would never
see the opossum become a wolverine.

One tormented hand pulled the barrel of his
weapon forward and plunged its bayonet into the ground. In the same
instant, the other hand swept across and snatched up the fallen
carving knife. Before his ba-ma-ba fogged brain could
process a reaction, the edge of the blade slid through his throat
like so much cheese. I could feel the scrape of the rind,
complemented by a suitable peal of thunder and a gush of hot copper
in my face. The dead gook served as a temporary shield as I tore
the sticky blindfold from my eyes and unsheathed his weapon from
its earthen scabbard. But the second dink had yet to respond. In
the frail light of the lantern he hadn’t even noticed which of us
had been killed. His eyes almost became round when he saw who had
the rifle.

“Choi oi?” he squeaked.

 


I was impressed with the Simonov’s firepower—and
so was my leg chain.

To say it wasn’t the time for a victory
celebration would be an understatement. What I’d done would take
awhile to soak in; all I knew was that I had to get the hell out of
Dodge.

As the endorphins receded, the bayonet wounds
began to sing out. I guided the wheel of the utility vehicle with
my palms, but even that was an endurance contest. After a few miles
of narrowing road, I decided it was time to ditch my commandeered
transport. The downpour finally arrived, and I was a target to be
skragged by any number of things. I flattened the tires of the UV
and left it sitting broadside in the road as a blockade. I stripped
out of Nathaniel Victor’s hand-me-downs, as the rain continued to
make a swamp of my surroundings. I fashioned a poncho from the tarp
used during my dubious transfer and struck into the black
jungle.

 


The severed leg chains rattled with every
stride, and trying to keep them untangled from vines and roots
became a maddening diversion that I did not have time for. The
ankle irons quickly scored vicious grooves, leaving the wounds
subject to a variety of parasites and bacteria lurking in the
groundwater. The only good news was that I’d be almost impossible
to track in the deluge.

The rainfall turned hours into days. I paused
briefly to cut strips for my leaking bayonet wounds, and
occasionally to push leaves beneath my shackles in an attempt to
buffer the shear of metal against flesh.

A blanket of maggots swarmed the carcass of a
water buffalo, and they provided a high-protein meal. I remembered
a story about three German soldiers lost in a North African desert
during the Second World War. By the time American tanks had found
them, two had become substantially thinner, but the third had put
on extra weight. He’d eaten practically everything he’d come across
during their trek, living and dead.

Trench foot had turned my soles to marshmallow,
and the cold fever of infection ravished my body like an internal
furnace. I’d reached a point where I could barely feel anything
from the shin down, and the three bayonet wounds seeped with green,
foul-smelling pus. My wilderness instincts were only as good as my
state of mind, and without a map of any kind, my future seemed
bleak.

 


My ceremonial ankle bands had become
strangely heavy. How long would it take for the rattlesnake venom
to run its course? I had to find my way out of the sweat lodge. I
had to keep searching for the owl. The Peace River was just ahead,
but I’d never seen this part of it before.

“Michael? Where’ve you been?”

 


Fractured images and sensations that defy
chronology are what I have instead of memories: A soldier with a
fancy steel pot, painted with jungle cats on each side, the sound
of breaking water and the blazing rat-a-tat-tat of a 50 cal. A
monkey performing tricks for raisins while some insensitive prick
tried to force-feed me the disgusting lima bean concoction we liked
to call 'ham and motherfuckers'. Something like acid boiled in my
side and shoulder, and the sting of a needle stitched through
living tissue. Someone called for a “Dustoff,” and a severed head
peeped from the top of a flagpole. In my delirium, I was only
marginally aware that my bodily functions had a mind of their own—I
just wasn’t coherent enough to care.

Days blurred together into an endless,
exasperating dream. In my own irrational thoughts, I was
experiencing the effects of the black drink again, vainly seeking
the face of the spirit world.

The sound of rotors chopped through the sky as a
steel Valkyrie bent near the earth and took me in her embrace.

 


“What’s today?” I asked through dry lips.

“Ten, July,” replied the man next to me. “You’re
at Clark Air Force Base in Manila.”

“That’s OK,” was my thought on the subject.

“I’m Intelligence Specialist Second Class
Kirkemeyer, Office of Naval Intelligence,” he said.

“The great oxymoron,” I replied.

I had amoebic dysentery multiple infections,
impetigo, and some pretty nasty bruises. I was hosting some
parasitic organisms, sporting several torn ligaments and nursing a
host of broken capillaries and blood vessels. But nothing was
broken, and they were able to stop the infections’ march toward my
brain. There was nothing permanently debilitating or life
threatening on the menu.

 


I’d been found by a Montagnard mercenary who’d
been doing an information relay for a Special Operations Group. The
SOG handed me over to some ARVN Rangers who got me to an Alpha Boat
with a Corpsman aboard. After the medevac, it took a few days to
determine my identity because I was wearing the clothes I’d been
born in when the tribesman found me.

“What happened to the rest of your team,
Sergeant?” Kirkemeyer asked.

 


For several days different people of various
ranks took turns questioning me. The constant debriefing covered
the events leading up to the massacre, my escape—if you want to
call it that—and everything in between. Each interviewer insisted
there was no such thing as White Cong. He was only a fabrication of
North Vietnamese propaganda. They dissected my story, and decided
which parts were suitable for general consumption and which parts,
“never happened.” I played along with their game.

 


Two weeks into my recovery, my personal effects
arrived from the Recondo camp, and shortly thereafter my traveling
papers came through. I rotated back to the world, about twenty
pounds lighter thanks to the dysentery. As a former POW, the term
“escape” left a bad taste in my mouth. It was too easy to say, and
it sounded pretentious. Besides, there were just too many GIs
languishing in North Vietnamese prisons to be proud. Strange to
say, but I had mixed feelings about leaving Vietnam. There was
still a part of me that wanted to finish my tour, maybe even do a
second. Then there was another part, a voice in my head that urged
me to get on with the feud. Anger, my constant companion, seemed to
be in endless supply.

 


I turned eighteen at Camp Pendleton, California,
with a high school equivalency test under my belt. I’d put in for
Military Police training two weeks back from the ’Nam, and had
gotten it. With more than a year left on my enlistment, I rented an
off-base apartment in Oceanside and bought an Indian motorcycle to
get back and forth to San Diego. Becoming an MP kept me legally
armed, and when I was promoted to detective, I learned to use my
mind as well as my body.

I continued to avoid the inevitable trip back
north. As far as Michael knew, I was still in Vietnam. I suppose I
wasn’t ready for him to know that I hadn’t gone the distance.

On a Saturday, sometime around Thanksgiving, I
was browsing through a San Diego pawnshop when a flash of pearl
caught my eye. Displayed on a deer rack over the counter was a
leather two-gun shoulder holster, complete with pearl handled 1911
Colts.

“Good looking rig,” I said to the chubby
pawnbroker. He looked over his shoulder and grinned.

“That’s a full custom set up right there, young
man. Real mother-of-pearl grips on the pistolas, too.”

He pulled up a stepladder and fished it off the
rack.

“That’s all hand-tooled leather,” he pointed out
as I examined the holsters.

I pulled one of the .45s free and checked the
chamber.

“You from Pendleton?” he asked, sneaking a look
at the sidearm under my jacket.

I nodded and continued to inspect the
weapon.

“What’s this?” I pointed toward the barrel, as
if I didn’t know.

“Threads if I’ve ever seen ’em. Both guns have
them,” he said apologetically. “Of course, I ain’t got a silencer.
They put you in the Q for something like that, y’know.”

 


The pearly grips were attractive, but too flashy
for my taste. Fortunately, Government .45 scales wouldn’t be hard
to come by. I tucked the weapons back into the rig and glanced
about the shop.

“I don’t guess you’d have any ACP bullet molds
laying around?”

“Not many people make their own bullets
anymore," he said with a touch of sarcasm.

“How much for the ensemble then?” I put my hand
on the mound of steel and leather.

“Thirteen hundred and she’s all yours.”

“Pesos? I thought you’d be more anxious
to get rid of merchandise like this.”

“You mean the threads,” he said with a
scowl.

“Yeah, that’s what I mean.”

I opened my wallet and thumbed through the
bills, exposing the badge inside.

“How about this, I don’t want to break your rice
bowl, so I’ll give you a thousand dollars right now, and I won’t
ask where the gats have been.”

I closed my wallet and placed the Franklins in
front of him.

“What do you think?”

“When you put it that way…” He paused, looking
at the cash. “…Let’s wrap ’em up.”

 


I had decided to wait until spring to see
Michael. I’d have more leave time by then and the roads would be
passable.

In mid-January I was assigned to help NIS
Protective Operations provide security for VIPs as well as
servicemen and their families. When I wasn’t on duty, I cast silver
bullets, a skill that took time to perfect.

Throughout the winter my attachment to the NIS
kept me on the move—New England, Virginia, the Gulf Coast. In my
duties, I discovered that common sense was as valuable as anything
I’d learned. I once investigated a case where the wife of a Navy
Sonar Tech had received a threatening message composed of cut and
glued letters. There weren’t any fingerprints on the notebook paper
except hers, which meant the perp had either been extremely
careful, or she’d composed it herself.

Her husband was still in the Gulf of Tonkin, and
she fretted uncontrollably over his safe return. When I discovered
that many of the pasted letters had come from a Parliament
cigarette box, I called on her again. During the course of our
second interview, I asked her for a smoke. What brand do you think
she offered? She was a terrible liar under direct questioning, and
she soon broke into a sobbing confession.

It wasn’t all brainwork and deduction though.
Sometimes, things got gritty.

I chased an AWOL down the streets of Norfolk in
March of ’69. During the pursuit, the son-of-a-bitch pulled a
weapon and commenced to open fire on me while trying to run
backward. After a while he tripped over a hippie street performer’s
guitar case and went sprawling along with about a dollar in spare
change. I must have pistol-whipped him half to death with his own
weapon before my partner, Garret Rafferty, pulled me off.
Officially, he’d stumbled down a flight of stairs while evading
pursuit. Garret asked me later why I didn’t take cover when he shot
at me. I told him that if I’d taken cover he’d have turned the
other direction and we might have lost him. As long as he was
running the reverse marathon, I knew his aim would be for shit and
that in a matter of seconds he’d collide with something.

“The ’Nam made you Dinky Dau brother,” he
pronounced.

 


People said I was good at my job. Maybe I was,
but military life away from the war felt a lot like a hamster
wheel. I looked forward to the end of my obligatory enlistment. I
re-examined my life through older eyes and questioned everything
but my sanity—that seemed to be other people’s job. I had never
been more certain of my convictions, but the careless rage that had
possessed me as a younger man had subsided. In its place was a more
reasoned, cold-blooded hatred. Maybe my heart had grown tough over
the last year, no longer wearing passionate wounds but vindictive
scars. So for the first time ever, I asked myself: How exactly
would I go about pursuing this feud of mine? Put more sharply,
where does one find werewolves to kill?

 


The April rain was poetic, and the smells of wet
earth and pine were a treasure, but my heart nearly bounced out of
my chest as I neared the clearing. Beyond the next stand of trees,
my past awaited. I was only a year older than I’d been the last
time I’d seen this place, but how could I have known a year could
take so long? I’d grown taller, meaner maybe, definitely wiser. Yet
there I was, returning home the same way I’d left, with a bag
across my back and my heart in my mouth. I was so nervous I could
hardly stand it.

That the cabin looked smaller shouldn’t have
surprised me, nor should have the tap on my shoulder. I whipped
around with an elbow before I knew what I was doing. I hit nothing
and I saw nothing, except a curl of pipe smoke some ten yards away.
Michael walked out from behind the tree, beaming with a triumphant
smile.

“Are you a sad excuse for a Reydosnin, or are
you just sleepy?” he chuckled.

My trepidation melted away instantly; I was
home. He walked to meet me and put an arm around my neck, drawing
me down to his shoulder. It was an unprecedented show of affection.
The embrace was brief, and he stepped back to look me over.

“You don’t seem to be missing anything,” he
appraised. “Put some meat on your bones though didn’t you? Grew up
some, too.”

“In more ways than one. How are you?” I asked,
unable to think of something better to say.

“Hell, you’re the one that’s been to war.”

“I’m good, Michael. I really am.”

“That’s a wonder,” he said as he folded his
arms. “You make more noise than a log truck.”

We stood facing each other, quiet for a second,
and I looked around at the forest.

“I didn’t know I missed this place until just
now,” I admitted.

“Well it’s missed you, too. Come on, I got a
stew on that’s going to boil over in another minute.”

We walked to the cabin for supper.

Michael wanted to hear every word I could spare,
and late into the night I continued to bring him up to date on my
life. In typical Winterfox fashion, he didn’t blink when I told him
I’d left Vietnam last summer, and he didn’t seem disappointed that
I’d not stayed in country after my POW ordeal. I didn’t know what
I’d been worried about. Our conversation continued into the next
morning and afternoon.

 


Before sunset, we arrived at my father’s
lonesome grave. The heap of stones was smaller of course, but
otherwise just as I remembered. Michael stood back, allowing me to
be alone with him, and I tried to remember the grievous pain felt
most strongly at this place. I even tried to conjure it back, make
myself feel the agony of his loss again. But the emptiness seemed
more like a memory than anything else. There was still grief, but
most of it had been distilled into hatred along the way.

“I haven’t forgotten Papa—don’t think I have. I
know it’s taking a while, but I’ll make things right, and make you
proud.” It was the first time I’d spoken to him since he died.

 


“What are your plans when you get back?” Michael
asked on the walk home.

“The Corps has me for six more months. Of course
they’re trying to re-enlist me.”

“And when you get out?”

I didn’t have an answer for him right away.

“We both know I have work to do, eh?”

“But?” he asked, aware of my hesitant reply.

“I have to admit it, Michael; I’m not so sure
how to start. Before I left the mountains, I had it all planned
out. I’d go to Vietnam, and when I came back I’d take up the feud.
Now…it just doesn’t seem that simple.”

“It never was, Sylvester. Understand; this feud
isn’t something you put down and pick up again like a bad habit.
It’s been a part of you since you were a pup,” he explained.

“It’s a path I can’t turn back from, right?” I
was reminding myself more than him. “I have an itch that I haven’t
scratched in four years. There’s not a day goes by that I don’t
think about the Beast and remember how it felt to kill it. But I
never worried about the details before. It’s not like there’s a
werewolf on every corner. I mean, Jesus, how am I supposed to find
them?” It bothered me that I had to ask.

“Let me tell you something,” he said, poking a
quid of tobacco in his cheek. “You’re right. You can’t just walk
out into a field somewhere and hunt for a Wolf like you was scaring
up quail. It’s more like looking for an invisible man—it’s out
there, but you can’t see it.”

“Kind of like VC,” I added.

“So, how’d you hunt them?”

For two more days I picked Michael’s brain. He
reminded me that when I’d killed the werewolf poacher that day, I’d
put a foot into the supernatural world. When that happened, I’d
opened a gate between them and me. Sometimes it might be nothing
more than a gut feeling. Other times, I might read a newspaper or
hear a radio report that would make my neck hairs stand up. Rarely,
they might drop into my lap.

“Nobody believes the people who see Sasquatch or
a North American Kangaroo,” he told me. “There are desperate people
out there, people living on borrowed time, who need the kind of
help nobody can give them.”

According to Michael, once I’d completely
crossed over into the Wolf’s world, we would find each other as
surely as a man finds a mate.

 


Before I left, we took a trip to Jessup’s like
old times. To my dismay, I learned that Roxy had run off from home
the winter before last. No one had heard anything from her since.
The news sent a peculiar chill tickling up my spine.

 


 



Chapter III:

 


I never thought I’d have to prove my Canadian
citizenship, but the folks back home needed more verification than
a California driver’s license. I wasn’t sure which hospital I’d
been born in, so I called every one in Halifax until I found it. A
copy of my birth certificate was all I needed to prove I was a son
of the Great White North.

I bought a house on the outskirts of Calgary,
about thirty minutes from the city, and put out my shingle as a
tracker and a guide. I introduced myself to prominent ranchers, and
volunteered my services to local search-and-rescue teams.
Chaperoning wealthy hunters and finding lost hikers kept me fairly
busy through most of 1970. Occasionally I’d get a call to hunt down
a livestock-killing mountain lion or help pull a drunken lumberjack
out of a ravine, but most of the time it was pretty tame stuff.

 


In November 1970, I was contracted by the
Canadian Wildlife Service to dispose of a renegade grizzly bear. It
was a rather prestigious opportunity for a twenty-year-old. A
number of bruins had been test subjects for the effects of LSD a
few years earlier. They were released back into the wild to be
monitored in their natural habitat, and the ones that didn’t die
went stark mad. This particular grizzly, a sow, was still wearing
her ear tag when she’d mauled and killed a Jasper National Park
Ranger. Other free-lance hunters and conservation officers from the
CWS, Parks Canada, and ASRD were also on the trail. But I found her
first. Conservation agencies from Alberta and British Columbia knew
my name after that, and I became one of the first people called
when outside talent was needed.

Throughout the everlasting winter and into the
warm season, there were few weeks when my services weren’t needed
somewhere. But each time I guided a hunt or followed a trail, it
was the Beast I was looking for. When I walked into an office or
stepped into the wilderness, I sniffed for its scent. When I shook
hands with employers and clients, I searched their eyes. I kept
current with the news, waiting for my hackles to rise at an obscure
story on the back page or a press release from some remote corner
of North America. But the Beast was elusive; it left neither tracks
nor traces anywhere I roamed.

It was as though they truly didn’t exist, and it
might have been easy to categorize the Beast with the likes of the,
“mythical” Yankee Cong had I not known better.

 


The autumn I turned twenty-one, the Royal
Canadian Mounted Police hired me to find a fugitive named Andrea
Richleaux. Mr. Richleaux had raped and murdered two teenage girls
and locked their bodies in the trunk of a stolen car. When he was
spotted near Chilliwack, British Columbia, he killed a deputy
constable to evade pursuit.

A white supremacist and survival nut, Andrea had
disappeared into the mountains and had been at large three weeks
when they put me on his trail. The RCMP wanted him alive, but I
doubted anyone would be passing the tissues if he left the forest
in a plastic bag. He may have been adept at living off the land,
but not at covering his tracks. I pointed the Mounties in the right
direction, and they collared him in a nature preserve the next
day.

It seemed Mr. Richleaux wasn’t as resourceful as
everyone thought. He was scavenging food scraps from a picnic
area’s garbage bin, and he offered no resistance when the officers
took him into custody. Although the Mounties got to him before I
did, I was hailed as playing, “an integral role in the manhunt.”
The Horsemen promised not to forget me.

I was high on my own ego. I was making more
money than I knew what to do with, and some important people
thought the sun rose and set on my backside. I had letters of
recommendation from local, provincial, and federal officials—and
the ladies were always interested. I’d come to the conclusion that
I was trying too hard to find the Beast. Michael had said that we
would find each other, so I decided to stand down from my vigil and
let fate bring us together.

 


The FBI Field Office in Salt Lake City, Utah,
had recruited me to find a body in Sandpoint, Idaho, which is a
small city in the panhandle. On the telephone, they’d mentioned
that I came highly recommended by their northern counterparts. I’d
decided to stretch the legs of my new Jeep and pass through my old
hometown of Lethbridge along the way.

I imagined peeling paint and an overgrown lawn.
I halfway expected to see vines strangling the sills and tattered
curtains blowing through panes of broken glass. Actually, I wasn’t
certain I could find the place at all. But as I turned onto
Seventeenth Avenue South, the little house stabbed me in the
heart.

Ten thousand memories rushed into my head at
once, and my skin prickled with gooseflesh. It’d changed colors and
shrunk since I was a kid, but I’d expected that. An off-white sedan
sat in the drive, and playground toys were scattered on the back
lawn where Papa’s old workshop had been. Spring flowers framed the
front porch and walkway, and an orange tabby cat sprawled in the
sun. The windows seemed to recognize me, and I had to smile back at
them, but it was bittersweet. A part of my lost life had been
rescued, and that satisfied me in some small way. I drove down the
street as slowly as I could, drinking in lonesome old ghosts from a
friendly haunted house. I refused to let myself look into the
rear-view mirror.

I removed my silver-fed .45s and stashed them in
the Jeep before meeting my contacts at the Bonner County Sheriff’s
Office. Special Agents Grady and Wehrenberg were clean-cut gents
with a by-the-book disposition, and they weren’t much on small
talk.

They wasted no time getting to the case of the
recently paroled felon by the name of Ramone Fernandez. He’d been
arrested after neglecting to meet with his parole officer. When the
Sandpoint Police Department busted him, he was doped out of his
head; they found dried blood in the back of his station wagon and a
pharmacy of hallucinogens. They also found a half-roll of sheet
plastic and a fresh roll of duct tape under the seats.

The blood, along with other evidence, linked him
to the recent disappearance of a forty-year-old bank teller named
Rosemary Herron from the town of Simmons, about a hundred miles
south of Sandpoint. She’d been last seen at a Simmons nightclub.
Fernandez had freely admitted to abducting Rosemary at knifepoint,
taking her money, and then braining her with a claw hammer—he’d
even told them where the murder weapon was. What he said he
couldn’t remember was exactly where he’d unloaded the body.
Volunteers had dredged ponds and various parts of Lake Pend
Oreille, hounds had sniffed miles of farm and forest, and choppers
had searched most of Bonner County, but the body was nowhere to be
found.

The matter was turned over to the Bureau, which
put additional men on the job, including Idaho National Guardsmen.
Finally, the FBI opened its payroll to private contractors. If dogs
couldn’t find her scent, I didn’t know how much better I’d fare,
but they were buying the effort—and the family had put up an
additional five-thousand dollars for the return of her remains.

The one-hundred sixty-kilometer rural stretch
between Simmons and Sandpoint had been the concentrated search
area. Although Rosemary’s body was still missing, an eyewitness had
seen Fernandez and his olive-green station wagon off highway 95 two
days after Rosemary was reported missing. A motel clerk had
confirmed that he’d stopped for directions that evening.

Ramone was a scrawny, opportunistic
individual—both attributes due to his addiction I presumed—and I
had a hard time believing that he would have disposed of his victim
anywhere too inconvenient for him. I hypothesized that Fernandez
had neither the physical strength nor the judgment required to
ditch a body anywhere remote. But aside from my opinions, would he
really go to such lengths just to confess to the murder? Naturally,
all of this had been considered before I arrived, but Ramone’s
account, while vague at best, had at least hinted at an
out-of-the-way location.

Bureau people had interviewed the Beaumont Motel
manager after county police officers had already searched it. But I
wasn’t altogether satisfied with their detective work.

 


Grady, Wehrenberg, and I waited for the motel
manager to give us a tour of the rooms. He seemed annoyed by the
second FBI visit and begrudgingly sorted through his key ring to
open the doors.

“Y’know that fella didn’t stay here, right? I
told the cops and your other people the same thing,” he insisted.
“He just wanted to know how to get back to 95.”

“We understand, Mr. Gallaway,” Grady said
coolly. “We just want to have a look around.”

The door to unit twenty-seven creaked open,
revealing a tidy little room with a twin bed, dual purpose
dresser/television stand, the predictable table and lamp combo, and
a Gideon’s Bible right where it was supposed to be. The G-men
casually snooped through the room.

“You told the Simmons PD that you didn’t see the
suspect pull into your lot. He came inside the lobby and then you
saw him drive away. Is that correct?” asked Wehrenberg.

“Right,” he affirmed with a bob of his head.
“It’s like I told the others: I must’ve been using the john or
somethin’ when he drove in.”

“Did you see the car when he came inside?” I
asked.

“You mean through the lobby glass? I don’t think
so. He mighta parked up near the vending machines,” the innkeeper
said while gesturing through the door and across the lot.

One by one Mr. Gallaway opened the rooms so we
could do a walk-through. We didn’t exactly know what we were going
to find, but anything would have been nice. Each room was a carbon
copy of the one before, give or take an extra bed, except for one
room in the back. It wasn’t as visually appealing as the others.
The layout was the same, but the carpet was a vomitous green, the
furnishings were mismatched, and the wallpaper pattern was a
hypnotic repetition of scratchy, stylized brown trees. I wrinkled
my nose at the sheer nausea factor the room inspired.

“This must be the honeymoon suite?” Grady
chuckled.

“You wanted to see ’em all,” the innkeeper
reminded him.

“Any reason why it doesn’t look like the rest?”
Wehrenberg asked.

“Owner ran out of remodelin’ funds,” the
innkeeper replied. “This one and the bungalow in back got skipped.”
He nodded his head toward a Gem-State propane tank.

“You’ve got another building back there?”
Wehrenberg asked, gingerly stepping across the floor as though he
might step in something unpleasant.

“It’s kind of an overflow room. Y’ know, when we
don’t have no more vacancies,” he explained, “But shit, that ain’t
happened since ’67.”

“Did you show it to the Simmons dicks?” I asked,
while Wehrenberg stared at the monotonous wallpaper scheme.

“They didn’t want to see every damn room
in the place,” he said, aggravated. “I showed ’em the registry and
the three rooms that was occupied that night.”

“So nobody’s used your bungalow in four years?”
Grady asked, afraid to touch anything in the room. “Where is it?”
he asked as he craned his neck out the door.

“The gas company put that tank in the way; you
can’t see it from here.”

“We might as well look at it, too,” Wehrenberg
sighed, shoving his left hand into his slacks pocket.

 


“Damn, I need to get back here with the Weed
Whacker,” Gallaway admitted as we waded through the un-mown grass
and thistles. I stopped in my tracks and stooped to survey the lay
of the undergrowth. Everyone else stopped when I did.

“Nobody’s been back here, eh?” I questioned.

“See something, Mr. James?” Grady asked.

“Traffic,” I said. “See how this swath of weeds
has been rustled back and forth?”

Wehrenberg crouched to my eye level and adjusted
his glasses.

“Not really,” he confessed.

“Some are pushed toward the cabin, and some are
bent away from it. Someone made a round-trip through here,” I
observed, and looked up at Gallaway.

“It wasn’t me,” he protested, as though I’d
accused him of something.

“It’s been a few weeks,” I continued, “and the
trampled patches have come back up, but someone’s definitely walked
toward that bungalow and come back out again."

I inspected the sign more closely as my three
companions looked on.

“What are you talking about?” Grady
insisted.

“And I’ll tell you something else: from the way
these weeds are lying, I’ll bet there were two of them, though I
don’t think the second party arrived on their feet.” Gallaway’s
face drained, and the G-men both looked at me like I was full of
shit.

“Well, let’s go see,” Wehrenberg remarked.

As we drew closer to the “bungalow,” which was
better suited for a tool shed, I concentrated on sniffing the May
air.

“Let’s make it ten bucks,” I offered, but the
FBI men ignored the wager.

The windows were still intact, covered by the
same nasty curtains we’d seen in the previous room. The building
looked sound enough, but the outer walls were unpainted and wore an
incomplete siding job, teeming with insect life. To one side of the
shanty was an outhouse, complete with a crescent moon cutaway.
Gallaway batted away a couple of wasps, which had made their home
at the threshold, while he tried to remember which key fit.

“You don’t smell that?” I asked Wehrenberg, who
seemed to be more agreeable than his partner.

“I smell something,” he nodded.

The door cracked open with the push of
Gallaway’s key.

“It ain’t even locked,” he complained.

Wehrenberg slowly inched his sidearm from
beneath his jacket. Grady followed his lead and ordered the
innkeeper to step back. Spider webs hung from the ceiling and were
strung in every crevice. Layers of dust covered the furnishings
like a gray frost. The bungalow had two beds with a cot folded
against the same maddening wallpaper as the previous room. There
was an end table that supported a lamp with a water-stained shade,
and a huge console television dating back to the ’50s. There were
noticeable swatches of dust missing from the top of the TV. The air
was sour, but not from neglect. None of us could help but smell it
now—the odor of human carrion.

“My Lord,” Grady exhaled. “Where’s it coming
from?”

Wehrenberg led the way while Grady remained at
the door, keeping one eye on Mr. Gallaway. The drawn weapons were
only a precaution, of course. There was no one inside. We checked
the obvious places first, under the beds, in the bathtub, and in
the closet, but it was the brute of a TV set that concealed the
room’s secret. In a plastic cocoon, nestled inside the set with a
missing back panel, was a corpse, undoubtedly the remains of
Rosemary Herron. She had been jammed around the set’s giant picture
tube. The back of the skull had been pulverized, and the mouth was
still plastered with coils of duct tape.

The county coroner’s men took the body away, and
the Feds busied themselves with loose ends. As for me, I needed a
drink. I would meet them back at the Sheriff’s Office later.

 


I sat with a glass of sipping whisky at a
roadhouse called Vi’s White Star. At twenty-one, I’d already seen
more than my share of dead bodies, but it was the senselessness of
Rosemary’s death that bothered me. Fernandez hadn’t killed her
because he hated her; there was nothing personal about it at all.
She’d died at the whim of a junkie. It probably wouldn’t have
troubled me so much, except it reminded me of a much more dangerous
killer.

I was rescued from my somber mood by a vision in
denim hip-huggers who took a barstool down from me. She was older
than me, maybe twenty-nine or thirty, with a swarthy complexion and
long black hair. She said her name was Veronica, and from her
rosebud, red lips to her well filled pink sweater she exuded
irresistible sex appeal.

I bought her a couple of drinks and struck up a
conversation. She warmed up to me right away. I danced with her to
jukebox music, and I could feel the heat of her body radiating from
beneath her clothes—her feminine scent was strong and erotic. She
wasn’t the shy type either; she ran her fingers through my hair
like we’d been lovers for years. She nuzzled and nibbled my
neck—her hot breath sent tingles all over me. The Colt, stuffed in
my waistline, was starting to get a bit uncomfortable.

“Let’s go someplace dark,” she purred in my
ear.

I was settling the bar tab almost before the
last syllable was out of her mouth. Her aggressive nature impressed
me, and the flavor of her mouth lingered in mine as I followed her
to the closest motel. It happened to be the Beaumont, which was an
ironic turn of events considering my day. Strange or not, the four
horsemen of the apocalypse couldn’t have kept me away. I was glad
to see the police and media had vacated the premises though.

She booked a room, while I went to buy her
cigarettes at the vending machine.

She pounced on the bed like a tigress and licked
her lips as I went to lock the door behind us. I approached the
bed, and she hooked one finger inside my waistline to tug me
closer. She stripped off my jacket and ran her fingers under my
shirt, before pulling my belt buckle free and sensually lapping at
my belly.

“I’ll be right back,” she whispered, as she
glided into the bathroom.

I was out of my shirt and jeans in about five
seconds. I slid the 1911 into the nightstand drawer, and pulled
back the bed sheets.

 


Her skin became warmer by the minute, and the
scent of our combined pheromones became heady. The bed sheets were
piled on the floor, and both of us were slick and sweaty. Round
four had commenced with her legs woven around my waist, and her
nails passionately scratching across my shoulder blades. Her ankles
were locked in the small of my back, and she clenched tighter and
tighter until she was literally forcing me into her with every
stroke. She was amazing.

I’d never been with anyone who’d filled me with
such animal lust. My eyes were closed tight with concentration, as
my sweat dripped onto her breasts. I opened my eyes momentarily and
looked down into those exotic bedroom eyes, so full of mystery, so
full of…the Beast.

Blood drained from more than just my face. Her
scorching flesh began to lace with delicate black hairs as she
snarled and spit in climax. She squeezed me into her more forcibly,
and I fought to pull away, but her strength was incredible.
Fingernails became scalpels across my back. I could feel the sting
of blood and sweat from her love-scratches as her body transformed
beneath me.

Desperate and angry, I drove my forehead into
the bridge of her swelling muzzle. The impact surprised her just
long enough for me to use our mutual perspiration to slip between
her legs and make a lunge for the nightstand.

I landed in the space between the beds. The
Gideon’s Bible and lamp went sailing. I ripped open the drawer, and
palmed the .45 as it bolted at me, more Wolf than woman. Her black
gums curled, with icicles of slaver stringing between her fangs.
The Beast’s deep-set eyes were liquid beacons of amber as she
snapped for my throat. My left arm, tangled in a pillow and loose
bedclothes, flew up defensively as her jaws closed around the
linen—missing my arm by centimeters. I jammed the barrel of the
Colt against the pillow and fired.

With the pistol’s muffled crack, her bestial
body sagged, and dark crimson poured from the She-Wolf’s facial
cavities. I extricated myself from the precarious position and
hopped onto the second bed—naked, injured, and ready to keep
firing. Her body twitched from the silver in her brain, and I
watched until she twitched no more. She, like the poacher, did not
return to her human disguise.

Once I’d collected my nerves, and made certain
I’d not been bitten, I set about cleaning up the mess I’d made. The
linen had absorbed most of the creature’s blood, but I mopped up
the rest with bathroom towels and sheets from both beds. I gathered
them, along with her belongings and the mattress cover, and balled
them into an unsoiled spread-blanket. I set her car keys aside.
Periodically, I checked the windows and door for any indication
that the gunshot had been noticed. I showered, and scrubbed my
wounds with iodine from a first-aid travel kit. After I’d
dressed—at least my clothes hadn’t been sullied—I wiped down all
traces of my fingerprints and other sign, and pocketed the spent
brass casing.

I studied the creature before me, memorizing
what I saw, and tried to picture the woman I’d slept with beneath
the glossy pelt and quasi-lupine features. Her breasts and navel
were still apparent under a soft weave of hair, which was lighter
than the rest. Her pubic hair had coned across her lower belly and
diverged in an obvious pattern down dense inner thighs. From her
buttocks, a small tail had begun to sprout, and her legs were bowed
back at the knee like an animal.

Her arms and shoulders were sinewy and hirsute,
much of which seemed to have spread from her pits, but still
distinctly feminine. Feet and hands remained characteristically
human, except they’d lengthened into fearsome claws instead of
painted nails. Thin ribbons of my hide were curled beneath her
fingertips. Her luxurious mane of black hair still flowed down her
back, but it had formed a low widow’s peak that dipped between
thick brows and spread like a man’s mutton chops across her high
cheeks and jaw line.

The trauma of the .45 had collapsed the left
side of her face and skull, but in the sinister hollow of her
remaining eye, I recognized the woman I’d taken to bed. Hormones,
and her deceptive allure, had made me careless and gullible. My
folly should have cost me my life, or something dearer. When I
thought about what easy prey I’d been, even after all I’d learned,
I thought back to the doctor at Clark AFB who had diagnosed me
correctly when she said I lived a charmed life.

I poked a heavy wad of scrap tobacco into my
cheek and tried to determine my next move. At one time I’d been
more concerned about finding the Beast than anything else; I’d
never considered how to handle the aftermath. I briefly considered,
after cleaning up all that blood, leaving the inhuman cadaver where
it lay. I imagined the look on the maid’s face when she opened the
door.

I checked my watch, eight thirty-five p.m. Grady
and Wehrenberg were probably waiting for me.

A garbage-bag hood and a shower-curtain cape
kept the leakage to a minimum. Fortunately, the Beaumont had no
lodgers that evening, and the kid at the front desk was too
engrossed in his TV program to notice my sizable cargo or me. The
transformation had at least doubled her body mass, making the
transport a grueling effort. As I wrestled with her dead weight, I
thought of how the concept of a female werewolf had never occurred
to me before. The taste of her passion was still on my tongue, and
trying to reconcile it with the dead abomination in-tow, evoked a
cinema of disturbing thoughts and imagery.

Gratefully, the bench seat of the bungalow’s old
outhouse was as decrepit as its frame. The wood pulled free nicely.
With a final heave-ho, the She-Wolf’s corpse and the bundle of
bloody sheets dropped into the cistern. I replaced the seat and
sterilized my trail back to the room. Unlike the Beaumont’s
previous hidden corpse, I doubted Veronica would be missed. I
hadn’t noticed, but her blue Mustang wore Boise dealer tags, which
was probably acquired as the result of some mayhem. I drove the
’Stang down the road a little ways, made sure it carried no
identifying possessions, and left it at the side of the road with
the keys in the ignition. With my thumb tucked inside a
handkerchief I wrote “RUNS GREAT” in the window dust.

 


Living near Calgary, I visited Michael more
frequently. Of course I told him about Veronica and he shook his
head in disappointment all the while. It was his impression that
she’d been a young Wolf, mostly because she’d scratched instead of
bitten. He said that her intentions had been to mark me, most
likely, and claim me for her own. Not many women fail to comment on
the presence of a concealed weapon, and she must have noticed the
.45 while we danced. That, he said, should have been a sign that
she wasn’t normal. In his experience there hadn’t been many
She-Wolves, but those he knew of had all been succubae. He
considered them a rarity, and in many ways the more dangerous of
the species. That, I knew first-hand.

On one of my visits, Winterfox gave me a unique
gift. It was a Bowie knife with a stag handle and brass guard, but
the blade was a handcrafted alloy of silver and steel. It had a
dull Damascus look to it. It was made, he told me, near the turn of
the century in Bavaria, by a master smithy. The steel provided its
backbone, but the silver was pure enough at the tip and along the
belly to kill a Wolf. He recommended it for dispatching them in
human form if no other options were available. I thanked him for
the gift, but couldn’t imagine facing a werewolf with it, not in
any form.

“It’s a piece of work. I’d be proud to own it,”
I said.

“It’s been wet before.” He reassured.

I held it outstretched and tested the edge.

“You…knifed a werewolf?” I asked,
impressed.

“Three different times in my life.” He took it
out of my hands to demonstrate. “Straight into the heart and
twist—then up and deep across the throat. I always took off the
head for good measure.”

I looked toward the primeval skull cresting his
warning pole in the yard.

“Not hardly,” he mused to himself, still
guarding the story behind it.

 


In 1974, I was doing business as Silver Bullet
Enterprises, and that summer had secured my first big contract
under that name. I was hired by the Washington State Department of
Fish & Wildlife to teach an advanced tracking course to
otherwise educated wildlife biologists. The instruction lasted for
two months in the Clearwater Wilderness, north of Mount Rainier
National Park.

Halfway through my stay, I was invited to a
weekend get-together in Tacoma, at the home of the WDFW deputy
director. Parties were never my favorite diversion, but I accepted
the invitation at the insistence of some of the gentlemen I’d been
working with. They were down-to-earth people, and they went out of
their way to make me feel at home. It was the party where I was
introduced to Samantha Windson. She was five-foot-seven with silky
dark hair and of Chinook Amerindian ancestry on her mother’s side.
Her spirit and beauty took my breath away.

She was a WDFW office manager, and to my
delight, single. When she talked to me, she looked me straight in
the eyes, with a peace and sincerity I didn’t know existed. She was
proud, kind, and as pretty as a princess, but there was more to her
than that. She had a way about her that put me at ease with myself.
Her gentle manner soothed my soul, and let me laugh at things that
never seemed funny before. By the time the night ended, I would
have sooner taken a beating than said goodnight to her. We made
plans to see each other again, and as she drove off I noticed,
quite to my surprise, that my heart was missing.

The next week lasted forever. When I was
working, she was all I thought about. On the evenings when I’d
call, we’d spend hours on the phone.

Her favorite song was “Bridge Over Troubled
Water,” her favorite food was lemon chicken, and her favorite movie
was “The Wizard of Oz.” She didn’t mind being called “Sam,” and her
middle name was Caitlin. She didn’t like to drive, and she hated
peanut butter. She had a coffee can full of her favorite things
from when she was a little girl. She kept a diary. She used to
smoke grass but gave it up because it always put her to sleep. Her
high school boyfriend had broken her heart, and she was secretly
afraid of the dark.

I wanted to know everything about her, and I
regretted not being able to be as forthcoming about myself. I just
couldn’t bring myself to tell her that there were good reasons to
fear the dark.

When my contract with the WDFW had been
fulfilled, I stayed in a hotel for two more weeks just to be near
her. But being the practical woman she was, she convinced me to
return to Canada where other obligations had been put on hold. She
told me that she felt safe with me, and that her heart told her we
had something special between us. Until she heard otherwise, she
wouldn’t say, “Goodbye” just, “See you soon.”

 


Coming back home was like waking up from a dream
you never want to end. There was a two-month backlog of calls to
make, checks to write, and mail to be sorted. I immersed myself in
the paperwork, which should have afforded no time for
preoccupation, and still, I couldn’t take my mind off Sam.

We spoke every night, sometimes till two or
three in the morning, but the distance across the telephone line
was not as short as it seemed. I wanted to tell her the whole truth
about my life, as much as I wanted to be with her. The fact that
she never demanded an explanation for my secrecy made me want to
open up to her all the more. But, there were too many reasons not
to, so I remained elusive.

I stole a few days in August to visit Michael
and tell him about Sam. By the expression on his wrinkled face, I
knew he didn’t approve.

“No one knows your situation better than you,”
he told me. “And there’s nothing I can tell you that you don’t
already know. This is something an old man like me can’t advise you
on.”

I didn’t tell him that I hadn’t come seeking his
advice this time. I only wanted to share my happiness with him, to
keep him involved in my life. But his reaction was cool and seemed
condescending. He couldn’t have understood my feelings for
Samantha. I’d been foolish to expect otherwise, when, by his own
admission, he was inexperienced in matters of love.

 


As the weeks passed, Samantha and I visited each
other as often as our schedules allowed. The magic she possessed
melted my hatred and anger, which made my feud seem less important.
I could have never believed that a woman could have so much power
over me.

On the evening I turned twenty four, Sam and I
returned to my place after having dinner. The need to share my past
with her was almost more than I could take. She put on a record
while I poured some wine. She noticed how quiet I’d become.

“Earth to Sylvester,” she said. “What’s wrong
over there?”

“Not a thing in the world,” I assured her,
suddenly aware of my silent thought. “Not when I’m with you,” I
added, handing her a glass of Chablis.

“You looked like you were this close to solving
the riddle of the Sphinx,” she joked. “Anything the birthday boy
wants to talk about?” she asked as I took her by the hand.

We sat down together on the sofa, and I became
very warm as I chose my next words carefully. Torn between spilling
my guts and protecting her from my reality, I imagined her politely
excusing herself and racing back home, convinced she’d become
involved with a psychopath.

“What is it, baby?” she asked, concerned.

“We both know I haven’t…I haven’t told you much
about my childhood,” I stammered, “and other things.”

“Like the guns you always keep on hand?” she
said with the tilt of an eyebrow.

“This is going to be tough,” I thought aloud.
Her expression drooped, reflecting the somber tone of my voice.

“You know I was raised in the Rockies,” I began
nervously.

“After your father died,” she said.

“My father…” I paused. “He didn’t just die…he
was killed.” Her eyes pooled with sympathy as she squeezed my hand.
“And what killed him, is hard to explain,” I choked out, nearly
breathless.

I stared into her beautiful face and saw
everything my life was missing. Her own expression became a mirror
of my own; clearly, she felt my pain, and sensed the burden I
desperately wanted to unload. But I couldn’t bear to watch the
tears puddle in the corner of her eyes, nor the thought of losing
her to a secret too fantastic to believe.

“I’m sorry,” I gasped, as though I hadn’t been
breathing, “I don’t think I can.”

“It’s all right, lover,” she said, placing her
soft hands along my cheeks. “Don’t tell me anything you’re not
ready to.” Tears inched down her cheeks. “Whatever it is you’re
protecting me from, as long as it’s not about us, I don’t have to
know. You’re the most wonderful man I’ve ever met, and everything
will come in time.”

“Please don’t think I don’t trust you,” I said
softly. “I love you, Samantha.” They were the easiest words I’d
ever spoken, and once they’d been said, all traces of my tension
slipped away. And when she told me she loved me too, I was higher
than any Black Drink ever made me.

 


The miles between us seemed all the longer after
that. Just waking up without her broke my heart. The phone bills
became more outrageous than ever, and the trips increasingly
unrealistic. There simply weren’t enough days in the week. So in
October, under an autumn Washington moon, Samantha Windson agreed
to be my wife.

 


Neither of us wanted a big wedding, especially
since the groom’s side of the aisle would have been empty. The “I
do’s” were said at a small ceremony on her parent’s lawn—it was the
first time I’d ever worn a tuxedo. Sam’s parents, Raymond and Cora,
welcomed me into their family with open arms, and it was good to
belong to something again.

Domestication didn’t come as easy for me as I
thought it would, but Sam made the white-picket fence worthwhile. I
continued my work as a guide, and she went back to school for her
MBA. We decided we would expand Silver Bullet Enterprises until
there were franchises all over lower Alberta and British Columbia.
The nature of my trade kept me out several days a week and the
University of Calgary kept her just as busy.

One night while I was going over some
topographical maps, and Sam was studying for a test, a sense of
quiet satisfaction came over me. I watched her across the den,
glasses perched on her nose, one hand propped under her chin. She
was very centered in her work, and she didn’t know I was staring at
her. The only sounds were the crackle of the fireplace and the tick
of the clock on the wall. I hadn’t wept since Papa’s death, and I’d
vowed never to cry again. But my love for her swept through me
until a tear, born of anything but sadness, found its way out of my
Heart-of-Scars and down my cheek. It embarrassed me, so I peeled it
away before she could see, and returned to my charts.

 


For ten days every July, the Calgary Stampede
draws rodeo bums and tourists by the droves. From the food and live
entertainment to the casinos and amusement rides, it’s the biggest
outdoor party on the continent. Samantha had always wanted to
go.

We waited in line for buffalo burgers. The crowd
was almost impenetrable, but she decided she had to find a
Porta-Potty. I gave her the map of the grounds, and we agreed to
meet at the nearby picnic tables.

I waited with the sandwiches a long time before
hunger got the better of me, and I ate without her. After more than
an hour had passed, I set out toward the women’s privies to find
her. But she was in none of the knee-quaking lines, and she didn’t
emerge through the white metal doors. At any moment I hoped to see
her face shine through the crowd, but another half-hour went by and
she was still nowhere to be seen.

As I stalked through the Midway, I began to grow
concerned. The tempo of my heartbeat quickened with every step. I
checked my watch repeatedly. Unwelcome thoughts sprang from my
darkest fears and raced through my imagination. I tortured myself
thinking she could need me right now. My stomach knotted as the
prospects continued to flood my mind. I must have seemed lost
myself, searching through the grandstand and the Boyce Theater.

I gawked in every direction, like a paranoid. I
jumped each time I heard a voice that could have been hers, or
spied the back of a woman’s head that turned out to be a
stranger's. Another uninvited thought nauseated me: What if she’d
left me?

Stupidly, I found myself looking for her tracks
in a cosmos of footprints. I fought back the panic exponentially
building inside me and checked my timepiece again—two hours gone.
“Jesus, Samantha, where are you?” I said aloud. Her love had
rescued me from a world of hate; to lose her would’ve been
recovering from blindness, only to have my eyes ripped out. From
Nashville North to the Coca-Cola Stage, the Ag Building, and the
Big Four, I continued to search.

Warm drops of rain pecked through my hair, until
a deluge descended on Stampede Park. People scrambled for shelter,
huddled under canopies and tents—most everyone but me. Soaked to
the skin, I began shouting her name into every building and beer
tent I passed. I ducked into the commissary to wipe down my face,
when I felt a gentle tug at my sleeve.

“Looking for someone, cowboy?”

Her brown locks were slathered to either side of
her head, and her mascara ran in black trails down her cheeks. I
snatched her into my arms and held her as tight as I dared.

“Logan. You’re crushing my back, hon.”

I relaxed my bear hug and cradled her face with
both hands. She looked at me with all the understanding I loved
about her, and touched my cheek back.

“Oh, I’m sorry, baby.”

She pressed herself back into my arms and
squeezed me while I nuzzled my face into her neck like a baby.

“I was afraid I’d lost you,” I whispered in her
ear.

“Not ever,” she whispered back.

Unable to wait in the ridiculous line at the
toilets, she had slipped behind the barns on the other side of the
grounds. Despite the map, she’d gotten lost in the crowd on the way
back, and I was already gone by the time she made it back to the
picnic tables. She’d been searching for me ever since.

“Do you know how much I love you, Sam?”

“Tell me,” and she laced her fingers with
mine.

“More than my life and soul.”

She ran my hand over her belly.

“Even if I get enormous?” she pretended to be
bashful.

There wasn’t room for anyone, or anything else
in my life. I was full of her.

 


I’d seen horrors, but I’d never seen a miracle
until I looked into the face of my son. He was the most incredible
thing I’d ever witnessed. At one time I might have wanted to name
him Michael, but I doubted Winterfox would have approved. We
settled on Joshua Raymond, after her father. He weighed eight
pounds and had a tuft of coal-black hair on the top of his soft
little head. I handed out cigars and kept telling everyone around,
“I’m a Papa. I’m a Papa.” The Windsons were the proudest
grandparents in the world. I shared a smoke with Raymond, while
Cora sat with Sam and a very hungry baby Joshua.

“You made a fine baby there, son,” Mr. Windson
remarked. His shirt had become two sizes too small for him.

“I didn’t have that much to do with it,” I
grinned. “Talk to the chick who just spent eighteen hours in
labor.”

 


Samantha had changed my life. Joshua changed it
again, and I became as protective of him as I was of his
mother.

We were a family, and there weren’t enough words
to describe what that meant to me. Sometimes I sat back and
marveled that a man like me could have done so well. For the first
time since…I couldn’t remember when…I was happy. The anger inside
me was only a memory now, belonging to the man I could no longer
be. I was sure Papa understood that because he loved my mother.

 


The holidays had never meant much to me. When I
was a child, it was the time of year we visited Michael, and also
when Papa was the saddest. Gifts were no solace to a boy who’d cost
his father his happiness. But with Samantha at my side and baby
Josh in my arms, I understood what having the holiday spirit
meant.

The Christmas season of 1975 found us in Tacoma,
spending the holiday with Sam’s family. Joshua received more gifts
than anyone, of course, but was more content to chew on the
wrapping paper than to play with the toys.

Between Christmas and New Year’s, we stayed at
Raymond and Cora’s lake cottage. It was cozier than the Windson’s
spare bedroom, and besides that, Sam couldn’t get romantic with her
parents in the next room. It was a picturesque little place, and
only thirty minutes from Tacoma.

It was the night before New Year’s Eve and Sam
had just gotten Joshua to sleep. His first holiday season had,
gratefully, exhausted him. Sam and I lay in bed, whispering to each
another about nothing in particular. Later, while Samantha read, I
stared across the frozen lake from our bedroom window. It was a
cold, clear night with the bright halo of an Archangel on the full
moon.

“What are you looking for?” Sam looked up from
her magazine. I turned away from the pane wearing a mischievous
grin, and drew the blinds.

 


I sat up in bed, startled. Had I been dreaming,
or had something else woken me? I crept to the window and opened
the blinds. On the other side of the frosted glass, a face stared
back at me—a visitor from the past. The Great Horned Owl launched
from the window ledge and melted into the night on silent
wings.

I watched the shadows engulf him, and thought to
myself: “Now you show up.” But as I twisted the blinds shut
again, hot prickles spread throughout my body. An unearthly howling
transported me back in time to a dark Canadian wilderness, and
another full moon. The baleful weirdsong chimed across the lake,
hung in the trees, and fouled the winter air. I’d never wanted to
be so wrong, but that sound had been stamped in my memory like an
epitaph.

I woke Samantha and told her we had to get away
from the cottage quickly. There was no time for explanations as we
bundled up Joshua and raced across the snow for the pickup. From
under the seat I pulled the only Colt in the neighborhood and
chambered it with wadcutters scored with cross-shaped
incisions.

Our breath burst in the air as the headlamps
ignited and the engine begrudgingly came alive. Samantha cradled
Joshua securely against her breast, rocking him to quiet his
frightened cries. I pulled the Chevy away from the cottage, hoping
against hope that the Beast would let me step out of his world
gracefully, to bow out of the feud.

“What are we running from, Logan?” Samantha
shouted through her tears.

“I’ll tell you everything later—I swear I will!
But please don’t ask me now. Just hang on to Josh.”

The road to the cottage was patched with ice,
and despite the truck’s four-wheel-drive capability, I could feel
the tires slipping. I slowed down as much as I dared.

A single peal of metallic thunder rumbled from
the roof of the cab as it buckled inward. Samantha screamed as the
truck fish-tailed side to side, narrowly missing the embankments.
My fight with the steering wheel was handicapped by the Colt, which
I refused to release.

The windshield had split into a “V,” and the
maddening screech of talons against painted steel made my blood run
cold. I regained control of the truck, smashed the .45’s barrel
into the overhead bulge and pulled the trigger. The report exploded
inside the cab and shattered the back glass, but it didn’t stop a
demon’s claw from bursting through the roof!

As the monster fished for prey through ruptured
steel, the truck careened out of control. Sam huddled with Josh
against the passenger door. Her eyes were ablaze in terror at the
sight of the werewolf’s groping limb. I fired in repetition at the
arm and the more vital areas at the other end of it, covering the
upholstery in a steaming blood bath.

The road ahead curved, but the truck continued
its broadside slide. There was neither time nor opportunity to
react as the earth dropped off beneath the wheels. The last things
I was aware of were upside-down trees, and Samantha crying out my
name.

 


A world where the sun doesn’t shine is more than
cold; it’s full of despair. It was the world I’d grown up in, and
it was the world I’d returned to. The futility of such a life and
the meaningless words, which vainly endeavor to express it, were
all that was left for me. I was a dead man without the grace to lie
down. There were no questions to be answered, no prayers to be
said—only the pitiless reality, as cold and bleak as the monument
that bore their names.

The fiends, who had taken my life away when I
was young, had stolen it again. With a ruthless claw, they’d cut
away my reasons to breathe. The funereal quiet of my dead heart
knew no emotion—not guilt, nor grief, nor anger. My broken body had
become a living tomb, which didn’t even understand the concept of
revenge. All I wanted was to be with my wife and baby again.

 


 



Chapter IV:

 


I hadn’t returned to Calgary after the death of
my wife and son. Our empty home was something I couldn’t face. As
I’d signed the paperwork for another vehicle, Raymond Windson had
almost begged me not to leave. He tried to explain that they’d lost
a daughter and that I was all that remained of her. Yet, they were
strangers to me, and in my heart everyone in the world might as
well have died when she did.

Everything I owned except the clothes on my back
was still in Canada. I lived off credit cards and a bank account,
aimlessly drifting across the U.S. Mountain States and down into
the southern plains, healing from my physical injuries along the
way. I wouldn’t go home and I couldn’t stand still.

Every morning, I had to think of a reason not to
blow my head off. The .45’s barrel had become a familiar taste in
my mouth. But firing that shot would mean becoming the last
casualty of my own war. Without baring a tooth, the Beast would
win. The only thing that stopped me was my palpable hatred for the
Beast; it had returned as its own kind of monster.

For a distraction, I stopped at a gun show near
St. Louis, Missouri, and bought a shotgun, a box of shells, and a
hacksaw. The 10-gauge had old rabbit-ear hammers and the word
“Sounder” sloppily carved in the stock. That night, I cut its
barrels down to the forearm so it could reach the underside of my
chin. To amuse myself, I dissected silver projectiles from their
casings, cut them into pieces, and loaded them into empty 10-gauge
shells.

At the Shady Grove Motel outside Louisville,
Kentucky, I hit rock bottom. As I lay on the bed watching voiceless
pictures from the television, I grappled with accusations by the
legion and tried to justify my next breath. My grief was a giant
tarantula trapped in my belly. A stifled cauldron of tears felt
like a burning wire that thrashed my face and scourged what
remained of my will, but the cauldron wouldn’t break.

Papa’s voice chanted in my skull: “Let it
turn to something else.” The translation of pain into hatred
was like turning acid turning into poison, and the poison had
reached capacity. Unable to lie still any longer, I sat at the foot
of the bed with streams of sweat like bee stings in my eyes. I
tried to focus again, to clear my mind and shut down the pain, but
the plague within was already beginning to boil.

“I can’t make it turn anymore, Papa!” I cried,
as the last vestige of control slipped through my fingers. Blindly,
I snatched the Colt from the dressing table—the handle was cold in
my hand, and the other end promised release.

 


I loaded the chamber and thumbed the safety. The
news anchor on the screen in front of me mimed her words with a
plastic smile. I tucked the pistol bore under my chin, and the kiss
of steel was eerily peaceful. With the grip safety depressed, I
curled my index finger inside the trigger guard. I hated the woman
mouthing words from the teleprompter and the mannequin of a man who
sat beside her. There was nothing I didn’t hate anymore.

 


My reason had lost its significance, so I closed
my eyes in farewell. I drew a deep breath, but my final draft of
air contained something else besides, “Goodbye cruel world.” It set
my hairs on end and threw ice up my spine, a familiar and unwelcome
sensation. My eyes reluctantly opened, and the image on the
television hushed the call of oblivion. It was only a house hemmed
in yellow police tape and a reporter standing on the walk. In a
wash of warm prickles, I watched the pantomime of the reporter’s
mouth, while I slowly released the pistol hammer.

I turned up the volume. I drew both sets of
fingers through my sweat-soaked locks, never minding the rear sight
of the .45 as it cut a trail through the flesh at my temple. I
folded the weapon into my lap as the newscast described the scene
of a “grisly murder” at a suburban Louisville residence. The victim
had been a teenager, and the police were being tight-lipped about
possible suspects. A droplet of blood rolled from beneath my eye,
and splashed the knuckle of my trigger finger. There’s always
another day to die, I reminded myself, and my reason to live had
been validated again.

 


A week before the U.S. Bicentennial, I stood on
the front steps of 1167 Worchester Lane. The plastic police line
and reporters were gone. A man came to the door; he looked haggard
and tired. I introduced myself, and I asked if I could have a few
minutes of his time. He refused; he seemed convinced I was either a
salesman or a fanatic. He excused himself to close the door.

“I know what killed your boy,” I said
abruptly.

In a burst of energy he hadn’t seemed to
possess, he flung the door wide open and thrust a finger in the air
like a preacher.

“You don’t know anything!” he shouted. “And I
will have you arrested!”

“It wasn’t a human being was it?” I interrupted
him, and his words trailed off. The same grimace of pain that I’d
seen in the mirror distorted his face, as he almost
imperceptibly shook his head.

“No,” he said more calmly. “Who are you?”

“I know what it was, Mr. Monroe, and I can help
you.”

“Are you a…detective?” he stammered, choking
back his loss.

“I’m not a policeman,” I replied, “but then the
cops don’t know what they’re looking for—do they?”

The home was a typical upper-middle class
dwelling, with a picture window that faced the lawn, expensive
furnishings and pile carpeting that matched the drapery. A spiral
staircase wound to the second floor, and a fully stocked sidebar
sat unobtrusively along one wall. The mediocrity of the residence
clashed with the extraordinary event that had occurred there, and
it shouted to the heavens: “No one is safe from the Beast!”

 


Kevin Monroe might have been in his forties, but
the misery had chiseled away at his face and made him appear much
older. He was shattered with anguish, a man on the razor’s edge of
his own sanity. As I sat with him in his den, he tried admirably to
keep his composure, but the nightmare had taken its toll, and he
was a wreck of nerves. He belted down a double scotch, fingers
trembling around the rocks glass. He lost his breath in stammers
and pauses as he began to confide the events as they transpired.
The story he would relay to me, more than explained his state of
mind.

He and his wife, Christy, had a
seventeen-year-old son named Jason, and like many people his age;
he’d fallen in with a bad crowd. Mr. Monroe told me about the
inverted pentagrams, black metal rock posters, and drug
paraphernalia his son kept in his room. He’d believed it was just a
phase Jason was going through—it was part of growing up. He never
took his boy’s preoccupation with the devil seriously, until the
evening of his murder.

Mr. and Mrs. Monroe were cleaning up after their
dinner when they heard the sound of breaking glass upstairs. When
Kevin went to investigate, he found the door to Jason’s room
locked. He described a wet, hissing sound coming from the other
side as he called out for his son. Frightened by her husband’s
shouts, Christy frantically called the police.

Kevin continued to bludgeon the door with his
fists until the door unlatched from the inside, and he burst into
what he described as, “a chamber of horrors.” The walls had been
hosed with blood, and what remained of his only child spread
throughout the room. Splinters of bone and scraps of flesh had
collected in puddles and mounds.

He said it looked as if a bomb had gone off
inside his son. In an unspeakable state of shock, Kevin shuffled
into the room, when the door behind him slammed so hard it nearly
blasted out the other side. The violent crash jolted Mr. Monroe to
turn and stare at the man inside; he was nude and baptized in
Jason’s life. His hair was a snarl of black and tacky crimson, and
blood formed a red wreath around his mouth. Fatty clots congealed
down his chest, and his eyes were like twin furnaces of perdition.
Slick with blood, he stared Kevin in the eyes with a defiant
sneer.

“If it isn’t the head of the household,” he
said. His voice was like an infection to the ears.

“Delicious supper,” he taunted. “Your wife knows
how to make a fine meal, so to speak. But I could use a napkin.”
And he chortled at the frozen shell of a man before him—the shell
of a father.

Kevin was paralyzed by the sight and stench of
the carnage, and the mind-numbing presence that he could only
describe with a cliché: “Pure evil.” Beyond the sea of suburbia,
the sound of police sirens wailed, and the monster cupped an ear
toward the broken window in an exaggerated motion.

“Hark! My ride,” he laughed. “They’re going to
get a real kick out of this, Dad.”

Kevin had been unable to react in any way. The
gaze of the demoniac had stifled him in a silent panic and palsied
every muscle. The killer drew a deep, deliberate breath through
flared nostrils, drinking odors from the air outside. When he spoke
again, the voice was grittier, subhuman.

“Four cops and one’s a broad on the rag,” he
announced. “They’ll be talking about this one down at the donut
shop for a while. Pay attention now, you’ll want to remember this
for the composite sketch.”

The tendons in his throat strained, and his eyes
glittered like ice on fire. Sprouts of hair knitted from his pores,
spontaneously weaving the whole of his naked body into a thick
blanket of animal hide. His bones twisted and crunched in
simultaneous mutation. Before Kevin’s eyes, the bloody lunatic had
become a bipedal Wolf with the eyes of a madman. The thing waggled
a long, wicked finger at him, and sprayed slaver between clenched
fangs as he spoke.

“Your wife next. Then you,” was the guttural
promise. Then it poured out the jagged window with the dexterity of
an Olympic gymnast. Kevin collapsed into his son’s blood while
Christy screamed and flailed against the wedged door.

Mr. Monroe wrung his hands together until they
were pallid; he tried to keep them from quaking.

“Before this happened,” his voice trembled, “I
would have called you a charlatan, living off the fears of ignorant
people.” He shook his head. “But now…I only hope you’re not.”

His face flushed as he pressed back the tears,
and I caught myself tracing the red strip along my eyebrow, cut
just a few weeks before. The adage flashed through my mind: “There
but for the grace of God go I.” He fought for his composure through
strained silence, but succumbed to the force of his grief and hid
his face in his hands to sob.

What I was feeling couldn’t be described as
sympathy. I was too calloused for that. But I identified with him
more than I cared to think about. He blotted his eyes with his
shirtsleeve, and offered an unnecessary apology for his emotional
display.

“Mr. Monroe,” I began slowly, “we both know I
can’t undo what’s happened. And, while I might avenge Jason’s
murder and keep you and your wife from a similar fate, that’s not
why I’ve come here. I’m here because I owe a debt of my own. The
same kind of creature that killed Jason killed my wife and son, and
my father before that. So, call it vengeance or justice, whatever
you like. But let me be clear, it’s very personal.”

I shot down the Wild Turkey he’d poured me, and
then continued: “Your head is reeling, I know that. It’s spinning
with the reality that this thing even exists. I can’t answer
all of your questions, but I can tell you this—and you can take it
for whatever comfort it’s worth—the bastards who have wrecked our
lives will pay for it with their own.”

As he marked my words, the ruddiness of his
swollen cheeks began to diffuse, his mouth tightened, and his chin
quivered.

“Wherever you came from…if you can…” he choked,
and swallowed his sentence. “I’ll pay whatever you’re asking.”

“Killing it will be its own reward,” I assured
him, “but I am going need your help. And that’s going to include
breaking the law. There’s only one kind of justice that applies to
Wolves.”

“I understand.”

 


If there were such a thing as a “typical”
werewolf, the one that had slaughtered Jason wasn’t one. He could
change his skin like he changed his clothes, and he spoke while in
full transformation. He controlled the stages of his metamorphosis,
and he may have worked a little sorcery—a Noble Wolven if I’d ever
heard of one. So I wondered why such an elite Wolf had singled out
this family as its prey, starting with the youngest. I didn’t know
if Jason’s involvement in the occult was a factor, but it at least
seemed likely.

 


Kevin had gone back to work, and had been
staying late to compensate for his extended leave of bereavement.
Over the Independence Day weekend, while many of their neighbors
were out of town, Christy waited up for him in her nightgown and
slippers. The grandfather clock read a quarter to eleven. She sat
on the den sofa, smelling of skin cream, hand lotion, and scented
bath powder.

With a Courier-Journal spread in front of her
and an afghan draped across her lap, she tried to relax with a
bottle of wine and some classical music, which played exceptionally
loud. Her long hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and she kept
her legs folded, ladylike, as she turned the pages of her
newspaper. Periodically, she poured another glass of White
Zinfandel and paused to adjust her reading glasses. The lamp on the
table beside her provided the only light in the room.

On the first stroke of eleven, there came a
humble rhythmic tapping at the front door, almost inaudible over
the music. Seconds later it came again, stronger but in the same
rappity-rap-rap sequence. She heard it this time, but didn’t move
to answer. The knocking was much louder the third time, and
accompanied by a voice on the other side of the door.

“Little pig, little pig, let me come in.”

The knocking continued, and grew louder with
every chime of the clock. Soon, the doorjamb rattled and wall
hangings shuddered with the tremors. The voice called out again in
the same singsong kind of prattle.

“Little pig, little pig, let me come in.”

As the tenth stroke drifted into swells of
classical symphony, the door split down the center and the
doorframe splintered. A fist tunneled through the oak, and fingers
stretched inside.

Christy snatched the telephone from the table
beside her and dialed madly. The invading arm casually unlocked the
dead bolt and unfastened the chain. He stood at the threshold,
completely naked, wearing only a monstrous erection, and a black
tattoo of an inverted cross.

With a crocodilian grin, and a flicker of his
hellish eyes the phone line died in Christy’s ear. She dropped the
receiver as he stalked across the bare floor with his phallus
leading. He savored the ease.

“I’m not selling anything, nor am I working my
way through college,” he taunted. “Let me show you why I’m
here.”

The transformation had already begun. Sticky
white phlegm gathered in the corners of his mouth, and strung down
his jowls. His chest swelled like a barrel with every step he took,
and his coat began to knit. Christy was senseless with fear as the
Wolf closed in on her.

His voice was dark and throaty: “What I ate of
your son was succulent, but what I’ve got planned for you will be
much sweeter. I think I’ll rape you till you’re dead, then bite
your head off and rape you some more. I get off on shit like that.
I can leave your corpse right here, so it’s the first thing hubby
sees when he comes home. How about it, slut? You ready to party
with the big bad Wolf?”

I don’t know if it was the sound of my voice, or
the smell of silver that made his eyes grow wide.

“Not by the hair of my chinny-chin-chin,” I
snarled back, and opened the left barrel of Sounder from beneath
the afghan. The silver buckshot ripped into his groin, shredding
his blood-gorged genitalia. The Noble Wolven howled in misery as he
doubled over and clutched at the pulp between his thighs. I flung
the afghan aside, and before the werewolf fully understood what had
happened, the 10-gauge bellowed again. A second barrage of
poisonous silver ate through his sternum and opened his throat. The
Wolf teetered like an unstrung marionette and then piled to the
slick, bare floor like an insect half-smashed on a boot heel. If
I’d wanted to, I could have dropped him where he stood, but I
wanted this Wolf to suffer.

I placed the empty scattergun on the sofa behind
me and freed the Colt concealed beneath my feminine disguise. I
discarded the black wig and circled his crippled body. The Beast’s
eyes darted back and forth to their corners, and a half-formed
snout gasped in quiet agony. I stood over him and pushed a Colt
against the top of his skull.

“Take a good look at me,” I mocked. “I’m
the one taking you to the wrath of God.”

Red froth gurgled from a ruptured windpipe as he
tried to speak.

“Shhh,” I hushed. “I’ve had enough out of
you.”

Death was dragging him under, and it streaked
his eyes with terror. Patiently, I watched the life ebb out of him.
I savored his pain and fear…it was a cruel kind of paradise for
me.

The cleanup had already been arranged. Fireworks
and Grieg’s, In The Hall of the Mountain King had helped
drown out the gunfire. No one had called the cops anyway. Mr.
Monroe barely said two words to me as we washed down the bare floor
and furniture. When the carpet was put back down, it was as if
nothing had happened. As for the body, it took a trip off the
K&I Railroad Bridge—to the bottom of the Ohio River.

 


It was a long, hard climb from the bottom, and I
still couldn’t believe Sam and Josh were gone. I’d wake up in the
middle of the night, expecting to feel the warm body of my wife
next to me, and somewhere in my mind I kept thinking they were
waiting for me to come home.

When I finally did return to Calgary, her memory
lurked around every corner, and I couldn’t stand it.

I traded Alberta for Manitoba. In late August, I
moved some eighty kilometers outside Winnipeg, where I focused all
my time and energy on the feud. But one night the phone rang—the
phone never rang anymore—and Raymond Windson waited on the other
end. Was I supposed to tell him about the war that only ends one
way? He rehashed all the reasons, good reasons, he and Cora needed
to keep me in their lives, but a suitable response failed me. I was
polite, but kept the conversation brief. I didn’t lie when I told
him I’d not forgotten them, but for their own sake, I could never
see them again.

All that night I was tormented by the fact that
I couldn’t picture Samantha’s face. I finally raced to the boxes in
the kitchen, still packed up from the move, and found our wedding
portrait. I re-memorized every highlight in her hair, every detail
of her face. I never said goodbye to her, I realized. I’d been a
robot at the funeral, when all I could do was stare at the closed
coffin and wish that someone would wake me from my bad dream.

 


It rains frequently in Washington, and the day I
returned it was apropos. The scene was perfectly dismal; the
graveyard, the solitary figure in a black slicker, and, of course,
the rain. The Heritage Hill Cemetery was outside city limits,
overlooking the lights of Tacoma. Fresh wreaths and flowers adorned
their graveside, but the headstone looked old, even though the soil
hadn’t settled yet. The slow and steady rain soaked me through, as
I stood before the marker.

“In Loving Memory, Samantha James,” I
forced myself to read aloud. “Remember me and smile. Remember me
and laugh. See my face in the spring and the fall. But if you must
remember me and cry, then please, don’t remember me at
all.”

I brushed away some of the fallen leaves around
the stone and knelt in the mud to lay a dozen red roses beneath the
inscription. “Joshua Raymond James,” I continued to read, “Infant
son of Sylvester and Samantha. Born and Died 1975.” I touched the
headstone softly, like I was touching his little cheek. “My God,” I
whispered through the pain, “he’s cradled in his mother’s arms
right now—just the way they died.”

On the left side of their stone was a blank
marble template and an empty plot reserved beneath it. One day, I
would come back to this place to stay. I groped into my coat pocket
and produced my father’s harmonica. I showed it to her. I was never
very good, but I’d once promised to learn her favorite song. I
played Bridge Over Troubled Water for her as the rain
splashed against the shiny metal. I don’t know how well I played,
but I let pain turn into music with every breath. The rain had let
up a little by the time I’d finished. I pocketed the mouth harp and
cradled the headstone in my arms as though it were actually
her.

“I miss you, Samantha Caitlin,” was all my
sadness would let me say. I curled up alongside the mound of mud
with the tombstone in my arms. It was as close to her as I would
ever be again.

“See you soon,” I whispered.

 


I would not be happy, nor would I be
satisfied—not until I’d soaked my hands in gouts of werewolf blood,
and was in the ground with my family. Samantha had never known the
man I’d been before, and she wouldn’t have recognized the man I’d
become.

 


My thirst for the Beast’s blood had always
bordered on addiction, but by the fall and early winter of ’76 it
governed everything I did. I spent days on end casting .45 dum-dum
bullets and loading silver triple-aught buckshot into 10-gauge
shells. I cut a pistol grip from Sounder’s stock and constructed a
swivel thigh-scabbard for it, which was open on the business end. I
also bought a Winchester 30-30 rifle and cast ammunition for it.
Not once more would they catch me sleeping. Michael had been right
about everything, I was in the Beast’s world now. But I’d sworn on
the souls of everyone I’d loved and lost, I would take a pack of
them to hell with me.

 


On 2 November 1976, the day of the U.S.
presidential election, I drove into a speck of a town called
Galgier in northern Manitoba. The son-of-a-bitch I’d followed there
was a loudmouth who liked to share his big plans with other hard
cases. The people he bragged to thought he was either crazy or a
liar, but it didn’t matter to him because he liked the
attention.

He’d tell anyone who’d listen about how he was
going to get payback on an assortment of people who’d wronged him.
He always took the time to explain how he was going to do it, too.
From his own mouth to an unbelieving audience, I’d heard him talk
about his, “werewolf friends” who were going to take him into their
pack.

Because he talked a lot about full moons and
going about on all fours, it was likely that my mealy mouthed
informer was indeed, full of shit. But it was also possible that he
described a lesser breed of Wolf—those of the once-human variety.
Such Wolves required the full moon to spark their
transformation. Nothing appealed to me more than the prospect of
being lead to their den. I’d followed him for a few days, mindful
of the calendar and the approaching full moon.

 


It was almost five o’clock when my unwitting
homing pigeon pulled into an old farmhouse, situated near some
crossroads in the middle of nowhere. I kept my distance from the
house, but through binoculars I could see a small collection of
vehicles parked on the lane, next to a small secondary
building.

As twilight crept in, I armed both barrels of
the scattergun and holstered it into its custom leather cocoon. I
loaded both 1911s and pocketed two extra clips. With my black
touque snug around my ears, I struck out for the farmhouse like
hell coming to supper. A fat, golden moon brimmed at the edge of
fallow fields, and the last sketches of a purple dusk faded
westward. I drew closer to the house. I could feel them now. Me,
versus an entire pack of werewolves, I mused. I had no intention of
seeing sunrise, and I couldn’t imagine a better death.

I walked right into the driveway and boldly down
the lane with both Colts clenched in my fists. The farmhouse was
obviously abandoned, but little slices of light poked through the
cracks of the small barn. Long shadows drooped through missing
planks, and weird sounds mourned from within. I leveled the .45s in
front of me, and crashed the door open with a single stamp of my
boot. I was greeted by ghostly candlelight, and a baker’s dozen of
transforming werewolves. They were on their hands and knees in a
ritualistic circle, naked and moaning as flesh and bone warped to
accommodate their were-form. Their metamorphosis was slow and
excruciating, nothing like what I’d seen in July.

They were so entranced by the moon, so
enthralled with their own transformation, that my gangbusters
entrance barely raised a lupine brow. Gunfire set the cadence as
the Colts spoke prophecies of death—no warning, no mercy. The
medley of bullets and shrieks became a requiem as the silver cut
them to pieces. The bullets chopped flesh and left bare bone
shining in a crimson fog. Skulls flew apart, and gristle spewed
through craters of ragged hide. Blood shimmered on the walls, in
the flicker of black candles. I was drunk on the revelry of
vengeance, and I wallowed in bloody ecstasy until both pistols were
empty and the small building was a wall-to-wall slaughterhouse.
Metamorphosis aborted.

Gray ribbons coiled from the Colt bores, and the
ensanguined floor steamed in the cold November air. I gloated over
the corpses, more impressed with myself than I should have been. I
noticed that my homing pigeon was nowhere to be seen, when the
floor seemed to writhe. I pivoted Sounder from my hip, directing
its Siamese barrels at anything that dared move—but nothing did.
All thirteen Wolves were dead, but something wasn’t right. I drew
the 10-gauge and stooped to get a better look at the bodies. Faint,
nondescript sounds crawled across the floor like the crackle of
tacky glue. Then, from behind me, came a voice.

“Put your gun down slowly, and stand up the same
way!”

He’d spoken with the authority of a man holding
a weapon. Obediently, without turning around, I placed Sounder on
the floor in front of me and stood with my arms spread.

“Put your hands behind your head and get face
down on the floor,” he ordered. Once more I complied.

“Holy shit!” cried a second, younger voice.
“Ho-lee shit!”

From my new vantage point, I didn’t see a pack
of dead werewolves. I began making sense of the strange
palpitations that came from the floor. I surveyed thirteen
butchered human beings. Steel cuffs snapped across my wrists, but I
just couldn’t help but smile.

 


The charge was multiple-homicide. The House of
Commons had abolished the death penalty that summer, but I faced
thirteen consecutive, mandatory life sentences without parole.

My court-appointed barrister, or Crown, advised
a plea of insanity from the outset. I suppose anyone in a state of,
“bloody ecstasy” could be described as a lunatic, but the court’s
psychoanalyst pronounced me sane—making me all the more heinous a
monster. I was uncooperative from the time I was arraigned, until
the gavel came down. After all, it was an open-and-shut case. With
my fate decided, I opted to address the court before final
sentencing. With nothing to lose, I stood before a small crowd of
court reporters and curious onlookers and spoke my mind:

“I’m guilty, and I’m sane. So now that we’ve got
that out of the way, I just want to go on record as saying that the
only time I ever killed a human being was in Vietnam. The creatures
I killed in Galgier were Wolves in men’s clothing. Let me make that
clearer—they were werewolves, monsters that feed on you. I
know none of you believes that. I wouldn’t if I didn’t have to.

“Werewolves are just late-show make-believe.
It’s absurd and insulting for someone like me to stand up and
pretend such things are real. But I’m not going to prison because I
killed thirteen eccentric cultists. I’m going to prison because no
one believes in werewolves.

“Even though I’m going to spend the rest of my
life behind bars, it was worth it. If I live to be a hundred-years
old, and on my deathbed the chaplain comes to ask me if I’m sorry
for what I did—I’ll look the padre square in the eyes and say,
“No.” I won’t waste your time with anything more, except to say
this: I don’t expect this spiel will change anyone’s mind about me,
and I know it won’t convince you that werewolves exist. But I hope,
for your sake, the day never comes when you spend the last fleeting
seconds of your life wishing it had.”

 


For the second time in my life, I was a
prisoner. Its inmates knew the Blackwell Maximum Security
Institution, near Brandon, Manitoba, as “Massauga.” No one seemed
to remember why.

On a December morning two days before Christmas,
they marched us into population as naked as the day we were born.
They called the first floor Broadway—It was where the cons came and
went—and they’d all shown up to make us feel right at home. We were
greeted with cries of: “Fresh fish!” as we were herded along the
rows of cells. Cons on the tiers above us taunted us and screamed
threats. An old black trustee with a Doo-Rag tied around his brow
paused from mopping the floor to eyeball us as we passed.

I kept my eyes turned forward through a volley
of spit and curses, but the man in front of me wasn’t as focused.
His legs shook like a newborn fawn’s. The toiletries on top of his
stack of prison clothes fell to the floor. He wobbled on rubber
knees to recover his goods, but he was holding up the line.

As the guards threatened to mash his skull to
jam, he lost his balance and fell into an epileptic convulsion. The
bulls either thought his seizure was an act or they were
unsympathetic to his medical condition. One of them kicked him
while two others watched, amused.

Everyone’s attention was drawn to the spectacle,
but blood rushed to the top of my head. I dropped my own pile of
sundries and snagged the damp bandanna from the trustee’s head. I
cinched it around the guard’s throat as tight as I could, but the
worn fabric of my makeshift garrote soon pulled apart in my hands.
The bull fell to his knees, wheezing and clutching his throat.

The other guards charged me with their billy
clubs drawn. I slipped the blow of the first baton and snapped the
guard’s knee with a sideways stomp. He screamed like a bitch. I
chopped into the second bull’s throat with the side of my hand, and
sent him flailing backward. His head cracked against the drab
cement floor.

An army of bulls, brandishing their truncheons,
rushed me from all directions. I scooped up one of the stray billy
clubs and took the fight to them. I parried and evaded several
blows, retaliating with a ferocity any Dog Soldier would have been
proud of. Broken teeth clacked across the floor in little trails of
blood and spittle, as I continued to break fingers, hands, and
broadside the skulls of at least five more officers. But my
one-man-army demonstration had timed out. Two burly guards tackled
me from behind, and held me down while I was fitted with a
four-piece set of restraints. Then the bulls took turns stomping
the shit out of me until I blacked out.

 


Stripped and shackled in the dark, I was
surprised to find myself none the worse for wear. There was a crust
of blood in my hair that extended across my face and down my chin;
my nose had been broken as well. The steel door opened, flooding
the cell with a gray fluorescence. Silhouettes, wearing guard caps
and fondling nightsticks hovered in the hall outside. They came
through the door, hauled me to my feet, and forced my back against
the wall.

One guard seized a handful of my hair while
another winched my chin with big beefy fingers. They pinned their
weight against each of my shoulders, while a third guard forced a
horizontal two by four against my shins. With hands in his pockets,
one more shadow strolled through the doorway.

“Good morning,” he said cheerily. “I’m Warden
Cranough. This is my prison.”

He was a small man with wire-rim glasses and an
outdated barbershop quartet haircut. The fingers that wired my jaw
shut prevented me from returning his salutation.

“I understand you caused quite a fracas
yesterday,” he said, as though he were speaking to a child. “You
injured eight of my guards, three of them severely. Not a good
start, Mr. James,” he clicked his tongue and shook his head. “We
don’t tolerate that kind of thing here at Blackwell. As a former
policeman, I’m sure you can appreciate my position.

“You’re going to learn quickly that there are
two lots of rules here. You have all the time in the world to learn
the inmates’ and decipher their slang and whatnot. But they don’t
run this facility, Mr. James, I do. And my rules are
the only ones that matter. Now, since you’re new to institutional
life, I’m going to cut you some slack—just this once. You remember
that when you’ve recuperated enough to start your stretch in the
hole. After that, I’m satisfied we won’t ever need to have this
conversation again.”

He turned back into the sea-green painted
hallway.

“Don’t kill him,” he instructed on his way
out.

The bulls wasted no time administering the
sentence of the warden’s court—with six batons for almost an
hour.

Brutality was just a fact of life, but physical
pain—no matter how agonizing—had always seemed too blunt an
instrument to separate me from my will. Maybe I was just too stupid
to see the connection. As I lay in traction with broken bones,
bloody bruises, and my face swollen to twice its normal size, my
pain became something else…on its own. It funneled into hatred
without any conscious thought, strengthening my willpower,
hardening my resolve.

It wasn’t until late February that I could walk
away from the infirmary and straight to the hole on my own steam.
The accommodations were a drain in the floor and four walls coated
with quicklime. There was no light, and there was no sound. I
urinated and defecated where I lay, and I knew I’d do it for as
long as they wanted.

When the stench got bad enough to offend the
outer hallway, a panel in the door admitted the end of a fire hose.
The force of the water was crippling; it battered and drowned me at
the same time. But when it hit the lime, it created sulfurous fumes
that scalded my skin and branded my eyes.

As the gas diffused, I’d vomit the meager
contents of my stomach. Mucous membranes swelled like hornet stings
long after the water had stopped flowing. Once a day, the guards
would put a plate of food under the door—the guards that I’d
attacked. I was thankful for the ability to blindly pick pieces of
broken glass from food. Of course, sometimes there was no food,
only a soggy pile of something fished from a toilet. I was also
thankful I’d learned how to fast. Day after day, and week after
week, my childhood training saved my life and my sanity.

It was like I’d never seen the sun before, and
its brilliance blinded me. My skin was the color of paste, and my
hair had grown down around my shoulders. I was much thinner, and a
bushy tangle of beard had grown across my face and neck. I asked
the guard, as he escorted me to the showers, what day it was. He
said it was the last day of September; I’d turned twenty-seven and
hadn’t realized it.

Massauga was like a crate of old dynamite, with
nitro seeping through the cracks. Overcrowded and filthy, it housed
and employed some truly despicable human beings. There was
always smoke on the horizon. D-block was regularly locked down for
weeks at a time, because when it wasn’t, stabbings and gang rapes
were the norm. Most nights there were screams from down the range,
but the bulls seldom interfered with the inmate’s draconian
politics. It confirmed the old prison maxim: “It’s mind over
matter: They don’t mind, and you don’t matter.”

I learned that the guards had taken an interest
in seeing me take a 10-10 Furlough—one of Massauga’s many
euphemisms for being killed. I also learned that by putting the
guards on front-street like I did, I’d won the respect of several
inmates. But, respected or not, I wasn’t invited to many parties.
Apparently, anyone who associated with me would be ass-out with the
hacks as well.

There were gangs who kept the inside supplied
with contraband, and they were divided mostly along racial lines.
The black prisoners had the Nubian Warriors, and the white gangs
were mostly outlaw bike clubs or devil worshippers, like the Order
of the Black Ram.

The only clique to approach me was comprised of
Aboriginal Canadians who called themselves the Algonquin Saints. My
Cheyenne heritage hadn’t gone unnoticed. The gang’s vice president,
Teddy Hawatoya, boasted that he’d been with All Tribes Inc. at the
occupation of Alcatraz in ’70, but since he was such an “unruly
mother-fucker” they’d deported him back to Canada. The court said I
was a convicted felon, no better than anyone else inside, but I
wasn’t interested in joining a fraternity of criminals—regardless
of whether I shared native blood with them. I was dubbed a,
“rumkin” because I wasn’t cliqued up. So I listened and learned,
and minded my corners for as long as I could. My first year in
stir, I barely spoke to anyone.

The Yard and the cafeteria are the most likely
places to see blood, unless a convict pulls a kamikaze move and
hits someone in front of a guard. D-block’s Yard bordered the “Ding
Wing”—Massauga’s psychiatric ward. Every once in a while, through
twenty yards of fence and Constantine Wire, we would watch the
loogans arrive. Sometimes they uncrated men so dangerous that they
were straightjacketed and muzzled like rabid dogs. Such an occasion
was always a big draw.

The “Bug Truck” arrived one morning in May, and
was greeted by the usual mob of curious convicts, pressed against
the chain-link fence. An RCMP escort, with weapons at the ready,
guarded the vehicle. We expected to see an ogre or the
“Saskatchewan Slasher” himself, but as the back of the truck was
opened, a short man strapped to a special wheelchair was rolled
out.

His legs were fastened to the frame in three
different places, and so were his arms. A broad leather belt
secured his chest to the back of the chair, and a metal contraption
that looked like a medieval torture device pinned either side of
his head. A chinstrap stretched below his jaw, keeping his mouth
braced shut. As the officers lowered him from the vehicle, he was
facing the jeering cons.

Maybe I flattered myself when he winked at us,
but I could’ve sworn he was looking right at me. I heard someone
say he was an American they called, “Digger.”

I also heard the cons behind me step aside, and
I watched their shadows drift away. I turned just in time to avoid
a shiv wielded by a Neanderthal Nazi—he had the word “Bear” inked
across his neck, linked with swastikas.

Before the other inmates could disperse, I had
turned his wrist back on itself and intercepted his homemade knife.
I slid the eight inches of wrapped glass between his ribs and
snapped it off between the bones in one fluid motion. I filed away
from the scene with the other prisoners, dropping the duct-taped
handle along the way. Rifle shots chimed from the towers, and
everyone in the Yard stopped and dropped where they stood—everyone
but, Bear. He was preoccupied trying to pinch the slippery glass
shank from his side. He involuntarily joined the rest of us in the
dirt soon enough.

It was the first time that I’d killed anyone I
wasn’t at war with, and since I’d done it in the blind, the guards
weren’t able to pin the biker’s murder on anyone. D-block was
locked down again anyway.

The man in the cell down from me introduced
himself as Renny Lemont. On the outside he’d worked on a Lake
Superior steel boat, a boat that became famous in ’75 when it was
swallowed in a November gale. Renny had the grapes on
everything—from who made the best prison hooch to who had the
“green light” and was marked for death that week.

He informed me that Wallace, the bull I’d tried
to garrote my first day in, had promised “Polar Bear,” the Nazi
who’d come after me in the yard, a carton of cigarettes to do the
job. Just because he’d failed, Renny said, it didn’t mean the
matter had been “stitched up.” Too many other bulls had already
agreed they couldn’t identify the killer, and Wallace had been
off-duty at the time. I asked him if I could expect reprisals from
the biker gangs as well, since I’d shanked one of their
brothers.

“Nah,” he said. “Polar Bear was a goof. He
didn’t have any pull in here. Besides that, he copped-deuces on the
Angels, and from what I hear they were going to put him in-the-hat
anyway. You know, if Wallace had anything but shit between his ears
your ass would be in the Fun Factory right now.”

Using prison vocabulary was like talking in
code, and it reminded me of the Marines.

“Polar Bear was doing an eight ball, for
assault,” he said. “Now me? I’m a regular beast myself,” he
bragged, “and doing Buck Rogers time for it, too.”

“A Beast?” The word had naturally gotten
my attention.

“You know; a repeat sex offender?” he explained.
“It really is your first time down, ain’t it?”

“I guess everybody figured that out easy enough,
eh?”

“They ran your tags brother—doing the alphabet
for multiples, man that’s stone cold. And going nut-up on the
screws, right outta the chute…fuck, you either got a lot of heart,
or you’re an x-cat on your way to the loogan bin. Which one is
it?”

“Maybe a little of both,” I replied.

“Look here, man. This is a bad joint, no shit.
But you walk slow, drink a lot of water, do your own time,
and you can make it in here. Maybe even get you a punk, if that’s
your gig. I know some queens who’ll come outta their drawers for a
few smokes.”

“Maybe I’ll just take an oath of celibacy,” I
said.

Renny schooled me during lockdown. It was from
him I learned the difference between a convict and an inmate. A
convict was a prisoner with integrity and more or less traditional
values. The inmate, on the other hand, had no respect for anything,
not even himself. I wanted to think I was the former. Three weeks
into my first lockdown, the bulls tossed Renny’s cell and moved him
out of D-block. I don’t know what became of him.

Renny had been right—no one came after me for
killing Polar Bear. But in doing so, I’d attracted the unwanted
attention of some Massauga heavyweight champions. I found out that
three or four different hogs were looking to twist my cap for a
Marlboro bounty.

I sat alone in the chow hall, as always, choking
down garbage disguised as food, when an uninvited guest took the
seat across from me and sat his tray down. He was a brawny buck
with craters in his face and a hair pick stuck sideways in his
afro.

“Scoop your dessert on my tray, sweetness,” he
challenged.

I glanced at the guards and saw only the back of
their heads.

“Your dessert’s right behind my
zipper,” he hissed, then belched, and blew the stink in my
face.

“Smells like the billies have been using your
mouth for a toilet, boy.” And almost before I’d said it, I
grabbed two handfuls of bushy hair and buried my forehead in his
face. One calloused hand wrapped around my throat as a sharpened
spoon handle plunged blindly into my left shoulder, and a dark red
bull’s-eye soaked around the utensil.

I jerked to my feet and threw my full weight
into the back of his head, blasting his face into his dinner tray,
driving nasal cartilage and mashed potatoes into his brain. Blood
spurted like a geyser. Food and trays clattered, as he crumbled
from the table like a broken puppet. The whites of his eyes glowed
in stark contrast through his crimson-red mask.

The cafeteria erupted into madness as the guards
stormed the floor. I plucked the shank from my arm and put it down,
but if I’d known what was coming, I would have kept fighting.

 


The needles they slipped me packed more of a
punch than any antibiotic I ever heard of, and my body became
weightless as they sutured my wound shut. While the other prisoners
were confined to their houses, a goon squad escorted me to the
disciplinary unit, a.k.a the Fun Factory. A feeling of dé jà vu
came over me as I stumbled along the yellow-brick road, and I
thought about the rumors of Spanish Inquisition-style torture
associated with the unit.

 


Naked, blindfolded, gagged, and sedated, I was
taken to a vacant room that echoed with the slightest sound. From
somewhere in the darkness I could hear children whimper. They were
pitiful sounds that turned my stomach because I knew they were
grown men. The air was clammy and cold with a potpourri of ammonia
and cigarette smoke. The floor was a sheet of ice under my soles,
and though I was off my head with sedatives, I had the impression
of standing in a cavernous cement barn. When the blindfold and gag
were finally removed, I was facedown on a narrow stationary table,
and tied down by taut leather bonds. My head swam the hours away,
and I stared at the same patch of floor until my senses returned.
They wanted my faculties intact for what they intended. I heard the
footsteps echo across the room, and I saw the shadow—but that was
all. He didn’t say a word, or make a sound before he set my flesh
on fire.

A leather strap came down across the small of my
back, buttocks, and thighs in deliberate, barbaric repetition.
Stroke after merciless stroke, my body was tenderized with a
sadistic enthusiasm. The blistering stripes consigned me to a
Reydosnin’s stoic resolve, as though it were second nature. With my
teeth clenched and sweat sopping from every pore, I’d counted
thirty lashes. Finally, his footfalls drifted out of the room and I
was left, half-conscious, to savor the pain and taste my own
stomach for a few hours…until he came back, refreshed.

Time is a meaningless concept in hell, so I
can’t say how long I was there. My hands had been bound to beds of
thumbtacks lit with an electric current, until foam sputtered from
between my teeth. I was placed in a roomful of blazing light bulbs,
with my eyes propped open, and forced to listen to endless,
nonsensical voices that came through speakers in the ceiling. I
began to see polar bears, jungle landscapes, and aliens. I suppose
it’s fortunate that the rest remains a mystery—the constant
injections and never-ending agony were such that I couldn’t recall
my own name. I sampled true madness.

I dimly remember the smell of the infirmary,
even though I must have spent a futile eternity there. Darkness and
misery were all that was real. There were times when I could feel
myself rot from the inside, and others when I was an animal, who’d
dreamed he was a man.

Papa came to visit once, and he looked exactly
as I remembered. He sat beside me on the floor, and told me
everything would work out if I could stay strong a little longer. I
couldn’t remember if he had died, or if I’d imagined that, too.

It was a freezing morning when I stood before a
steel mirror in the infirmary. My muscles had atrophied so much
that, up until that point, I’d been unable to stand on my own. I
didn’t recognize the man who looked back at me. His eyes were
hollows of blackness, the cheeks sunken and gaunt. I watched his
reflection in disbelief; it was like waking up from a demon’s
dream.

“My name is Sylvester Logan James,” I mumbled,
clutching the sides of the water basin for support. “They haven’t
taken anything from you,” I lied to myself. No longer able to hold
my own gaze, I looked into the murky pool of water between my arms.
“Nothing you can’t get back anyway,” I amended in a whisper.

In the months that followed, the pain gradually
receded, and I grew a little stronger every day. They’d done
everything short of kill me, but had broken their wills against
mine. By the time I returned to the mainline, I was eating
everything I could get my hands on and spending as much time at the
iron piles as possible. In the mean time, they gave me an
additional life sentence for killing the buck.

In March of 1979, Warden Cranough died from an
allergic reaction to a wasp sting while on holiday. The new
warden’s name was Olivier Donovan, and though he was the youngest
warden Massauga had ever seen, he made it clear there would be
changes in the way the institution was run. I guess Attica had been
a reality-check that finally made its way north.

Donovan was wet behind the ears, and there were
those who took advantage of his naïvety, but at least he was a man
of his word. His reorganization plans proved to be unpopular with
many of the guards, and some of them—including my old nemesis
Wallace—transferred to other facilities.

The new guards were little more than turnkeys,
and it seemed that my violent debut had finally been forgotten.
Slowly, like a tired elastic band returning to form, my life
started to come back to me. I was put to work mending canvas Canada
Post bags, folding laundry, and sometimes unloading the kitchen
trucks as they came in. I was even allowed to buy chewing tobacco
at the warden’s new canteen now and then. Some things changed in
Massauga, but my reputation followed me. In prison, people don’t
live happily ever after.

As a part of Warden Donovan’s reform plan, the
Mennonite Central Committee was allowed to hold its New Year’s
banquet at Massauga. Prisoners who’d done time in Kingston and
Millhaven told the rest of us how the Mennonites would lay a spread
for the cons as a gesture of goodwill, and then use the opportunity
to try to save their souls.

Of course, no one was going to allow
exceptionally dangerous men to eat with benevolent servants of the
Lord. So to avoid a riot, which might have scared off the
Mennonites and ruined New Year’s Day, those of us excluded from the
banquet were given additional servings of food and an extra hour of
rec in the yard—minor things to someone on the outside looking in.
While the Mennonites prepared their feast inside, I sat alone on
the frozen bleachers, smoking the last cigarette to my name. Two
guards approached me from across the Yard. McRath and St. Michaels
were old-school hacks, that hadn’t transferred out.

“Sylvester,” McRath greeted, “How ya
feeling?”

“Incarcerated, since you asked,” I said, wary of
their sudden interest in my health.

“Got a proposition for you, eh?” he informed me.
“You’re a bona fide three-snap case, right?”

I pulled my touque around my ears to keep out
the wind.

“It’s not too hard to push my buttons,” I
admitted, “but I try not to hang around people who want to.”

“Here’s the thing, bad-ass,” St. Michaels began,
“a few of the boys have bet their holiday bonus on you. Donovan
will be kissing Mennonite ass until late, and the tower guys are
cool. You feel like walking the dogs on somebody?”

“I’m not an assassin.”

“We’re talking about a fight, not a hit,” McRath
clarified. “An old-fashioned gladiator fight.”

“I’m not a circus act either,” I got up to
leave.

“Sit your ass down until we’re finished James,
or by Christ…” St. Michaels said.

“We’ll deal you in,” McRath interrupted. “Cash,
smokes, or whatever.”

I stood on the bleachers holding my coat collar
around my neck, while the last of my smoke burned to a butt.

“A lot of old-man Cranough’s boys had it in for
you, but we’ve always treated you decent, haven’t we? I
think we’d all like to keep it that way. Just sit down and let us
finish, all right?” he said.

I took my seat and dropped my cigarette butt
into the snow beneath the stands.

“Who is it I’m supposed to gun-up with?” I
asked.

“A naturalized Jap named, Seiji Kuroda,” McRath
announced. “Rode in from Donnacona yesterday. They call him
‘Grasshopper,’ like on that TV show. He’s doing all-day for killing
a deputy constable with his bare hands, just like you wasted that
rug-head at chow last year.”

“I see.”

“The Donnacona guards and us have a wager. Our
money’s on you,” St. Michael’s said.

“You guys are a regular Welcome Wagon.”

We shared a moment of silence as I considered
their proposal, and they waited for my response with their arms
folded.

“It’s fucking freezing out here, James. Don’t
make us explain this to you again,” McRath said.

“I guess I could always use more cigarettes,” I
consented. “And I want something from my personal effects, wherever
they’ve got them stored. It’s a small leather bag on a rawhide
cord. You get that for me, and a crate, and I’ll catch-a-square
with your boy.”

“Small leather bag, eh? And what’s inside it?”
St. Michaels asked.

“Indian stuff,” I told him. “Talk to the
Algonquin Saints about it.”

 


By the time the banquet was under way, Guard
McRath was supposed to be escorting me to the infirmary for
imaginary stomach cramps, but instead accompanied me to the Yard.
When we stepped into the snow, there were guards from Blackwell and
Donnacona awaiting my arrival. Seiji and I were the only cons
invited.

McRath directed me onto the concrete dog run as
my adversary was brought out through the wood shop exit. He was
much shorter than I was; five-foot-eight at the most, but I knew
enough about the eastern martial arts to know that size meant
nothing—how big was Bruce Lee? Back in Lethbridge, I’d gone to
school with several Japanese kids, and they were all faster than I
was. That was before Michael got a hold of me.

My first impression of the “Grasshopper”
reminded me of the scrappy little VC I’d gone blades with back in
Hue City. A guard released him onto the dog run, and then stepped
away as though he’d been handling a cobra. Seiji’s face was carved
in granite, and he sported a distinguishing scar in the shape of a
crescent moon just below his right eye. We stood some thirty feet
apart from each other and stripped to the waist. Both of us wore
our own private collection of scars, but his were complemented with
an array of oriental tattoos across his shoulders. He kicked off
his shoes and stomped the snow underfoot like a sumo wrestler.

As we closed the gap between us, another piece
of my self-respect slipped away–I was a circus act after
all. Seiji’s right leg flashed vertically, mashing my mouth against
my teeth. I evaded a second, similar kick by spinning to one side,
kneeling, and slamming a fist into his kidneys. In retaliation, he
thrust an elbow for my face, but I intercepted it. Reaching under
and across his armpit, I grabbed for his throat, but his reflexes
were elegant. He captured my arm in the crux of his, seizing the
wrist with his free hand.

With my arm caught and fully extended, it was
his to break. From my position, there was only one vulnerable
target available. I stood to steal his leverage. With my remaining
hand, I grabbed between his legs and clamped his family jewels in
my fist. As his hold softened, my arm came free. I grabbed a
handful of his hair, and used it and his scrotum as handles to pull
him off his feet. We went to the ground, but I lost my grip on his
crotch and he turned beneath me. He clapped his palms against
either side of my head, and it felt like ice picks in my eardrums.
Then, in a display of elasticity, he slipped his bare heels against
my sides and leg-pressed me away.

While I stepped back to recover, the dog run
seemed to tilt and shift, as though I were standing on a wobbling
table. Grasshopper fought to his feet again, his face an angry beet
from the trauma to his groin. But, handicapped by the vertigo, I
was unable to avoid his next flurry of sweeping kicks.

His legs, like a living cyclone, repeatedly
found their marks and forced me backward. The flat of one foot
caught me just below the stomach and flattened me like a battering
ram. Grasshopper assumed his fighting stance and waited to see if
I’d get back up again. I dusted myself off and grinned at him.

“You’ve got a whole lot of nothing, Nip,” I
taunted, but he wouldn’t be baited into an angry charge. He merely
gestured for me to bring it on. Again, we closed in on each other.
He sidestepped my fist, trapped my arm, and tossed me off-balance.
I hit the dog run in a rolling somersault and sprung back to my
feet. His leg arced for my head again, but I caught it and tried to
separate his knee by twisting it full round.

His body pivoted in the air as he followed my
momentum, and he kicked me in the face on his way round.
Grasshopper had freed his legs, but slipped in the snow as he
landed—belly-down on the frozen cement.

He whirled from the ground to a crouching
position, but I was already waiting with a barrage of straight
fists to his face. Four solid punches rocked his skull and rattled
his teeth before he slipped out of reach. The next few ticks of the
clock saw a whirlwind of kicks, counters, punches, and feints. A
sacrificial blow to the face bought my access inside the reach of
his dangerous limbs. I slipped to his rear and applied a basic full
nelson and dug in tight.

Seiji fought like a tiger to shake me off, with
repeated futile attempts to kick my groin from behind or toss me
over his shoulders. I poured on the pressure to the back of his
neck until I toppled forward with him and his face smacked the dog
run. I battered his head into the red-glazed concrete until he lost
consciousness. I maintained my wrestling hold until the guards
decided the fight was officially over. I checked Grasshopper, and
was glad to find him alive.

“You’re pretty tough, Seiji,” I whispered, as
though he could hear me.

The Massauga bulls savored their victory at the
expense of their eastern colleagues, and both Seiji and I were
whisked to the infirmary. When I was released the next morning,
with stomach cramps cured, my medicine pouch was already waiting in
my cell. For all I know, the Warden was never the wiser.

 


After four years, prison lifestyle had finally
become routine. We were told when to eat, when to sleep, when to
shower, and were forever being counted. We lived by the sound of
bells, guard whistles, and bullhorns.

It was a new decade, and in 1981 came the news
of my transfer to Kingston Institution in Ontario. Even though
everyone who’d ever tried to escape from Massauga had been shot on
sight, I fully intended on making like a rabbit during the
transfer. I figured if I could make the Rockies, they’d never drag
me out. But two days before I was to ride out, fate intervened in
the form of a devil-worshipping monstrosity called, Patchwork.

I’d seen him before, of course, hanging with the
Black Ram. They called him Patchwork because in his younger days
he’d tried to escape from Kent Institution and had gotten tangled
up in razor wire. From head to toe, it looked like he’d been
disassembled and stitched back together in a lab.

He had a brow like a shelf, and a face that
looked like a bad jigsaw puzzle. He had a sheep skull tattooed in
black-work across his abdomen, and there were a variety of other
satanic sigils inked up both arms.

The Black Ram liked to get over on weaker cons
with their diabolic persona, and Patchwork did it well. He’d
eyeball some unsuspecting prisoner, flash them a demonic hand sign
and then draw his finger from one side of his throat to the other.
Patchwork spent much of his time in segregation because he was
known to cut loose on other inmates without provocation.

As I passed through the chow line that day, I
noticed Grasshopper had been assigned kitchen duty and was among
the workers dishing out Massaugan culinary delights. As our eyes
met, he gave the slightest nod of his head, indicating: “Behind
you.” When I turned, Patchwork was running up on me with a piece. I
threw my tray up as a shield, just as the shank plunged through it
and stuck at the handle; it missed my jugular by a couple of
inches.

His other fist plowed the tray in half, knocking
me backward and sending the knife sliding across the floor.
Whistles blew and prisoners roared! I snagged a spoon and lunged
back at him, colliding with his bulk and wrapping my fingers around
his throat. His fingers searched for my eyes as I doubled him over
the chow-line rail and stabbed a blunt spoon handle into his throat
until it finally tore through.

As a hydrant of blood erupted from the ragged
hole in his neck, a nightstick collared me from the rear. I tossed
the bull into Patchwork’s blood, and then instinctively lashed out
at a second guard who approached from the blind. The scoop of the
spoon tore into his cheek, but when I saw the blood pouring between
McRath’s white fingers, I instantly regretted it. I dropped the
utensil and surrendered to the guards.

I tried to assure McRath that I hadn’t
intentionally hurt him; it was just the fury of the moment. But,
although the bulls were happy to see Patchwork gone, they gave me
three months in the hole like they were giving out candy. My
transfer had been postponed.

My treatment was first-class compared to what it
had been before, and our reform-minded warden had gotten rid of the
quicklime. Even so, I wouldn’t have the energy to make a good run
for it after so long a stretch in solitary.

The door swung open only three weeks later.

“On your feet, James!” ordered the guard. I
discerned the profile of the warden standing with a handkerchief
over his face to buffer the stench.

“Clean him up, have him looked at, and bring him
to my office in two hours,” he directed. “I want to be notified
immediately if there are any problems.”

 


I sat with a fresh shave and clean grays inside
Warden Donovan’s office. Two bulls stood watch behind me. Donovan
sat silently behind his desk, reading through a stack of papers.
Directly, he gathered them up, bunched them together, and carefully
flipped through them as though he were counting them. He looked up
at me with an artificial grin, acting like he’d been unaware of my
presence until that moment.

“Sylvester Logan James,” he said. I’ve seen your
name before. Something of an instigator, aren’t you?”

“Just a trouble magnet,” I defended. He looked
back at his documents.

“U.S. Marine sergeant, it says here. That was
noble of you,” he said, without a hint of sarcasm. “Veteran of the
Vietnam conflict, and you escaped a North Vietnamese jungle
camp—that’s impressive too. Former military policeman for the
United States Navy. Professional tracker with an employment record
with the RCMP, the FBI, and various state and provincial
authorities. I have to admit, I’m not used to reading things like
this. Normally, there’s a list of offenses as long as my arm, but
you only had the one until you came here.”

When I didn’t respond, he went back to his
papers.

“I see you’re a widower. Lost your wife and
child in a car accident. There were some unexplained circumstances
surrounding the crash?”

I didn’t like the insinuation, and the fact that
he’d mentioned it at all offended me.

“Fuck yourself,” I stated calmly.

His eyes squinted angrily, and he snapped the
stack of papers down on his desk.

“I don’t think I like your attitude, Mr. James,”
he said blithely.

“And I give a goddamn?” I snarled. “You want to
take me back to the hole—or the Fun Factory? Do it. Either knock my
dick in the dirt, or get to the point.”

He waved some fingers to keep the guards back,
then composed himself and strolled leisurely to the window
overlooking the front gates.

“Oh yes, the point,” he sighed. “There have been
arrangements made that are out of my hands—over my head, frankly. I
can’t say I’ve ever heard of this sort of thing happening before,
and I’m not sure how I should feel about it.”

“Am I supposed to know what you’re talking
about?” I asked.

He turned back to his desk and offered me a page
from the documents he’d been handling.

“Read it,” he instructed.

I took the paper from him, and the first thing I
noticed about it was the embossed seal of the Solicitor General at
the bottom. But it wasn’t until I hit the third paragraph that any
of it made sense to me.

“‘By order of the Solicitor General, the
conditional release for prisoner #BLL219-625, one Sylvester L.
James, shall be expedited,’” I read aloud, and then looked up
at the warden, who was almost as puzzled as I was.

“It’s legitimate,” he said, reading my mind.
“I’ve been on the telephone most of the morning verifying that
document. For some reason, and they don’t have to tell me what it
is, the Solicitor General’s office has, in its wisdom, decided to
convey a probationary pardon to you. And from what I understand, a
full pardon contingent on terms to be disclosed later. Aren’t you
enthusiastic about this political miracle?”

“Mostly, I don’t believe it,” I admitted.

“Well, believe it or not, your signature on this
document,” he said holding up a second sheet, “means you’ll be
leaving for Ottawa this evening, and we’ll be going blind on your
paperwork.”

He turned the paper around on his desk and laid
a ballpoint pen on top of it. I scrutinized Donovan’s face, and he
seemed authentically perturbed.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll play along,” and I
scratched my signature on the line that already had my name printed
beneath it.

“And that, as they say, is that,” Donovan said
folding his arms. “Officers, please see that Mr. James doesn’t come
to any mischief while he clears out his cell, then take him to
collect his personal effects and draw the standard monetary funds.
I’ve been advised that your escort may be arriving at any time,
Sylvester, so make your goodbyes brief.”

He was talking, but I still
wouldn’t—couldn’t—believe the words that were coming out of his
mouth.

 


My old clothes didn’t really fit anymore, but
they were still full of smells from the outside. It was the first
time in four years I’d walked outside population without a
chaperone, and I was still waiting for the punch line—waiting to be
seized and stripped, and sent back to the hole as a psychological
torment.

Right up until the time I walked out the front
gates and they locked them behind me, I wouldn’t have been
surprised if a tower guard’s bullet came crashing through my back.
But waiting on the boulevard was a black sedan, and two men wearing
RCMP credentials were waiting.

“Mr. James?” One hailed.

I nodded.

“We represent the Solicitor General’s Office,”
the tall one said. “I’m Martin LeForge, this is Kenneth Bremenoy. I
assume since you’ve made it this far, you know why we’re here?”

I nodded again, but didn’t really say anything.
I might have mumbled.

“Just to avoid any misunderstanding, we have
instructions to accompany you to Ottawa, and are obliged to inform
you that we have authorization to use deadly force if necessary,”
he said.

It must have been the way they phrased their
warning that convinced me they weren’t part of a cruel gag.
“Authorization to use deadly force,” just sounded too genuine.

“Don’t worry, officers,” I assured them,
smiling. “If it’s all the same to you, I plan on sleeping all the
way to the capital.”

 


 



Chapter V:

 


The three of us boarded a plane that night, and
I flew straight out of a prisoner’s pipe dream and into dark
sapphire skies. My escorts reminded me that a full pardon hinged on
an agreement of certain terms, which they were not at liberty to
divulge. The mystery tickled me, but I could scarcely believe what
was happening.

During my first full day as a free man, I ate
real food and drank actual beer. Even though I remained under close
surveillance, I slept in a room without bars, which didn’t reek of
hard bleach or sour sweat. I suppose anxiety should have kept me
awake that first night, but I slept like a man exhausted from a
long journey.

 


The morning of 10 February 1981, I sat in the
office of the central region’s RCMP deputy commissioner. The room
was spacious and smelled of pipe tobacco. I was dressed in a new
set of clothes, and I sipped coffee that hadn’t been strained
through a dirty sock. The deputy commissioner stirred a spoonful of
sweetener into his Earl Gray and made small talk, as three other
suits carrying briefcases came into the room. I rolled the warm mug
between my palms, feeling out of place and a little
culture-shocked.

“Mr. James,” the deputy commissioner began, “may
I introduce Deputy Commissioner Rowen Lomax of National Police
Services and Infrastructure. Matthew Seward is my Assistant
Commissioner, and Assistant Commissioner Dan Rogier with the
Security Service.”

I shook hands all around before we took our
seats. The deputy commish cleared his fleshy throat and tested the
temperature of his tea.

“Mr. James, you do understand that your
pardon is only conditional at this point?”

I nodded.

“You’re with us today,” he continued, “as a
candidate for an unprecedented operation—a necessary experiment if
you like. The point of this interview is to determine your
suitability. I realize you’ve been kept in the dark so far, and we
all appreciate the stress such uncertainty creates. I’ll have to
ask you to bear with us; I’m afraid there are many stressful
aspects to this situation.”

“Deputy Commissioner, if I may,” Mr. Lomax spoke
up. “I’ve been reviewing the crime for which you were sentenced,
Mr. James, and also have copies of your RCMP dossier. You assisted
in the apprehension of Andrea Richleaux in 1971. What makes a
promising young man, gun down thirteen strangers in cold
blood?”

“You wouldn’t believe me,” I replied.

“Mr. James,” Seward interjected, “It’s not
unheard of for someone in your position to entertain thoughts of
escape,” he correctly observed. “I think it would be quite
tempting.”

They all waited for some kind of response.

“I understand that I look like a convict who
caught a break,” I admitted, as I looked them in the eyes. “But,
gentlemen, about the only things I’ve managed to salvage of my life
are honor and my sanity. I’m ready to cooperate in any matter that
doesn’t require their sacrifice. I never imagined an opportunity
like this—whatever it turns out to be. I have no intention of
running from it.”

Behind his desk, the deputy commissioner
scratched on a tablet. He then looked up at me while worrying his
beard.

“Aside from your crime, you strike me as an
intelligent sort of fellow. I, for one, don’t suppose you would
jeopardize the position you’re in. But, if I may be frank, if we
determine you to be a worthwhile candidate for the operation in
question, any violation of our terms would constitute an act of
treason. As you are probably aware, Parliament has retained the
hangman’s noose exclusively for such a crime.”

“I am aware of that,” I said.

What followed was tantamount to an encore of my
POW debriefing. They each took turns with their own line of
questioning. Lomax was concerned with my anti-social attitude while
incarcerated, particularly toward the guards. Seward kept his
interrogation to subjective questions about politics, law, and
society as a whole. The deputy commissioner of the central region
was more interested in the story of my life, and he wanted to know
the places I’d been and the things I’d seen. For the better part of
five hours, everyone but Mr. Rogier grilled me.

He was different, though it took a while to see
how. On the exterior he was all spit and polish, from his
meticulously groomed hair to the ten-dollar shine on his Oxfords.
But beneath the veneer was an exacting, almost steely nature, which
sparked from his cold blue eyes. He was silent throughout the
interview, but he listened to each word with somber regard. He was
an iron fist in a satin glove.

When the interview finally ended around noon,
the others retired to the commissary and left me with Mr.
Rogier.

“You handled yourself well,” he said as we
walked down the corridor, “considering.”

“Considering?”

“Aren’t you half-mad with curiosity? Or are you
naturally the calm, cool, and collected type?” he asked as he
offered me a cigarette.

“I’ve become a patient man in the last few
years,” I said. “When do I find out if I passed the interview? You
people should be casino dealers.”

“You passed,” he promised. “They may have given
you the third degree back there, but to tell the truth, Mr. James,
you could hardly have failed.”

“Why is that?”

“This way,” he pointed down an adjacent
stairway, ignoring my question.

 


At the bottom of the stairs we passed two armed
sentries and proceeded through double doors into a foyer. At the
edge of the foyer was a glass door marked with the word:
“RESTRICTED”. On the other side were dozens of towering computers
and industrious people at terminals. Rogier provided our
identification and signed us into the prohibited area. As we
followed the path through the vast think tank, not a soul looked up
from their work. To see so many people together without so much as
a whisper between them, smacked of something macabre.

I followed Mr. Rogier’s lead down a hallway that
led away from the computers. Electronic eyes tracked our movements
down the corridor and into a split-level conference room. An
enormous laminate map of the Dominion spread across the far wall,
pocked with pushpins of varying colors; the other walls were
paneled with two-way mirrors. Twenty-five chairs and a lectern were
neatly arranged around a long meeting table. Rogier closed the door
behind us.

“Have a seat,” he said. “Normally, Ms. Clemons
would be joining us, but circumstances are anything but. Ms.
Clemons is the director of the Domestic Protection Directorate—a
specialized division of the Security Service. She also acts as an
RCMP liaison for the solicitor general’s staff. She’s the one most
directly involved with your case—the ‘experiment’ the deputy
commissioner referred to. It’s not as Frankensteinian as it
sounds,” he added.

“It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been a
guinea pig,” I confessed. “This place,” I indicated the entire
complex, “is it an espionage den or something?”

“No,” he said, opening his briefcase, “but
you’re damn close. I assume you’re ready for someone to get to the
point of all this.”

He took the seat next to me and produced a fat
manila folder from his satchel.

“I’ve debated on how to begin this discussion,
but I still haven’t come up with a great introduction. As you
already know, the RCMP occasionally recruits civilian contractors.
We determine the need, and hire according to expertise and
availability of funds. Most of the time we do this at a modicum of
time and expense, because we’re continuously updating records of
previous and potential contractors. In this particular instance,
however, we were unable to locate anyone who suited our needs.

After we’d exhausted our files, we started
looking in other places—universities, even religious organizations,
but we consistently came up empty-handed. For obvious reasons, we
don’t usually scout penitentiaries, but there were very few stones
left to turn. That was when the database returned a hit. You, Mr.
James, are our one in a million.”

He paused for a second and rolled a fountain pen
between his fingers.

“I’m sure you’ve heard of the, ‘Saskatchewan
Slasher,’” he said.

“I’ve been in prison, not outer space,” I
replied.

“Good. The ‘Saskatchewan Mangler’ would
be a more accurate pseudonym. He’s killed eleven people that we
know of since ’77. His victims have been found outdoors, most of
them in wilderness areas on the Alberta-Saskatchewan border—all of
them torn to shreds. But that’s not the worst of it,” he continued.
“Many of them were also partially eaten by something other than
scavenging animals. The autopsies found saliva residue in the
tissues that didn’t come from a man, or any known animal. The teeth
marks attest to a mandible span bigger than any creature in North
America, short of a record great northern bear.”

As the pieces fell into place, a grinning rancor
washed through my veins.

“The coroner’s reports aren’t the only things
bizarre about these cases,” he added. “RCMP investigators took
plaster casts of footprints from six of the murder scenes. These
prints were in sets of two, not four; yet they seem to have come
from an animal the likes of which the earth hasn’t seen since the
Pleistocene. They’re the kind of tracks a dire wolf might’ve
made.”

“You’ve tracked it?” I asked.

“It seems that in addition to the Slasher’s
penchant for mutilation-style murder, he can also disappear and
reappear at will. We have a Yukon Territorial constable who claimed
he was getting close, but he’s not contacted us in a month.”

“Unless he had silver bullets, he’s been dead
that long,” I said.

“Silver bullets?” he repeated. “Like the ones
they pulled out of the thirteen cultists in Galgier. Kind of an
extravagant ammunition, isn’t it?”

“It’s the only thing that hurts them,” I said.
“I use dum-dum slugs so it hurts even more. This is irony at its
finest, isn’t it?” I observed, changing the subject. “The very
thing that put me behind bars is going to set me free. It’s like
granting amnesty to a rock star if he’ll just sing his most popular
song.”

“Would you care to explain that analogy,” he
said.

“I’ve been killing creatures like the Slasher
since I was fourteen. It’s the only thing I ever really wanted to
do.”

“Since you were fourteen? That couldn’t have
been long after you and your father vanished into the Albertan
wilderness.”

It rolled off his tongue like thunder and cut me
to the quick.

“We discovered that as soon as you were
cross-referenced.”

“I guess that’s been a mystery for a long time,”
I said.

“Where were you all those years?”

“Preparing for days like this,” I replied,
tapping my index finger on the table.

“And your father?”

A long strand of silence crossed the room.

“…Now you know why I have to kill them.”

He read from a courtroom transcript, which he
produced from his briefcase:

“‘The creatures I shot that night weren’t men;
they were Wolves in men’s clothing. Let me make that clearer, they
were werewolves,’ ” he quoted. “Isn’t that what you said prior to
sentencing?”

“It was something like that. Is that how you
found me?”

“If you hadn’t made that speech, we never would
have. I’ll tell you something, working for the Security Service
I’ve seen many a sick and twisted thing—women who sell their
newborn babies to black marketeers, smugglers who have their cargo
surgically hidden inside them, but something like this…well, it’s a
little off the beaten path. In the middle of a public outcry to put
an end to the murders, you seem to be the only person who knows
anything about it.”

“People ignore the unbelievable,” I said.
“They’ll accept any explanation, so long as they don’t have to
believe in monsters.”

“In any event, this monster’s real enough.
You’ve already guessed our terms for your full pardon. Will you
sing us your most popular song, Mr. James?”

 


It was the next afternoon before Rogier and I
met with the director of the Domestic Protection Directorate. She
came through the door like a gust of liberated spring air. She was
tall and slender, with freckled porcelain skin, a flash of red hair
and legs like a Rockette—not the woman I’d envisioned.

“Director Clemons, this is Mr. Sylvester James,”
Rogier said.

She sat her attaché case aside as I stood.

“Our werewolf hunter,” she said, as though she
were making a joke. “I’ve been waiting to meet you for awhile.”

“My pleasure, ma’am,” I said, shaking her
hand.

She sat down very close to me—more like a prom
date than a bureaucrat. I hadn’t been so close to a woman in a long
time, and it was distracting.

“Mr. Rogier is impressed with you. And Mr.
Rogier isn’t impressed with anybody,” she added, feigning a
whisper. “To be honest, Mr. James, after reading your dossier I
pictured a cross between Daniel Boone, the 'Son of Sam,' and Lon
Chaney Jr., but two out of three isn’t bad. Mr. Rogier has
explained the situation to you, and he says you're equal to the
task. Are you?”

“If you’re asking if I’m up for it, I am. But
the Wolves have no equals.”

“You have to appreciate the delicacy of this
situation. If it ever got out that the Saskatchewan Slasher is
literally inhuman or that the Canadian government freed a convicted
mass-murderer to stop him…well, can’t you see the headlines now?
You’re an unorthodox solution to an unorthodox problem.”

“I can keep a secret,” I said.

“I’ll bet,” she said, almost seductively. “We
have some paperwork to go over, you and I, but that can wait. You
must have questions.”

“Could I see the remains of the victims?” I
asked. Ms. Clemons produced a set of glossy black-and-white photos
held together with a paperclip, and she pushed them toward me.

“We were barely able to identify some of them,”
she said. “The first photo is of Taylor Grodd, a timber jack. All
of the victims were men, and most of them worked outdoors—hunters,
timberjacks; your sort of person I think.”

As I studied the photographs’ gory details, my
blood rose to a slow boil. The first werewolf I’d ever seen flashed
into my mind unbidden, and I saw my father’s body in each of the
savaged corpses.

“I’ve never seen anything like it before,” Ms.
Clemons admitted. “Have you?”

I looked up from the ghastly images.

“Just once,” I replied.

“I’ve arranged for your licenses,
identification, and transportation. What else do you need from me?”
she asked.

“My weapons.”

“It’s already been arranged,” she promised,
“with as much extra firepower as you need. Speaking of which, I
have a schematic here of something that might interest you.”

She handed me a sheet of technical paper on
which was drafted a bolt-action rifle with a heavy bull barrel,
short stock, and crescent-shaped shoulder brace extending from the
butt-plate.

“It’s a concept firearm, designed by one of our
labs a few years ago,” she said. “It fires a group of four, .458
Winchester magnum cartridges, simultaneously, through a specially
designed titanium barrel. As you can see from the blueprint, the
barrel actually has four different bores.”

“This is a real weapon?” I asked in
disbelief.

“They tell me it packs quite a wallop. I
understand it was built pretty much from scratch, and that it’s
hard to hold onto, even with its recoil adaptors.”

I shook my head and pushed the diagram back to
Ms. Clemons.

“I don’t know which end of it I’d rather be on,”
I said. “It’s quite a piece of hardware, but I think my Colts will
do fine.”

“You’re the expert,” she said, putting away the
schematic. “I spoke with the Blackwell warden the day you were
released. He said you were involved in some violent incidents
there, two of which resulted in deaths of other inmates. Anything I
should be concerned about?”

“Those cons came after me. I don’t
initiate violent incidents—if I can help it,” I said.

“Unless there’s a werewolf in town.”

“If you’re making a point, I think I get it,” I
replied.

“I don’t enjoy holding things over people’s
heads, but in my occupation it’s a necessary evil. Any occurrence
of unauthorized violence and you’ll be back in solitary confinement
so quick; your ass will have to meet you at the front door.”

“Like I said, I get it.”

“In the meantime, we’ll have to trust that your
intentions are legitimate. Mr. Rogier will see you make your other
appointments today, and if all goes well, tomorrow you’ll have the
opportunity to get reacquainted with your firearms. We’ll go over
the paperwork later this evening,” she said as she collected the
photographs.

 


For the remainder of the day, I submitted to a
gamut of medical and psychological examinations. Aside from being
malnourished, I was given a clean bill of health, and a regimen of
multivitamin supplements. They tested my vision, hearing, and
reflexes, did blood tests, cataloged my scars, and took specimens
of bodily fluids. They took pictures and fingerprints, measurements
and X-rays. In psychoanalysis, I interpreted Rorschach patterns,
and answered inane questions, ad infinitum. Once more I was
declared mentally sound.

By the time I was returned to my room, I’d been
probed, poked, and prodded from head to toe. I showered and climbed
straight into bed without so much as a towel around my waist. I
contemplated the next day and what it might bring, while I watched
the news with a satisfying wad of chewing tobacco.

A knock at the door roused me from my drowsy
stupor. Four years of prison had expunged any modesty I might have
had.

“It’s unlocked,” I said, without a second
thought to my nudity or who might be at the door. So bidden,
Director Clemons appeared at the threshold. Her eyes widened,
alerting me to the impropriety of my state of undress. She casually
looked away with an amused smile curled on her lips.

“Have I interrupted something?” she asked,
suppressing her laughter.

“I don’t know what I was thinking,” I said,
quickly draping myself in bed sheets. Truthfully, I’d forgotten we
were supposed to meet, and I’d hardly expected her to come to me. I
excused myself to the bathroom to dress. When I emerged, I acted as
though nothing had happened, though the incident had woken
sensibilities due south of my brain.

“I was under the impression I was supposed to
meet you somewhere else,” I said. “Are you alone?”

“I made Rogier take the night off,” she said.
“I’m on my way home myself, but I wanted to get your documentation
out of the way first. I’m sorry if I crept up on you.”

My mind was in the gutter. Everything she said
had a sultry intonation to it, but only in my filthy
imagination.

“No, it’s my fault,” I said. “I hope I didn’t
embarrass you.”

“I don’t embarrass easily,” she replied, opening
her case. “I thought you might want these,” she said, producing two
cardboard boxes. “Your pistols are inside, but unassembled—standard
procedure.”

I took the boxes from her and inspected their
contents.

“I never thought I’d see these fellas again,” I
said.

“Then you definitely never thought you’d see a
pair of these.”

She handed me a third box, which contained two
silencers.

“You might find a use for them, like not drawing
a lot of attention to yourself,” she said, answering my
uncertainty. “The threads matched the ones already on your
weapons.”

She plucked a rectangular plastic card from a
manila envelope and held it between two alabaster fingers.

“Your temporary federal identification,” she
said. “I also have airline passage, weapon permits, petty cash, and
the keys to a ’79 CJ-5. I’m afraid your other vehicle was sold at a
police auction.”

“You bought me a Jeep?” I said, impressed.

“Naturally, the most important thing in here is
your contract. Your signature is all that stands between you and a
probationary pardon. By signing it, you’re binding yourself to the
assignment description on the second page. You might want to read
through it tonight.”

I took the contract and scanned through it. Each
page was composed of fifty-dollar words, in French as well as
English.

“I’d need an attorney to decipher this,” I said.
“You’ve taken me on my word so far, I’ll take you on yours. What
does it say?”

“Essentially, Mr. James…”

“Wait,” I interrupted. “Every time someone
around here calls me Mr. James, I want to look over my shoulder.
Call me Sylvester, or Logan, please.”

“It’s just a basic formality,” she said.

“You’ve seen me naked.”

“Touché,” she said. “Essentially, the contract
says what’s already been discussed. Your former crimes will be
pardoned in exchange for your cooperation with us in the
neutralization of the Saskatchewan Slasher. It also covers the
consequences for breaching the contract: the death penalty, since
noncompliance constitutes high treason in this case. The agreement
requires you to conduct a manhunt for the Slasher until such time
as the DPD deems the threat eliminated. You could very well be
searching for this madman for years.”

“Years I’ve got,” I said. “But you know I can’t
take him in one piece, right? When I sign this, it becomes his
death warrant.”

“That’s a fairly bold thing to say,” she said.
“I’m curious, just what makes you think you’ll fare any better than
the Horsemen have? Gaston Trudeau is one of our best manhunters.
He’s tracked fugitives through blizzards and across countless miles
of ice. He was a virtual legend in the Yukon before either of us
was toilet trained. How are you better at this than he is?”

“I know my prey,” I stated simply. “Isn’t that
the whole reason I’m here? I didn’t know the constable, but he
sounds like a hell of a man. He may have been a veteran manhunter,
but then…it wasn’t a man he was hunting, was it?”

“Constable Trudeau hasn’t been presumed dead.
Must you refer to him in the past tense?”

“I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “If he was
that good, he probably got close enough to the Slasher to be victim
number twelve. You don’t understand these creatures, Ms. Clemons;
they don’t die like we do. They don’t get sick, or old, or
lame—they’re the perfect predator. The only thing in this world
they respect is a silver bullet traveling Mach five through their
brains.”

She nodded with me as though she agreed.

“It’s just a little hard to believe,” she
said.

“You don’t buy this werewolf routine for a
minute, do you?” I asked. “The Slasher’s got you guys grasping at
straws, and Lord only knows what you think I am. Whatever it is you
think we’re hunting, the pictures I saw yesterday were the
handiwork of a werewolf. I guess I’ll have to bring you its head on
a stick to prove it.”

“What I believe is irrelevant,” she said
calmly. “The meager evidence we have points to you as the man for
the job. I don’t know if you’re as good as you think you are, or if
you’re suffering from some undetectable neurosis. I only know that
taking a chance on you is statistically more viable than creating
hysteria in two provinces. I’m sorry if we’re not jumping on your
bandwagon, but…” she offered me a ball-point pen, “…with your name
on the dotted line, you have a chance to make fools of us all.”

There was no debating the topic. The only thing
left for me to do was scribble my name. Even if she hadn’t been
square with me, I was unlikely to sign up for anything worse than
Massauga.

“I hope you don’t take offense to this, but
you’re a beautiful woman, Director Clemons,” I said, surprising
even myself. “Are you married?”

“I suppose most any woman would seem beautiful
to a man who’s spent the last four years around jail-house tattoos
and hairy legs,” she said as I signed the papers. “And I’m not the
marrying kind.”

“Boyfriend?” I asked, handing her the completed
contract.

“I don’t think that’s any of your business, Mr.
James…Sylvester, but thanks for the concern,” she said with a coy
expression.

“My reasons for asking are purely selfish, I
assure you, Ms. Clemons.”

“If you insist that I address you casually, then
you should call me Tanya,” she said, perusing my signature. “But
only in private.”

She returned the contract to its golden sheath
and presented me with the various authorization papers.

“Does that mean we might be alone again
sometime?” I asked.

“I’ll tell you what; you bring me the Slasher’s
head on a stick, and I’ll buy you dinner.”

“Extra incentive, eh?” But the comments of a
lonely man on the make were sad coming from the lips of a widower
who’d once tasted ambrosia. I was ashamed of myself instantly, not
just for Samantha’s sake, but because I knew the Saskatchewan
Slasher had done more than just kill eleven people. She saw my
expression change—I felt humiliated.

 


I was up to my ears in large-caliber automatic
weapons, the like of which I hadn’t seen even in Vietnam. But I
didn’t need a state-of-the-art arsenal for the task ahead. After
assembling my 1911s, I began demonstrating the point. I made
adjustments on the Colts until I’d tuned them to fire precisely as
they had before, as predictable and familiar as my own face.

I consistently grouped shots in a penny-sized
pattern through the hearts and heads of paper people, until
everyone present was satisfied that I’d had enough practice. I’d
always assumed my illegal scattergun had ended up in a blast
furnace somewhere, so I was surprised when Rogier walked into the
vestibule of the firing range with Sounder. He also delivered the
Bavarian-made Bowie knife that Winterfox had given me.

 


The more I heard about the missing Constable
Trudeau, the more I believed he’d been too skillful for his own
good. According to their information, Trudeau had arrived in the
border town of Lloydminster the previous December to begin his
search. From there he’d reported from Paradise Valley and Bodo in
Alberta and Cut Knife in Saskatchewan—all murder sites. His last
report was logged on 12 January from the banks of the Big Guilty
Creek, when he asked for radio silence. Believing him to be closing
in on the Slasher, the RCMP honored his request, and let their
venerated Mountie do his job. Now that it was my turn, I requested
the same courtesy.

Because I didn’t have the luxury of presenting
my identification to every official I met, Domestic Protection
handled the details. All it took was one unauthorized person to
recognize my name from the Galgier cult murders, and shit could hit
the proverbial fan. There was always the calculated risk of being
randomly identified from old television mug shots, but such chances
were unavoidable. Anyway, my fifteen minutes of notoriety had
expired long ago.

Gaston Trudeau’s International Scout was
petrified in ice twenty kilometers from the Big Guilty—February is
an unforgiving month. From the scant, poorly defined prints that
remained, it was apparent that the Constable had proceeded
northwest on foot, loaded down with gear. But if he’d been
following a trail, it was long gone.

The Lloydminster police provided me with an
Appaloosa quarter horse, and once it arrived I put my nose to the
ground and started sniffing.

 


Late on the third night, a fresh snow hid all
remaining traces of the constable’s passing.

If I hadn’t been paying attention, listening to
the land, I would have missed the remains of a fire concealed under
a sterling white blanket.

The constable’s footprints were cast in ice
beneath the fresh layer of powder, and among the charred remnants
of wood was a gnarled, object like a strip of tree bark with an odd
vertical grain. It smelled like teriyaki. It was beef jerky.

 


From a restaurant in Lloydminster, I phoned Mr.
Rogier to make my report. But his report was more informative.

“You and your damn radio silence,” he said.
“I’ve been trying to reach you since yesterday. Trudeau’s alive.
Some Cree found him wandering the eastern shore of Primrose
Lake.”

“Do you have him?” I asked, eager to know.

“He’s hospitalized,” he said. “He was dehydrated
and hypothermic when they picked him up, and he’s lost nine of his
toes and six of his fingers to frostbite. The doctors can’t believe
he’s still alive.”

“He made it to Primrose Lake on foot?”

“He’s gone out of his mind, James, and he’s
chewed off part of his tongue.”

Rogier gave me directions to the area of
Primrose Lake where Trudeau had been found. Rogier himself was en
route.

As I made the trip north, I kept one ear on the
Jeep’s police scanner. I was vexed by why the Slasher hadn’t killed
Trudeau—maybe taking his sanity apart had been sufficient.

Primrose Lake is home to an RCAF Air Weapons
Range, and in the east, the Canoe Lake Cree Nation. Trudeau had
been noticed shambling through a neck of spruce trees by some Cree
ice-fishermen. He was bleeding, and his face was swollen with
purple splotches. RCAF medics were now attending him at base
hospital.

Mr. Rogier arrived from Ottawa, via jet, shortly
after I did the next morning, and with the flash of his credentials
and a steely-eyed command, Rogier and I were admitted to the
constable’s room. It was my first glimpse of the man I’d heard so
much about. His extremities were swaddled in gauze, and he was
being fed intravenously. His mouth was a mesh of surgical tape,
sterile, red-stained cheesecloth and tubes. His eyelids fluttered
constantly, but only the whites showed beneath them.

“Can he hear us?” Rogier asked the attending
physician.

“If he can, he doesn’t understand you. His
mental health has been severely compromised,” the doctor said.

“Is he going to make it?” asked Rogier.

“It depends on what you mean by ‘make it.’ He’ll
live, but in his condition that’s not necessarily a good
thing.”

“Tough old cop, eh?” Rogier said.

“That’s an understatement,” the doc replied.
“The hypothermia alone should have killed him weeks ago. It’s kind
of a double-edged miracle actually. He survived for over a month,
just so he could recover and spend the rest of his life as a
vegetable. Too tough for his own good I’d say.”

“So you’re saying that after all that time in
the cold, without food or water, he has no life-threatening
ailments?” I asked.

“That’s right,” the doctor said. “His vitals are
strong, and have been ever since they brought him in. It’s
remarkable.”

A cold finger traced its way up my spine.

“I’ll give you a few minutes,” the doctor said,
and closed the door behind him.

“What do you think happened to him out there?”
Rogier asked.

“I’ll tell you in a second,” I replied, and
carefully pulled back his bed sheets. His shoulders were pale and
bony; his chest thin with wiry white hairs. On his left side, near
his hip, was a gauze bandage.

“What are you doing?” Rogier asked.

I ignored the question and peeled away the white
tape, which secured the bandage, revealing a small open wound that
looked like a dog bite. I released the bed sheet and sank to the
chair beside his bed.

“He’s been nipped.”

“Nipped?” Rogier said. “By what?”

“What do you think? The Slasher marked him.
That’s why his vital signs are so good—why he isn’t dead.”

Rogier’s retort stuck in his mouth as he
struggled for something to say. “They can pass on their nature with
a bite,” I explained. “It makes the victim like they are. I’ve only
heard of this happening when they claim a mate or want to sire some
kind of offspring. This…is just malicious.”

“He’s a werewolf now? That’s what you’re
saying?”

“Think about what he’s survived,” I said in a
sharp whisper. “His physiology has obviously been
affected.”

“What can we do for him?” he asked, inspecting
the bite wound.

“You won’t like it,” I replied.

“I don’t like this whole situation. One more
thing isn’t going to make me like it less.”

“We have to put him under, with silver.”

“He’s not a lame horse,” Rogier said. “Isn’t
there some kind of an antidote or something?”

“The cure kills, Mr. Rogier. I’m not making this
up.”

He pulled a cigarette from his coat pocket,
then, remembering where he was, put it back.

“If he’s not euthanised,” I told him, “long
after everyone we know is dead, Constable Trudeau will still be
just like this,” and I pointed at his pathetic, emaciated body. “Or
worse, if his mind comes back, courtesy of his new metabolism,
you’ve got another Slasher on your hands.”

Rogier’s eyes narrowed to blade points as he
folded his hands behind him and walked to the window. I could hear
the gears turning.

“I’ll handle this end of it,” he said, turning
from the fogged glass. “You have your own work to do Mr. James. I’d
clock back in if I were you.”

I picked up my drover’s coat and draped it over
one arm.

“The next time you hear from me, send a body
bag…someone’s going to need it.”

 


The Saskatchewan Slasher, like the Wolf in
Louisville, wasn’t just a murderer—he was a sadist. No doubt he
wanted to punish the Mountie for getting so close to him; a
punishment much worse than death. Perhaps by marking the constable,
he’d intended to send a clear message to us all: “This is what I
am. Do something about it.”

The fishermen who’d found the constable led me
to where they’d first seen him. My intentions were to pick up
enough of his trail to trace it backward, in hopes of finding the
Slasher’s spoor. I had just turned off the road and was about to
gear up, when I paused to listen to the police scanner.

A report was being transmitted from Cold Lake,
which was just north of Primrose Lake. In a saccharin voice, the
officer relayed information on Cassandra Jameson, a white female,
twenty-seven, who’d been found beaten and raped near the Kinosoo
Marina; she was in a state of shock. It was one police report out
of the hundred that I’d heard that day, but it spoke to me in no
uncertain terms.

Snow clouds gathered from the north, and the
forecast came with a blizzard warning. By the time I reached the
marina, the temperature had dropped to minus thirty degrees
Celsius, wind chill not withstanding.

Policemen waited in the warmth of their cruisers
while detectives, buffeted by the deadly cold, looked for answers.
I made myself comfortable in the marina’s lounge with a pot of
coffee, and waited for the weather to thin out the crowd.

I looked out over the icy lake just as I had the
night Samantha and Joshua died. I should have stood my ground like
a Dog Soldier, instead of trying to run. If I’d sent them away, the
Wolf would have only come for me. Maybe I would have killed it,
maybe not, but at least they would have been out of harm’s way. I
would have given everything—soul, sanity, and honor—for a chance to
do things differently.

By dark, the crime scene had been picked over
and was becoming entrenched with drifting snow. The police, heeding
the blizzard warning, had retreated for warmer accommodations. The
woman had been attacked in a lonely picnic area behind the marina.
In the summer, it probably buzzed with carefree picnickers on
holiday, but under grim February skies it was little more than an
unwelcoming stand of stark trees.

Mother Nature, with the help of some detectives,
had once again managed to spoil the Slasher’s trail, but there was
a tempo to my heartbeat and a warm sensation under my skin that
told me I wasn’t far from the mark. The blizzard hadn’t set in yet.
It seemed to be stalling, as though it were waiting for God’s own
approval. I was reluctant to turn away from the picnic grounds, but
I forced myself to be realistic about the situation. All signs of
him were gone, and winter’s most dire temper was about to
descend.

The roads were vacant and barely discernible
from the embankments as the heavens dropped a curtain of virgin
white. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling of being closer than I’d
ever been. Against all dictations of common sense, I continued to
prowl the threatening lake. Like the storm, I, too, was waiting for
something…I just didn’t know what.

The blizzard continued to choke back its fury
while I lost myself in the unfamiliar roadways around Cold Lake. My
father hadn’t raised a fool, and I should have been anywhere but
where I was, but the bristling of my neck hairs had been right too
many times before. I didn’t know how to explain the phenomena—I
never had. It seemed to have something to do with the Beast and
myself having drawn each other’s blood.

I was like a pilot, flying blind, when the
blizzard’s patience came to an end. The road vanished in a
whiteout, but I locked the hubs on my front wheels, shifted into
4-Low, and plowed through the drifting snow.

Deep in the firs, away from anything that
resembled civilization, sat a church, which had been turned into a
gin palace. Someone had painted the word “Ichabod” across the
doors, which is a biblical word for “The glory has departed.”
Trucks and other 4x4s huddled near the front. When I ducked out of
the storm, into the vestibule, the patrons promptly cursed me for
the cold draft.

In what had once been a sanctuary, sat a
half-dozen cable spool saloon tables. Tattered yellow curtains
feebly clung to their rods; mismatched chairs and stools lined a
bar girded with cinder blocks instead of a brass rail. Forsaken
church pews had been placed about in no particular order—an eerie
reminder that the den of thieves had once been a house of the Lord.
I counted ten individuals inside; they dissected me with their
stare. I returned the courtesy, like one pit bull to another, and
straddled an eviscerated barstool.

“Rye,” I ordered, dusting the downy-flake from
my touque. An old bloodstain stretched across the bar in front of
me. The backwoods saloon was a nest of bad men, no doubt about
it—eastern versions of the kind of people who haunted the high
country where I grew up. I wasn’t the only man present that had
served prison time, or who was carrying a weapon. It wasn’t the
place to be searching men’s eyes. Not unless I wanted the bloodbath
to start early.

The raw-boned bartender filled the bottom of a
jelly jar as I surveyed his clientele. The Wolf buzzed in my head,
but I couldn’t single him out.

The blizzard raged against the saloon’s steeple,
smacking old boards together and sending ghostly chimes from the
abandoned church bell down the spire. A sudden blast of icy air
whooshed through the rafters and snuffed a pair of gas lanterns
hanging on their pegs. Three old-timers played a game of poker
around a kerosene heater, while a burly cowboy in a rancher’s coat
and deerskin gloves did shots of tequila just down from me.

At the very end of the bar sat the local
bucktoothed whore with a skinny, long-haired youth wearing camo
fatigues; he couldn’t keep his tongue out of her ear or the cocaine
out of his nose. Pool balls snapped on the choir dais, as a Cree
trapper and his drunken brother shot stick. Tucked away from the
rest of the rabble, slouched in the corner chair by the potbelly
stove was a man in dark-olive coveralls. The cherry of his
cigarette was a brooding halo across the dark of his face.

The presence of the Beast was as palpable as the
unventilated tobacco smoke: oppressive and dark. Sooner or later he
would give himself away, and thanks to the blizzard I could afford
to wait.

 


Two hours dredged by without a change of cast.
At one point, the Indian brothers got into a disagreement over
which pocket had been called for the eight ball. One flashed a
knife at the other, but since only one was drunk, the situation
worked itself out without bloodshed. The stringy-haired bar tramp
and her sleazy, coke-snorting companion retired to the back of the
building where the church altar had been. They made no attempt to
stifle the sounds of a different kind of praying.

The bartender-owner and the husky cowboy took
turns proving how fast they could run a knife between their
fingers. I picked up on the older gent’s names as they continued to
play cards: Earl, Judd, and Horace. Aside from the low-rent love
affair defiling the altar, they were the most sociable people in
the place.

Horace wasn’t as old as the others—mid-fifties
maybe. He had a rosy glow to his wind-burned cheeks and a heavy
graying mustache. He spoke with a baritone German brogue. The drunk
Cree had passed out on one of the church benches, while his brother
smoked cigarettes and tinkered with a transistor radio. The man in
the green coveralls seemed to fall asleep by the stove, and barely
stirred to scratch himself until he bellied up to the bar to buy
two pickled eggs.

He must have been in his early thirties, with
patches of black beard stubble, and long, dirty mechanic’s
fingernails. He devoured one of the eggs in a single bite, paying
no heed to the pieces of yolk clinging to the scruff around his
mouth.

“Anyone want dealt in over here?” the German
asked. “I’ve whipped these simple sons of bitches so many times
it’s lost its sport.”

The other two old-timers creaked away from the
game, jockeying for position on their way to the toilet. Horace
raked his winnings between his arms.

“What the hell,” answered the cowboy, and took
an empty chair at the table.

“Any other brave souls?” the German
challenged.

The mechanic palmed his remaining bar snack and
joined them. I pulled up a backless kitchen chair as well.

“Ain’t this friendly,” remarked the mechanic as
I sat down. Horace shuffled the deck.

“Is this a pistols-on-the-table kind of game old
fella?” asked the cowboy. “Not that anybody around here’s carrying,
eh?” he looked sideways at me when he said it.

“Shut up hose-head,” sneered the mechanic. “We
might be armed to the teeth. If you’re lucky, you’ll never fucking
know.”

The cowboy bore the mechanic’s outburst with a
confident grin, and just nodded at him. That was when I noticed the
red marks on the mechanic’s neck, behind his left ear. They looked
like the tracks of long fingernails that hadn’t quite broken the
skin.

“So it’s going to be that kind of game?”
the German remarked.

“You’ve been dealing for too long pops,” the big
cowboy decided. “Hand ‘em over.”

“If it makes you feel better,” replied Horace,
surrendering the deck.

The cowboy inspected the cards and reshuffled
them before slowly dealing them out. As we studied our hands, a
peculiar scent fluttered through the fumes of the smoke and
kerosene. It was a subtle smell, sweet and salty, but I couldn’t
tell where it was coming from.

The cowboy was obviously not an accomplished
gambler. His card play was amateurish, and he consistently dealt
himself one bum hand after another. After he was down a few hundred
dollars, he slapped the deck in front of the old German again,
who’d won money from us all. I kept one eye on the mechanic and
noticed more than grease under his nails. His dark color of his
coveralls helped to hide the oil stains, and to the untrained eye,
that was all they were. He exuded a predatory demeanor that put me
in mind of a hyena.

The mysterious sweet scent continued to drift in
and out, and I wondered if it wasn’t the lingering smell of
perfume, corrupted by the stench of tobacco and liquor.

“Are you still in the game, friend?” Horace
asked the mechanic, who suddenly noticed my appraisal of him and
paused to look me over as well. From the inside of his coveralls he
produced a woman’s pocketbook and peeled out fifty-seven dollars on
the table.

“Nice wallet,” the cowboy commented
sarcastically. “Kill your mother for it?”

The mechanic smiled a self-ingratiating
grin.

“I didn’t kill anyone for it,” he said
with a lewd sneer, ready to say more.

“Nobody wants to hear your war stories, grease
monkey,” the cowboy snapped back.

Horace and I waited to see if something besides
words would pass across the table.

“Are we playing poker or aren’t
we?” asked the German, stealing the tension.

He began dealing the cards again, and as I
collected mine, that pesky scent flourished again. It seemed to be
wafting from the cards themselves. I held a busted flush closer to
my face, and I recognized the smell of teriyaki beef jerky. As the
German finished the deal I saw him raid the bottom of the deck with
the speed and precision of a vaudeville magician. As he tossed over
my last card, I seized his wrist across the cash pile.

“Now try it from the top,” I said.

His arm was hard with muscle. He shook off my
grip with little effort, and I plunged deep into his eyes, courting
his anger—looking for the Beast.

“Do I know you from somewhere, son?” he asked,
unshaken by the turn of events.

I tossed my chair aside and skinned a 1911 from
beneath my duster. The other players evacuated the spool. I thrust
the muzzle for his heart, and he lifted his hands like he was being
robbed.

“Maybe poker’s just not your game,” he said,
still unimpressed with me.

“You’re going to die,” I warned him. “Wait for
it.”

“If you feel that strongly about it, take your
money back. Have it all, and buy me a drink,” he said.

I might as well have been holding a plastic fork
in my hand as far as he was concerned. He was more interested in
avoiding a public display of immortality than being shot. Once
again, all eyes were on me and from behind the bar came the
ratcheting sound of a pump shotgun.

“Put the burner away boy. Nobody likes a sore
loser,” said the bartender.

“Let him kill the cheatin’ kraut,” said the
cowboy.

“If we do it your way, Mr. Proprietor, you’ll
have two frozen graves to dig. Makes no difference to me,” I
said.

“Don’t tempt me, tough guy,” he answered
back.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw the cowboy
produce a derringer and stick it against the owner’s jaw.

“If you’re gonna take the hustler’s part, we can
make it three bodies,” he anted-up. “It’s a good night to get
bloody.”

“Does anyone else have a firearm they’d like to
flag around?” asked the German, still seated and hands aloft. “You
take your game too seriously, son.”

“Look at my face,” I said. “Do I look like I’m
playing?”

“You’ve made your point. Let’s call it a night,”
he said as the owner relinquished his shotgun to the cowboy.

“Get on your feet,” I ordered. “I want to watch
you fall.”

“You’re making a mistake young man,” he said as
he stood.

“You’ve already made yours,” I replied.

My index finger pressed against the metal curl,
but the trigger was defiant; a silver dum-dum bullet choked in its
chamber.

“Maybe the safety’s still on,” Horace
whispered.

A deafening peal keened from the steeple bell,
rolled down from the turret, and flooded the church with a bright
and brutal song. Like an icy prehistoric raptor, an arctic gale
swept down from the rafters bearing a hailstorm of ice and broken
timber on its wings. I lunged away from the tremor, which rumbled
from the steeple. Lanterns were extinguished with a huff of hoary
breath, and our company went blind with stygian blackness.

A disastrous, furious sound, like the death wail
of an archangel falling in apocalypse, overtook us all. The shriek
of bursting girders tore the night apart at the seams as the bell
ripped a portal between heaven and earth, keening the advent of
Judgment Day.

An avalanche of rotten oak and solid slabs of
ice heralded its coming and annihilated everything still beneath
it. Spools buckled and burst like thimbles, and floor slats
ruptured skyward in a wooden glacier. A metric ton of rusted iron
exploded to the floor and hollowed a cellar beneath it. The immense
bell deafened the room with its dirge, and knelled its own death.
But the blizzard continued to roar through its birth canal, dumping
parcels of beams and broken ice, like placenta, into the
sanctuary.

“Now we’re talking!” shouted the mechanic over
the rush and clatter. The patrons had scrambled for safety, but the
bitter torrent continued to scatter everything that wasn’t nailed
down. The bar whore clutched a gaping wound in her arm and
screeched like a harpy, while the Cree trapper collapsed by the
bar—dazed from the ice shards that had cut up his scalp. In the
darkness, it was impossible to keep tabs on everyone.

The Colt’s safety had indeed been on, but I
hadn’t been the one who’d switched it. With my back to the wall, I
withdrew the second Colt and patrolled the darkness with both fists
outstretched. I forced myself to concentrate and focus on the
sounds around me. The breaking glass, the uncertain, frantic
shuffling, and the mad rustling of ragged curtains as they tangled
across the floor.

“That’s God trying to tell you people
something!” someone shouted over the screeching wind. I think it
was the bartender.

“Will somebody light a match for fuck’s sake?”
said the whore. Her plea was followed by the fumbling commotion of
people trying to find a lantern.

A tiny red tongue pricked the sanctuary as the
cocaine kid held his disposable cigarette lighter in the air.

“Where are all the mother-fucking lanterns?” the
trapper’s brother asked.

“I can’t see shit,” said one of the
old-timers.

I kept my position, listening for the sounds of
transformation—a snarl, a guttural breath—but there were none. The
cigarette lighter went out, and the flint wheel only sparked.

“This is great,” groaned the cokehead.

I heard the sound of padded footfalls creeping
to my left. I moved only to direct a Colt in that direction,
waiting for the noise to come closer. A swift whisper of rotgut
breezed from my right and the .45 strobed the darkness. The muzzle
flashes set his chest ablaze with enough light to see gathering
ripples of black blood and the sheen of a hunting knife. Fresh red
saturated the stained green coveralls. My gunshots had just begun
to fade when a 12-gauge shotgun belched ten inches of flame from
the bar. A blast of stray buckshot, intended for me, shattered the
windowpane to my right. It opened up another channel to the storm
outside.

One of the old-timers coiled a bar rag around a
broken chair leg creating a torch that stretched tall shadows
across the room.

The mechanic’s blood set quickly in the freezing
air. He lay in two pieces beside me; one of the rounds had severed
his arm below the humerus. His chest was still burning with the
fuel trapped in his greasy coveralls. I stowed the second Colt in
my belt just as the cowboy managed to light a lantern. At the
doorway, in a cradle of gore, sprawled the German face down. His
back was a crater of buckshot and gleaming, wet bone. The game had
become more interesting now. The cowboy was grinning over his kill
with the pump gun slung over one shoulder.

“You had your chance to drop him, outlaw,” he
said, answering my stare. “Couldn’t let that Jerry get away with
our money, eh?”

The trapper tried to rouse his brother, who’d
slept through the whole ordeal, while the bar slut and her date
moved in cautiously for a closer look at the bodies. The old-timers
steered clear of the entire scene, and they took cover from the
blizzard’s breath behind some pews. I picked through a carpet of
freezing blood until I stood over Horace. I nudged my pistol
against the back of his head, shielded the splatter with my hand,
and blew the skull to slush. A steaming, crimson fan spread across
the vestibule.

“Now, he’s dead,” I said with
certainty.

“You’re a nut-job, but I think I like your
style,” the cowboy said as the report faded.

I stepped beside him to warm myself with the jar
of whiskey the windstorm had left standing. I laid the Colt on the
bar in front of me.

“Did you know that low-life son of a bitch?” I
asked, nodding toward the disassembled mechanic. The cowboy shook
his head.

“Nice shooting though,” he said, peeling off a
brown leather glove and offering me his hand.

“Thanks for backing me,” I said, taking his
grip.

I bowed my head over the bar, deciding what to
do next—there wasn’t much time left.

“Tricky business,” I mumbled, to no one in
particular.

The cowboy crouched next to Horace to collect
his spoils. I also stepped up to claim what was mine.

The blade sank between his ribs, and hot
trickles leaked over the hilt.

“You almost made it,” I hissed, screwing the
silver Bowie between the bones.

His fingers were tendrils of spring steel as
they encircled my knife hand. His grip was primal, fierce, and
unbreakable. His hand swelled over mine, and his fingers lengthened
down my wrist. I snapped the Colt from the bar, but the safety was
still frozen into place. He rose to his feet like a Titan emerging
from the sea, and pulled the silver blade from his side with my own
hand pitilessly smashed against the handle. I stomped his knee and
groin while pistol-whipping him and fighting with the safety lever.
He barely blinked. The knife slurped from his side as his
complexion darkened in transformation, in spite of the silver I’d
injected.

“You missed my heart, outlaw,” he said in a
cavernous, bestial voice.

His clothes burst as he changed. He wrenched the
knife from my hand to fall into the black pool of Horace’s
freeze-dried blood. I remained at his mercy. Annoyed with my
thrashing, the Wolf closed the pistol in his free claw, tore it
lose, and spun it across the sanctuary-saloon. Both hands were his
prisoners, and as his stature increased, my feet lost the floor.
The Beast dangled me by my arms like a puppet, as he lowered his
face into mine.

He wanted me to watch his metamorphosis. Was
this what he had done to Trudeau? A deep gray pelt knitted from
beneath his skin, as his ears twisted into the horns of a devil. A
muzzle grew from the Beast’s face with a series of crunching sounds
that were his bones breaking and healing simultaneously to
facilitate the change.

Unable to contain his bulk, the Wolf’s coat
split and drooped from his high shoulders. An RCMP badge fell from
the shreds onto the frozen, black floor. Slaver puddled between his
thinning black lips and spilled down his lower jaw. The black of
his pupils diffused into the whites of his eyes, until they were
glossy, ebony mirrors set beneath a mountainous brow ridge.

Rancid breath fumed from between clenched canine
fangs—a sickening miasma of undigested human flesh, liquor, and the
slightest tinge of teriyaki. The Wolf’s talons had grown into my
wrists, opening old scars and sending warm streams of blood snaking
into my armpits.

He had assumed his true nature in a matter of
seconds, except for an areola, which surrounded the hairless,
fleshy slit where I’d buried the Bowie. The Wolf seemed uncertain
of his intent for me, though he could clean my skull, or mark me
for eternal damnation at his leisure. Yet, despite his total
control of the situation, there was a slight quake in his arms as
they stretched me out.

I prayed the silver I’d infused him with hadn’t
been a complete waste, but there was very little I could do. I’d
been disarmed, and had already demonstrated the futility of
physical attack. The time had come to pay the piper; Winterfox
always said it would end like this. But even though I twisted in
the air like a rag doll, I didn’t have to die quietly—not without
one last “Fuck you!” from me to him.

It took all my might, but I brought the pointy
toe of my boot into the open fold of his knife wound. The silver
had dulled the Beast’s reflexes. He shrieked and wound me over his
head like a wet towel, snapping me into the mound of fallen timber
that’d settled around the church bell. My body became a human
missile, streaking through the icy air and exploding against the
bell in a burst of brilliant agony.

The Beast shook the brittle walls of the church
with his roar. It toppled bottles of alcohol from behind the bar,
and urged another hail of ice from the open chasm above us. Seeming
to regret his decision to fling me aside, he barreled across the
room with his wet muzzle yawning for my flesh. But I avoided his
lunge, which testified of the toxins coursing through its body.

I rolled over the fallen bell and staggered
back. Talons snapped the air like a whiplash; I felt their breeze
against my face. With a crippled left hand, I fished my remaining
Colt from beneath my duster and strained against the locked safety
lever with my right thumb. In a Herculean feat, the Wolf tugged the
enormous church-bell from its crater, and sent it pealing out the
tar-papered wall.

The .45’s safety clicked off for just an instant
before snapping back against the slick of my thumb. The stovepipe
from the pot-bellied stove collapsed in a cloud of black cinder,
and the west wall became another mouth for the blizzard to howl
through. I retreated as he approached again—he was winded and
weakened from his exhibition of brute force.

One massive claw clutched at his puncture wound
as he stalked closer. White fingers of drool bobbed from his
frothing maw. The Wolf’s eyes, which had been stark black, had
become clouded with thin, wrinkled cataracts. He lunged, and
saber-like claws cracked the air as I dropped and rolled—once more
narrowly evading my death. The more energy he expended, the more
the silver worked his system.

The Wolf had become slower, but no less
immortal, and no less deadly to a man without an effective weapon.
He might well die from the knifing, I remember thinking, but not
before he’d put an end to me. I was, at least, content with
that scenario. I hoped the Beast would have to catch his
wind and regroup from the attack, but he was relentless.

I tumbled over the back of a church pew and onto
the seat, just as his black talons came splitting through the bench
like it was made of cardboard. The pew, splintered against its
grain, caved under my weight and deposited me on my back. The
eight-foot slavering horror descended upon me with starving jaws
primed for the kill.

With the power of a bear trap, his teeth clamped
shut where my throat had been. The concussion was powerful enough
to rattle my teeth. I clambered onto the darkened platform just
above the altar as he collected himself on all fours—an Ice Age
monster with the crest of a razorback.

Seated with my back to the vandalized pulpit, I
aimed the 1911 with one broken hand and pressed the defiant safety
lever with the other. It clacked down and tried to spring back, but
I kept the pressure on it. The Wolf lazily ascended to his bipedal
position as though it took all the strength he could muster. With a
single burst of thunder, the .45 ended its imposed vow of silence.
The anxious round clipped the Wolf below his right knee and sent
pieces of bone tinkling over the floor.

The Beast bellowed and pitched to one side, but
his wail of pain was weak. With his new injury preoccupying him,
his witchery over the Colt dissolved; the safety lever no longer
resisted. The second shot was better aimed, and caught him in his
belly. No rail of agony broke from his throat—only dark-red phlegm
sputtered from between his fangs. From the waist down he had been
paralyzed, so he pulled himself by his arms across the floor. The
Beast was unrelenting in his pursuit. I noticed the bare patch
around the knife wound was no longer the hue of flesh, but had
become a necrotic swatch of dead tissue.

The truth of the matter was that the
Saskatchewan Slasher was already dead when I passed the third slug
between his eyes.

 


The other saloon clientele had taken their
chances with the storm long ago—even the bartender had evacuated
his own place. Left alone with the corpses, I sat up with the dead
in an all-night vigil. I wouldn’t leave the Slasher’s body
unattended. A desecrated, ventilated church-house, rife with blood
and booze, provided a suitable atmosphere for such a wake.

I turned over a pew and took cover beneath it,
shielding myself from the elements. I bound my broken fingers with
strips of bar rag and splinters from the fallen beams. I tried to
sort out the events, which had brought me to my current
situation.

If the .45 hadn’t been bewitched, I’d have
killed Horace. Even after the Slasher had shot him in the back, I
hadn’t been convinced that he couldn’t get back up. If the cowboy
hadn’t removed his glove to shake my hand, I wouldn’t have caught
the waft of teriyaki or noticed the uniform length of his middle
fingers. Horace had been cheating dangerous men out of their money,
and for that maybe he’d gotten what was coming to him, but I’d
misread the confrontation, entirely.

That bothered me more than anything else,
because my instinct for the Beast had shown itself imperfect. I
didn’t understand why the Wolf had kept me from killing Horace by
locking up my pistols. Possibly he was just amusing himself. One
thing was clear though: The Slasher hadn’t known who I was or why
I’d come. If he had, he would have killed me or let me die when he
had the chance.

 


It was a struggle to stay warm and awake the
rest of the night, and I kept stirring from a miserable half-sleep
to the sound of the wind calling my name, and the strange scuttle
of shadows crawling up the walls.

In the aftermath I salvaged a half-empty bottle
of whisky and the Yukon Territorial Constable badge that had fallen
from the Slasher's coat pocket. I searched the rest of his tattered
clothing and found the pouch of oriental style beef jerky he’d
taken from Trudeau. The smell had been on the cowboy’s gloves,
which had in turn scented the cards.

The Saskatchewan driver’s license inside the
dead mechanic’s coveralls read: “Cassandra Jameson,” the girl he’d
beaten and raped. The mechanic had no association with the Slasher,
but it’d been the rape report that’d brought me here to begin with.
The connection was inexplicable, and my mysterious bond with the
Beast seemed to be more than a link of blood.

In the end, the rogue church house was
consecrated by fire, and sent back to the Lord as a burnt
offering.

 


If you were paying attention to the news that
year, you heard how the Saskatchewan Slasher had been killed in a
shootout with an RCMP constable who shared the same last name as
the prime minister. Afterwards, the same constable had been caught
in the blizzard, which shook parts of western Saskatchewan, and had
died from exposure. Gaston was hailed as a national hero for a few
days, and then no one wanted to talk about the Slasher again. I
didn’t know what had really become of Trudeau, but I wanted to
believe that Rogier had taken my advice.

Director Clemons kept her word, and took me
to dinner. She wanted to celebrate my freedom and the end of a very
long nightmare. I didn’t tell her that some nightmares never end.
Not everyone has to know that.

 


 



Chapter VI:

 


The hallway had been choked with dust for four
years. There were boxes from 1976 still waiting patiently to be
unpacked—everything was as I’d left it. I sorted through old photos
and things I’d forgotten I owned with melancholic nostalgia.

I puffed a note through Papa’s harmonica and
carried it around while inspecting the rest of the place. A field
had grown up on the lot; the husk of a bird lay in the kitchen
sink’s open grave, and brown water stains tie-dyed the ceiling of
the den. I found a lonely can of ravioli in the cupboard, and the
hollow shell of a flour sack surrounded by mouse droppings. I sank
into the living room chair, and I thought how big the house was
compared to a prison cell. I sat and thought for a long time, like
I was waiting for the house to remember me.

 


By the middle of April 1981, my hand had mended,
and I’d almost adjusted to cageless living. Showering, eating a
meal, or even using the head without someone else watching, were
luxuries free people take for granted. I’d worked hard to get the
house back into working order. I’d cleaned it from stem to stern,
had the plumbing repaired and re-shingled the roof myself. There
was still money in the bank, more than I’d thought, but there
wasn’t any more coming in.

The last glow of daylight was on the field, and
bits of dead weeds stuck to my arms and neck. My shoes were soaked
with cold ground water, and my trouser legs had become a pale shade
of green. I propped against the scythe’s crooked handle and watched
the sun melt away.

“It’s a beautiful sunset, Samantha,” I whispered
to a ghost. “What does it look like where you are?”

Later, after I’d showered and eaten, I busied
myself with trying to repair my television set—lightning must have
scrambled it at some point. I wasn’t expecting the sound that came
jangling through the air, and I didn’t immediately recognize it. It
was the first phone call I’d had in years. I lifted the receiver
and tried to remember what I was supposed to say.

“Mr. Sylvester James?” the man requested in a
thin, nasal voice.

“Speaking.”

“My name is Andrew Hillary, secretary to
Director Clemons. I’m calling to inform you, sir, that Director
Clemons will be in Winnipeg in the morning and would like to speak
with you.” He sounded like he was reading from a cue card.

“One second,” I told him, and rummaged through
my documents for the list of security codes Tanya had given me. The
right numeric sequence would verify anyone claiming to be with the
Solicitor General, the Horsemen, or the Domestic Protection
Directorate. She warned me that I might get a phone call like this.
The numbers he recited checked out.

“Will you be able to meet with Director Clemons
regarding a civilian contract?” His prepubescent voice grated
against my nerves like nails on a slate.



It felt strange to be admitted into the belly of
a federal building without an escort, but my identification card
stood on its own two feet. The room where I waited wasn’t as secure
or sterile as the “inner sanctum” in Ottawa had been. The hallways
were congested with people too busy to make eye contact with one
another. They bustled in and out of elevators and hurried up and
down the corridors, doing various jobs. What those jobs were, I
couldn’t guess.

The dull thud of Florsheim shoes rounded the
corner and entered the room. Attached to them were dove gray slacks
and a camel blazer. His face was pinched, accented by round
spectacles, which made him look more like an overgrown insect than
he already did. He eased a neatly organized stack of folders onto
the conference table where I sat.

“Sylvester, right?” he squeaked.

I knew that voice could have only come from
someone as peculiar looking as him.

“Mr. James,” I corrected. “You’ve got to be Mr.
Hillary.”

“We spoke on the phone,” he said.

His handshake was limp, half-hearted, and felt
like the belly of a sick trout. He took the seat across from me and
snapped a ballpoint pen from his coat pocket.

“Where’s Ms. Clemons?” I asked.

“She’s on her way up,” he said, peering at me
over his second set of eyes. “Do you drink coffee?”

Maybe he was all right after all, I thought.

“Sounds good.”

“There’s a machine just down the hall.”

Of course, I’d been wrong before.

I slipped from my chair and fished a quarter
from my pocket as I approached the hot beverage machine. The
miniscule paper cup was almost full when I heard her heels click
down the hall. No, I definitely hadn’t imagined it; she was just as
sexy as the first time I’d seen her. Her red hair bounced as she
walked, and she flashed me a smile as big as the world.

“You’re actually paying for that stuff?” she
asked, regarding the paper thimble in my hand.

“Your boy recommended it. How have you been,
Tanya?” I said, lowering my voice.

“Good,” she said with a sigh. “Business as
usual. It’s good to have things back to normal."

“So, that’s your secretary down the hall there,”
I said, almost laughing. We walked back to the room together.

“Not impressed with Mr. Hillary?”

“He’s no Dan Rogier,” I answered. “Where’s he at
these days?”

“I can’t really say. The Security Service pulled
him out from under me right after we closed the Slasher file.” She
said it with some regret.

“And now you have a secretary named Andy. I hate
to be the one to tell you this, but you’ve been gypped.”

“Well,” she whispered, “not everyone can be as
gorgeous and fearless as you.” She walked into the room ahead of
me.

Had I just been hit on?

When I sat down, Hillary was trying to
reassemble his ballpoint. He seemed to be having trouble getting
the little spring back on. Tanya donned a pair of reading glasses
and took a folder from her assistant’s stack.

“Mr. James,” she began—all business now—“last
Thursday, a patient from the Blackwell psychiatric ward
escaped.”

“Is this Massauga we’re talking about?”

“Your alma mater. He’d been isolated for a
month, following an incident with an employee. He was supposed to
have been so thoroughly medicated he didn’t know up from down.
Instead, he literally burrowed through the floor, into the septic
system, and emerged near the water-treatment plant in Brandon,” she
reported. “We’re pretty sure he used an eating utensil to do the
excavation, though no one knows how he got it or where he had it
hidden.”

“That’s one motivated individual.”

“And dangerous,” Hillary added. “He’s already
started a body count.”

“The fugitive is an American named Jonah G.
Hamilton. Did you ever hear of him?” Tanya asked.

“Doesn’t ring any bells,” I said.

“He’s a definitive sociopath,” Hillary said.
“When he was fifteen, he assaulted his elderly grandmother, who had
raised him up to that point, with a clothes iron. Jonah practically
grew up in U.S. reformatories and first came to Canada in 1950 at
the age of eighteen. He committed his first documented murder that
year—a Belgian tourist, whose identity he assumed. He flew to
France on his passport. There, he enlisted in the French Foreign
Legion. He took a new name, Ricardo Brahms, and they put him on the
killing fields of North Africa and Indochina. In 1959 the Legion
decided he was mentally unstable and returned him to civilian
life…”

“After that,” Tanya interrupted, “he became a
professional soldier of fortune. We lost track of him until 1974,
when he was arrested in New Brunswick as Ricardo Brahms and charged
with the double homicide of a banker and his Turkish bodyguard. The
jury convicted him in about twenty minutes. He’d beaten the men to
death with a shovel, which earned him the nickname, ‘Digger.’ ”

“Digger?” I perked up, remembering the day I’d
killed Polar Bear.

“So you have heard of him?” Hillary
cocked his head.

“I know the name, ‘Digger.’ When he arrived at
Massauga, I watched them uncrate him like he was a wolverine on
mescaline.”

Tanya nodded in silence while Hillary searched
for a photograph.

“He’s forty-nine years old,” Hillary said,
rotating the picture with his fingertips. “This was taken last
year.”

“Yeah.” I said, analyzing the photo, “I forgot
how short he was.”

“One point seven meters and ninety-one
kilograms, the last time he was weighed,” Tanya informed me.

“What’s that, about five foot five, two-hundred
pounds? Like a brick shit house,” I mumbled. The restraints had
concealed most of his face the day he rode in, but I recognized the
lunar coldness of his eyes, his square jaw, and the shape of his
shaved head.

“The courts concurred with the Legion’s
diagnosis and remanded him to a sanitarium in St. James,
Newfoundland. There, in 1977, he strangled an orderly to death with
his own shoelaces. He was transferred to the Blackwell Institute
for the Criminally Insane in ’78. They say he was a model patient,
until a few days ago.”

“You want me to bring him in? Don’t the Mounties
ever ‘get their man’ by themselves anymore?”

“We need someone we can trust, who’s not a
policeman,” Tanya said as though she’d rehearsed it.

“If you trust me so much…”

“It’s complicated,” she said, cutting me off.
“That’s all we’re willing to say, right now.”

“Right. I forgot whom I was working for."

“Yesterday morning, he killed a fellow American
living in Erickson, here in Manitoba,” Hillary said. “Right after
he finished his victim’s breakfast, he looted a cache of weapons.
He took ammunition, provisions, and a horse before disappearing
into the Riding Mountain National Park.”

“That’s practically my back yard,” I
replied.

“He may be headed for Dauphin; he had some
friends there in the ’50s. We have the area under surveillance, but
we don’t intend for him to get that far,” Tanya said.

“I think we need to be clear on what we want
from you, Mr. James,” Hillary spoke up. “We’re not exactly looking
for an apprehension.”

“Is that right?” I asked, glancing at Tanya.

“Have you ever heard the term, ‘Termination with
Extreme Prejudice’?” she asked.

“That’s when you kill someone like it’s
personal.”

“That’s the directive. Like I said, it’s
complicated,” she said. “If it wasn’t, someone else would make this
happen.”

When the briefing had concluded, Tanya dismissed
her assistant and closed the door behind him.

“You’re such a bad-ass,” I said. “You don’t play
anything but hardball, do you?”

“My job is to make sure Hamilton’s days are
numbered. Have I done it?” she asked.

“I can count them without taking off my socks,”
I said.

“Are you sure you’re ready for this? The man’s a
deranged career killer.”

“I killed a werewolf for you; I’ll take my
chances with the loogan. I’ll tell you something else, Ms. Clemons;
right now I’m more intimidated by you than anything else.” I inched
my way closer to her. She didn’t stop me from kissing her.



“Shoot on sight.” “Shoot to kill.” Those were
the orders they left me with when I mounted up on a buckskin stud
at Wasagaming. I’d been given no names or vitals on his recent
victims, and no clue why they wanted him in the ground so badly. I
was a hound they put on his trail—their shooter. The label left a
bad taste in my mouth. Digger hadn’t wronged me; I didn’t even know
him, yet I’d agreed to hunt him down and kill him with personal
devotion—like a werewolf. My honor was being divided up and
parceled off one chunk at a time.

I was careful to consider his ability and
experience. Crazy or not, he’d been a professional mercenary when I
was still in my crib. Not to mention his rather inventive flair for
killing grown men with household items. Had he winked at me through
the fence back then?

I picked up his trail right away, three kliks
from the eastern arm of Clear Lake. It was apparent that he’d
plotted his route parallel to Highway 10 along the recreation
areas, which for the most part, were still idle.

On the second day of the search, I discovered
the partially eaten carcass of a wild turkey and some 9 mm casings
in the underbrush nearby. They indicated a three-round burst from
an automatic weapon. I knew he was armed, but I hadn’t counted on
an assault rifle.

After three days on his trail, I guesstimated
that I was about twelve hours behind him. He’d been riding his
gelding fairly hard during the day, but he stopped frequently and
was bedding down at night. I hated to run a horse into the ground,
but it was the only way I’d managed to gain any ground. I napped
about an hour and a half that night near a small herd of free
ranging bison.

The next morning, just about sunrise, I
approached a dead bay gelding. Its carcass was lathered and its
hooves were stone-bruised. Digger was afoot.

Later that afternoon, I came upon a fishing
cabin not far from the Ochre River. Jonah’s tracks made a beeline
to its front door. The cottage, with its adjacent stable and
split-rail fence, was picture-perfect in the spring sunlight. It
sat beside a sparkling pool, freshly thawed from a wintry sleep. I
dismounted and crept to the unlit cabin under the cover of scrub
with my Colts at the ready.

Two older fellows sat at a table inside. Heads
bowed, hands and feet bound. Both had been executed with a
double-tap to the back of their heads just hours before. The
contents of their skulls were still wet on the tabletop. Digger had
fixed himself a hasty meal and walked outside to the stable. One
horse was missing from its stall, but he’d left a palomino mare. If
he thought he was being followed, he wouldn’t have left a fresh
horse behind.

A cold spectral dusk swaddled the Manitoba
escarpment, as a cadence of small-arms fire defiled its stillness.
My mare spooked, but I reined her in and drove her up the hill.
From a broad clearing, wild with yellow grass, came a second
machine gun burst. A few hundreds yards across the scrubland, I saw
Jonah’s horse rear, but the weeds were too tall and the evening too
dim to see what had drawn his fire.

I unsheathed my Winchester rifle from its
saddle-scabbard and tried to draw a bead on my distant target. I
wouldn’t fire until I had a clean shot. The palomino resented being
so close to the gunfire, and her protests distracted my aim. When
his stallion reared again, I squeezed the trigger.

That very same instant, Jonah vanished from his
saddle, and my horse made it clear she’d had enough. I became
weightless as her rear end lurched into the air. I crashed face
first into a growth of brambles, as the palomino and Jonah’s
stallion both thundered away. Sporting a turned ankle and a
bloodied face, I snatched up my rifle and hobbled into the grass
after Jonah with all the speed I could muster.

There were fresh blood smears in the weeds, wet
and coppery. Twin black bear cubs lay dead in a thicket. Digger had
surprised them and started shooting like the maniac he was. The
grass in front of me was heavy with blue shadows, and from among
them reared mama-bear—wounded, and righteously pissed off!

A pair of bullet wounds streaked her coat, and
she bellowed her anguish at me. A black bear isn't a particularly
dangerous bruin, but a wounded one, especially a sow protecting her
young, is about as much primal rage as any human being needs to
see. In her current temper, more wounds wouldn’t impress her. I had
to pull her plug or risk being mauled. I fired the Winchester into
her left eye socket. The bullet cut across the center of her brain,
and put her instantly out of her misery. She fell three feet from
my boots.

Jonah hadn’t left a blood trail of his own
behind. I hadn’t even hit him. The tracks told the whole story. He
too, had been thrown from his horse—a split-second before my bullet
had arrived. Digger had intercepted the palomino and taken to the
forest like a scalded dog.



The sun had been down about an hour when I
recovered his sorrel. I tried to play catch-up, but the stallion
was spooked; he wasn’t used to the dark. I cleaned the gashes on my
face with canteen water and nursed my sprain while searching the
contents of Jonah’s saddlebags. Besides ammunition, a .44 Ruger,
and some stolen dry rations, I found maps of Baldy Mountain,
located just north of Riding in the southeastern part of the Duck
Mountain Provincial Park. It’s the highest point in all
Manitoba.

The next morning, I found the palomino a
half-klik from Highway 10, near Moon Lake. She’d been shot, just
like the bay. To no surprise, my saddlebags had been taken:
my radio, provisions, and identification.

I limped with the sorrel until we reached the
road.

The body of a young black woman lay sprawled in
a culvert; her skull had been split. Jonah must have commandeered
her automobile. I stashed the rifle in some brush and gimped down
the shoulder of Highway 10. No one was eager to pick up a
hitchhiker who looked like he’d been bobbing for razor blades until
I flagged down a Park Ranger. He got out of his cruiser with his
revolver drawn.

“Hands in the air!” he ordered.

I was too tired to discuss it with him. Two RCMP
patrol cars were at his heels, and the Mounties bailed out of the
vehicles ready for a fight. I kept my hands in plain sight, and
told them about the weapons under my coat. They couldn’t have known
who I was, and without any ID there was no point trying to convince
them yet. Despite their zeal, the Mounties were the paragon of
courtesy as they disarmed and cuffed me. They were the nicest
people to ever threaten me with bodily harm.

I was allowed my phone call, which I used to
call the RCMP office in Winnipeg. They must have thought it strange
when a chief superintendent from “D” Division Manitoba instructed
them not to question me or charge me with anything. However, I was
to be detained until a representative from the Security Service
arrived, which turned out to be Tanya. She arrived with two Service
agents who immediately confiscated Jonah’s saddlebags and left in a
separate vehicle. Tanya took care of the red tape herself.

“He wasn’t headed for Dauphin,” I told her as we
sat in the car. “He’s going to Mount Baldy in the Ducks. From the
age of his maps, he might have been planning this trip for
awhile.”

The expression on her face didn’t change.

“We know,” she said. “He radioed from the park
using your ID number. I took the call, expecting you to be on the
other end. He said he’d killed you.”

“He didn’t even get a good look at me.”

“But he knows who you are,” she said.

“So he’s got my identification.”

“No,” she corrected, “He knows who you
are.”

He’d winked at me.

“OK, good for him. What difference does it
make?”

“I came here for two reasons: To see for myself
that you were still alive; and to tell you I’m ending your
contract.”

I sat in stunned silence; feeling as if she’d
just kicked me in the crotch.

“You’ll still be paid,” she promised, “but
Jonah’s out of your hands now.”

“What the hell am I doing here then? What
happened to all that ‘extreme prejudice’ bullshit?”

“It’s…”

“Complicated?” I cut her off. “That’s what I
hear. Now it’s complicated for me too, because you asked me to take
him personal.”

Her silence told me that she understood.

“This was a mistake,” she said. “I shouldn’t
have involved you in this.”

I waited for something more. I needed an
explanation, and she knew it. But even as she considered her next
words, I knew that killing Digger was just a formality, a loose end
to be tied. The real objective—the one they’d been keeping from
me—was still a villainous mystery. All of this would have been fine
with me, except for one thing: More people were dead because I
hadn’t done my job.

“I’m not obligated to say anything more, and I’m
certainly not supposed to. I should cut your check, send you home,
and call it a day,” she said.

“You could do that.”

“I told you we lost track of Jonah after the
Foreign Legion cut him loose. That’s not true. We recruited Jonah
Hamilton, aka Ricardo Brahms, as a covert operative for the RCMP
Special Branch, a forerunner of the Security Service. He did odd
jobs for the Dominion, at home and abroad, for years.”

“What about the Belgian he killed?” I asked.

“It was used as negotiating material. Jonah had
the kind of moral flexibility and experience they were looking for.
He didn’t resist recruitment. In fact, they say the whole thing
rather amused him. Anyway, between ’64 and ’77 somewhere in the
neighborhood of 125,000 U.S. draft-dodgers crossed our borders.

“About half of them stayed in Canada when the
Vietnam War ended. They melted into the population and became a
part of the liberal intelligentsia—teachers, journalists, etc. We
deported quite a number of them as illegal aliens of course, but we
also granted something called ‘Landed Immigrant’ status to a good
number as well. In the early ’70s, status was implemented on a
point system: Could they speak French, did they have Canadian
relatives, and did they have a job offer?

“There were also several discretionary points
that could be awarded depending on the individual’s contribution to
the Canadian polity. We still take a lot of heat from the States
for harboring draft-dodgers, but we were only legally bound to
extradite deserters. But, even some of them were given
sanctuary.”

“Unbelievable,” I muttered. “I crossed the
border to fight in Vietnam, and you rewarded the cowards who ran
the other way.”

“That’s a matter of perspective, Logan. The
point is: our government knowingly and repeatedly violated our
extradition treaty with the United States. Have you ever heard the
analogy: being neighbors with the United States is like living next
to a sleeping elephant? No matter how friendly it is, we’re
affected by every twitch. Imagine what would happen if that
elephant became angry. The repercussions would be disastrous.”

“So how does Digger fit into this history
lesson?” I asked.

“The Directorate of Security and Intelligence
assigned to Jonah the job of relocating the deserters and altering
their identities. He did it, but then turned around and killed one
of them—the New Brunswick banker and his security man.”

“You lost positive control of your spook,” I
said.

“When they took him into custody as Ricardo
Brahms, he described detailed records in a ledger that he’d kept
throughout the operation. He logged the names of the deserters and
their assumed identities, dates and places where they settled, and
the names of the government people he’d worked with. There are some
very powerful people on that list, some still in Parliament,” she
said.

“It wouldn’t have been hard to take him out
while he was locked up.”

“He wouldn’t tell us where he’d hidden the
ledger. No matter what they did to him, he wouldn’t break. To kill
him would have been the easiest thing to do, but he’d already
covered his bases. He said he’d taken out an ‘insurance policy’
with the Ontarian ’Ndrangheta, and that if anything happened to him
they’d have access to the records.”

“Ties with the mob too, eh? Digger gets
around.”

“He did have some connections with the Stefano
family, but we could never find out how tight they were. He may
have been bluffing, but we couldn’t risk it. So we let him live and
continued to milk him for information, but he never gave up a
thing. When he escaped, we automatically assumed he was going for
the ledger. That didn’t leave us any choice but to take him
down.”

“And the guy he killed in Erickson?” I
asked.

“Another of his relocated deserters,” she
replied. “He wants to pick up where he left off.”

“When you said you needed someone you could
trust, what you really meant was you needed someone who didn’t know
squat.”

“Someone disassociated,” she said.

“His maps just verify what we already suspected
from his transmission—that his records have been hidden on Baldy
Mountain since 1974. His safety net with the Calabrians seems
unlikely at this point,” she admitted.

“Why are you pulling my plug like this? He
doesn’t have any more of a jump on me than he did last week. I can
still catch him.”

“I just told you why!” she shouted. “This is out
of your depth, Logan. This scandal has the potential to bite a lot
of people in the ass. There’s no need for you to be involved.”

“You said it yourself; the fucking guy knows who
I am. I’ve been in the same clothes for five days. I’ve got a face
full of briars, my ankle’s sprained, and he killed three innocent
people on my watch. How much more involved can I be?” I responded
angrily.

“That’s not what I’m talking about, and you know
it!” she snapped.

“Look, I missed the guy. I had one shot, and I
missed. I’ve spun straw into gold for you people before; I think
I’m entitled to rectify one mistake!”

“God!” she cried, exasperated. “It’s not about
fixing a mistake.”

“Then what is it, Tanya? I’ve lost my edge? I’m
not what I used to be? Exactly what—”

“You kissed me!” she shouted, shutting me up.
“And I don’t want you to get hurt. Don’t you see that’s why I’m
here? Didn’t I tell you that I wanted to see you alive for myself?
Do I have to write it on my forehead?”

The remark caught me completely off-guard.

“I’m not this unprofessional,” she said to
herself. Then she turned in the seat to face me. “I haven’t been
kissed like that since I was seventeen. The night I walked in on
you, I didn’t get a wink of sleep. And then we had dinner after you
came back from Clear Lake, and I didn’t want to go home. You don’t
know how many ways I considered bringing you back to Ottawa, just
so I could see you again.

“And I hated you for making me feel that way. I
don’t have time for anyone in my life, especially a man who kills
werewolves…God! That’s what I kept telling myself. And just when I
thought I’d gotten over my schoolgirl crush, Jonah Hamilton
escaped, and all I could think about was putting you on the job. I
mean: it was perfect. You met all the qualifications, and I’d get
to work with you again…maybe have dinner like we did before. It was
selfish of me…and I can’t believe I just told you all that.”

I turned in my seat to face her, eye to eye, and
put my hand on hers.

“Until I kissed you, I hadn’t touched a woman
since my wife died. You don’t know me that well yet, but when I
make something personal, and put it next to my heart—no matter what
it is—it becomes something I can’t help…like kissing you that day.
If you care for me at all, let me make this right. Send me to the
Ducks, and this time I’ll pay for dinner. If you don’t, you’ll just
send me back to an empty house.”

“I already have men on Mount Baldy, men
who…”

I pressed my lips to hers to stifle her
retort.

“Let me go,” I whispered. “I don’t know how else
to convince you.”

She looked at me for a moment, the same way one
looks at a puppy in the rain.

“I can’t tell them you’re coming. Jonah could be
listening,” she said.

“He already knows.”

 


By the time I arrived that afternoon, the
Mounted, along with the Manitoba Provincial Police, had secured the
perimeter of Baldy. Patrol cars blockaded the roads and helicopters
scoured the mountain from above. A dozen Security Service agents on
horseback and ATVs had embarked directly onto the mountain. Their
fugitive had a limited supply of ammunition, but was, in many ways,
more dangerous than before because now he knew he was being
tracked. The vehicle he’d stolen had been found at an overlook with
its bonnet open. Jonah seemed to be on foot. With the loan of an
RCMP horse, I rejoined the manhunt.

 


Most of Digger’s maps were of Baldy’s southern
face, accessible from the overlook where he’d left the car. If we
could retrieve the ledger by using his maps, Jonah’s larger threat
could be eliminated. But there were no guarantees that he hadn’t
already claimed it.

The manhunters and the choppers used an
exclusive radio band reserved for high-risk situations, but no one
had found any sign of him.

As the evening approached, I became skeptical
that Digger was still on the mountain. I couldn’t find a single
track. I was unconvinced that he was crazier than he was clever.
The raised bonnet of the hijacked car suggested feigned engine
trouble, and perhaps the abduction of some unsuspecting sightseer.
Maybe he needed his maps after all.

By seven p.m. there wasn’t the slightest bit of
evidence, besides the abandoned vehicle, to indicate that Jonah had
set foot on the southern slope. And despite the efforts of the
posse, our best chances of intercepting him had failed.

“The next time we hear anything from Hamilton,
he’ll have already killed someone else,” I overheard a Security
agent groan.

I sat on a picnic bench re-wrapping my twisted
ankle and nursing a wad of tobacco. A silhouette approached me
through the strobe of police lights, and I recognized the gait.

“They’ll let anyone into a dragnet,” I said, as
Rogier joined me at the table.

“Funny, that’s just what I was thinking,” he
said. “I’d heard you were contracted for this.”

“The son-of-a-bitch slipped me at Riding.”

“I heard that, too,” he said. “Did he do that to
your face?”

“No, but thanks for noticing.”

“Ankle hurt much?”

“Nah,” I said. “It’s my pride that’s killing
me.”

He paused to torch a cigarette and take a
furtive look around.

“The honcho says our boy’s not around. Is that
your verdict?”

“That overlook must’ve had twenty or thirty
vehicles pass through today. I can track gnat shit through pepper,
but I’m not a genie,” I replied. “There’s not a solitary sign that
makes me think Jonah did anything but hitch a ride with a
tourist.”

“You don’t think he snatched the goods first?”
Rogier asked.

“Hell, the goods may not even be here,” I said.
“For all we know, some wiseguy picked him up and took him to
Ontario.”

“Yeah, that’s been considered.” He sighed,
staring into the sky.

“Since we have this moment,” I began, “what ever
happened to the Yukon constable?”

He blew smoke from his nostrils and picked a
fleck of tobacco from his tongue.

“I knew this was coming,” he said.

“Cheer me up a little, will you? Tell me you put
him down.”

“After his fingers and tongue started growing
back,” he said.

I put my head in my hands—I felt a migraine
coming on.

“He was under observation for three weeks before
we injected him with a silver nitrate solution. We had to be sure
you were right, James.”

“An injection?”

“Well, some people might’ve considered it crass
to put a silver slug through his heart.”

“What are you doing here anyway?” I asked.

“Testing the waters, I guess. If you had the
chance to hunt down another one like the Slasher, would you be
interested?”

“Serial killer or werewolf?”

“Technically, both.”

“Is this a trick question?” I asked.

“The location wouldn’t matter to you?”

My unflinching expression cleared up his
uncertainty.

“I can’t tell you much right now, only that the
DPD won’t be handling it.”

“I’ll clear my calendar,” I told him as I
watched them load up the horses and ATVs. "Looks like the cavalry's
pulling out."

“They’re keeping some men here in case Hamilton
comes back, but nobody’s making any bets. We’ll get him
eventually,” he said. “But by then, he may have already beaten
us.”

Rogier rose from the bench and crushed his
cigarette out beneath his heel.

“You should have those looked at,” he said,
nodding to my facial abrasions.

“Sure,” I said. “I’d hate to ruin my rugged good
looks. I think I’ll hang around here for a while—it’s a nice
night.”

“Clemons will want to see you.”

“I know. I’ll be back in the city by morning. I
just need a little downtime to clear my head.”

“You should try to stay off that ankle, too,” he
said. “I’ll be in touch, James.”

 


The commandeered vehicle had been towed, and the
skies no longer buzzed with hueys. Baldy Mountain had lapsed into
the slumber of a weary giant, and I wasn’t far behind. I stood at
the edge of the overlook surveying the night, and the deep green of
the Ducks. I’d never been a gracious loser, and it had been a long
time since I’d been outmatched. Jonah had crossed swords with me
and left me scrambling in the dirt with insulting wounds. I tried
to console myself with the fact that, at least, Digger wasn’t the
Beast—not the immortal kind anyway—but it was cold comfort.

Gingerly, I limped down from the overlook and
retraced my steps to the southern face. When my bum ankle had
carried me as far as I dared, I settled into a rock crevice and
dreamed I was a child again.

 


The wind made a tattletale sound across the
slope. I shook off my sleep and pulled my jacket close around my
neck. The night was enchanted with the fragrance of pine, and the
fresh smell of spring earth. It must have been one or two in the
morning, and a painful climb awaited me.

A crisp tickle of tobacco smoke fluttered past
my nostrils as I worked up the motivation to stand. The semi-sweet
smell of a newly lit cigarette stirred me from my drowse. I
unholstered a Colt and cradled it in both hands—ears piqued,
searching for any sound that might accompany the scent.

There was a fragile brushing that rustled
somewhere in the dark. I concentrated harder, stealing from my eyes
for a clearer interpretation. A faint, dull, dragging noise, like a
shoe pulled over stone, and a second, more regular, set of
footfalls betrayed the presence of two people nearby. I drew myself
from the mountain’s embrace, and with all the stealth my injury
could afford, stalked the odor of the cigarette.

A pale flashlight beam swaggered under a ledge
beneath me, and I bit back on my pain to crouch behind a cluster of
mountain bushes. A conversation, too brief and too low to be
intelligible, passed between the parties below. A moment of utter
silence was followed by two metallic puffs from the mouth of a
silencer. I heard the empty casings tinkle to the ground followed
by a nondescript thud and a single gasp for air.

A moment later the survivor began hobbling up
the slope. He grunted as he worked his way over the rocks,
clutching something firmly under his left arm. From my hideaway I
observed the square face of Jonah Hamilton. It was pasty and
wracked with fever.

Cuddled against his side was a circular
container of some kind, and I could see the handle of his weapon
cocked sideways in his waistband. He paused to steady himself and
to catch his breath; something was wrong with him. I rose from my
cover with the .45 brandished at his head. I didn’t speak, but he
turned to face me just the same. He moved slowly, and as he did I
observed the dark-colored shirt he wore—it had been dyed in his own
blood. Bullet wounds leaked from his belly.

“You don’t disappoint me, Sylvester,” he said
with an eerie familiarity. “But I won’t put my hands up if it’s all
the same to you.”

I limped closer as a rusted Danish cookie tin
clattered from the crux of his arm.

“You’ve caught me on a bad day,” he said; his
eyes circled in their sockets.

“Was it worth it?” I asked, unwilling to pull
the trigger just yet.

“Which part?” he gurgled, red drool gathering in
his mouth. “Killing the deserters or trusting the syndicate?”

His bad leg folded and he wilted into a bed of
moss. He rolled to his back as though he were getting
comfortable.

“Where’s the man who shot you?” I demanded,
shuffling nearer to his horizontal form.

“Down below,” he croaked. “Fucking leg’s gone
rotten on me.”

I knocked the cookie tin out of harm’s way and
slipped the .357 from his belt.

“If you ever have to hide a kitchen utensil
under your skin,” he said softly, “make sure you won’t have to
crawl through a sewer later.”

He smiled a little, and for a moment I thought
he was dead. Then his eyes shifted to their corners to look at
me.

“I’d have felt a lot better about this if these
were your bullets.”

“So would I.”

This time there was no mistake. One eye
deliberately closed and opened again before he shut them both for
the last time.

I eased myself to the ground and popped the lid
on the rusted cookie round. A large plastic bag, stained brown from
condensation, filled the hollow. I worked through its folds until
it yielded a stout, rectangular object wrapped in cellophane—the
ledger. It was an innocent looking thing, and still bore a faded
adhesive price tag of twenty-five cents. The ink inside was
slightly smeared in places but still legible despite the sea of
blood it had come through.

“You were wrong, Digger,” I said, perusing the
names of the deserters. “So were they.”

I cautiously slid to the overhang below while
stifling the shriek of my ankle. The body of a dark-haired man in a
blue jumpsuit was stargazing near the drop-off. There was no blood
except where the fall had gashed his scalp.

Jonah, with two rounds in his gut, had crushed
his windpipe in a single blow through the soft spot above the
sternum.

The cookie tin had been concealed in a deep
recess of the overhang, inside a narrow fissure covered with loose
stones. For almost twenty years, it had awaited conspiracy. I
bundled the ledger in its cellophane and plastic and sealed it back
inside the tin. I wasn’t sure who had the right to own a book so
many people had been killed for, so I sterilized the original
hiding place and hid it somewhere else.

 


It was almost dawn when I shambled out of the
forest and back to the overlook where I’d left Tanya’s car. A
second vehicle, a black Mercedes sedan was waiting as well. As I
came up the road, the driver bolted from his seat and slammed the
door behind him.

“What the fuck!” he screamed, outraged.
“I’ve been hiding out for four fuckin’ hours! There’s still cops
around here, you crazy mother-fucker. Where’s my cousin?”

“Dead,” I said, shuffling through the
shadows.

“Who the fuck are you?” he cursed, realizing the
limp didn’t belong to whom he’d thought.

When I didn’t answer, he thrust a hand under his
windbreaker and came out with a snub-nose .38. He didn’t see in the
dark as well as I did, otherwise he’d have known I already had the
drop on him. Silver is just as effective as lead…on a human
predator.

The gunshot brought the Manitoba police
running.

 


As far as anyone knew, the ledger was still at
large. The other men who’d died on Baldy turned out to be from the
Stefano crime family, which helped alleviate fears that the Mafia
held a trump card. Still, for weeks afterward, scores of inspectors
and policemen left no stone unturned on the southern slope of Baldy
Mountain. I admit to a certain amount of satisfaction watching the
government sweat.

 


The man Digger had killed was Franklin “Frankie
Five” Lucci, a made man and notorious gangster in the Toronto
underworld. Going heeled with five weapons had been his trademark.
His cousin, Anton Castillo, the man I killed, had met Jonah
in Morocco during his Foreign Legion days and had been one of
Jonah’s oldest mob connections. Anton’s uncle was an old-school
enforcer for the Calabrians and was considered an icon among the
Stefanos. If I said that didn’t bother me, I’d be a liar. It
wouldn’t take them long to figure out who killed the nephew of one
of their venerated elders.

Even though I hadn’t pulled the trigger, I was
given credit for Jonah’s termination, and my credibility with the
DPD and the Horsemen as a whole quietly went through the roof.

 


The house was clean, the table was set, and two
candles provided the light. Tanya sat across from me, looking
radiant in the soft glow. It had surprised me, but only a little,
when she’d accepted my invitation to celebrate at my place.

“Sorry, the veal’s kind of dry. The only way I
really know how to cook is on an open fire, but I didn’t think
you’d appreciate roasted marmot.”

“No, it’s good,” she said, convincingly. “I
can’t make a piece of toast.”

“I considered making pasta, in honor of my new
enemies,” I joked.

“Let’s not talk about that, OK? Ask me
something,” she said.

“What should I ask you?”

“Anything,” she replied.

I thought for a moment, but couldn’t come up
with anything that didn’t sound trivial. Then it occurred to me
that the very thing I’d really been thinking about could be posed
in the form of a question.

“Is this…a…romance we have here?”

She smiled over her wine glass, her eyes
sparkling.

“Could be,” she answered, frankly.

“I’m a little out of practice in that particular
field.”

“I’m sure it’ll come back to you,” she said.

The need to kiss her again was urgent enough to
move me from my seat, and take her to the carpet.

Dinner, be damned.

 


In August of 1981, the federal government
announced that a new security intelligence service would be
created, separate from the RCMP. The news sent waves of uncertainty
through the Security Service, and everyone tried to hedge their
bets as to where the chips would fall. Naturally, the future of the
Domestic Protection Directorate preoccupied Tanya. We seldom spoke
during those days, but when we did, her thoughts were
elsewhere.

The compensation for my labors kept me
comfortable, but there were too many idle days and restless
nights.

In the fall, I bundled some provisions and
disappeared into northern Manitoba. Living wild was therapy for my
soul. Behind the pieces of a haunted life, and pain common to the
human condition, lurked the Beast who could not be soothed.

The trip would give me the chance to sharpen my
perspective—easier in theory than in practice.

I’d not spoken with Tanya since January, so when
I took the call from Ottawa, I was disappointed that she wasn’t on
the other end. The man on the line dropped Dan Rogier’s name by way
of introduction and let me know that the undersecretary of external
affairs wanted to have a sit-down with me.

 


On 20 February 1982, I walked into the Lester B.
Pearson Building—home of the Department of External Affairs and
International Trade.

There wasn’t a familiar face in the room, as
four men, some younger than I, introduced themselves. They didn’t
have the same aloof quality I’d come to expect from the Security
Service or the DPD, but they seemed more high-strung.
Representatives from the Department’s Planning Secretariat and its
secretary of state, Eastern European Branch, were present, as well
as the deputy minister himself. The entire scenario gave me a new
appreciation for déjà vu.

“You have some persuasive friends,” the
undersecretary said, sizing me up. “I hope your reputation is
deserved.”

He adjusted the legs of his trousers and took
his seat beneath the departmental seal.

“The prime minister once characterized his
government as: ‘New guys, with new ideas.’ Well, I’ve got one for
you. The Trudeau administration has a persistent commitment to the
peace initiative, and this department handles virtually every
aspect of foreign affairs, be it trade, relief, industry, or
what-have-you.

“We have an opportunity on the table to dispatch
a good-will ambassador to the Soviet Union. Our mutual acquaintance
in the Security Service says you’re an experienced troubleshooter
for the kind of problem they’re facing. The Russians are a
self-sufficient people, mostly dismissive of foreign aid—but the
Politburo didn’t say ‘Nyet’ when we offered. They know you’re a
nonpolitical civilian, and they’ve agreed to accept you as a
temporary special diplomat.”

“They agreed to let us help them?
That was big of them,” I said.

“It may be an audacious response, but the
situation offers us the chance to reach out with a peaceful hand in
the middle of this treacherous cold war. That kind of thing is very
important to the prime minister.”

The deputy minister laced his fingers beneath
his chin, elbows on his knees.

“Now, I’m not interested in semantics son. I’ve
seen enough of your file to know you’re an odd duck—no offense. And
if I may be blunt, if you have any commentary on what I’m about to
say, please keep it to yourself.”

I folded my arms across my chest and looked the
snobby bastard in the face.

“The Trans-Siberian Railroad and some
tractor-trailer routes were sacked last year, several times, by a
single unidentified party. The attacks have resulted in casualties,
and plenty of rubles in damaged equipment. The Soviets have had
enough of this recurring problem, and the Council of Ministers is
pressed for a timely solution to it. State hunters and trappers
have been working to manage the villain, who remains at large.”

“How many of those guys are still alive?”

“I don’t have that information. You know how
tight the iron curtain is,” he said.

Not tight enough for the Beast, I
thought. Individuals and governments acquire a penchant for
believing the irrational when it’s in their faces.

“This micro-mission,” he continued, “will
entitle you to the rights, privileges, and salary of a foreign
service agent, for as long as you remain in the USSR. I’ve also
been advised to offer you a contractor’s fee of five-thousand
dollars as an incentive.”

The other men must have been mutes or just
window dressing.

“Siberia?” I moaned. “I’m wracking my brain, but
I can’t think of anywhere I’d like to be less.”

“What if we call it six-thousand dollars,” he
said—too easy.

“It is a hostile government,” I said,
busting his chops for being such an arrogant prick. “And I don’t
know Brezhnev from babushka. We’re talking about real culture
shock.”

“Assistant Commissioner Rogier didn’t tell me
you were a negotiator, or a wise-ass. That information must have
been in the classified section of your file. Seven-thousand, that’s
it.”

 


Having been a U.S. Marine, everything I knew of
the Soviet Union was bad. They’d supplied the North Vietnamese with
tools of war and loomed on the horizon, an amorphous evil. As far
as I was concerned, Communism wasn’t called the “Red Menace” for
nothing, but 24 Sussex Drive had a more liberal point of view.

 


The Russian airline, Aeroflot, brought me to a
gray and forbidding Moscow; even the falling snow seemed
oppressive. The land itself moped in a kind of cold despair. My
chaperons, equal to the atmosphere in their lambskin
papakhas, offered a civil but indifferent welcome to their
motherland. My belongings were searched, and the locked cases,
which contained disassembled weapon parts, were taken elsewhere by
a separate vehicle.

I was squeezed between two of my
Kremlin-assigned escorts in the back of a sedan, and I could only
assume they were KGB. They didn’t speak—not to me or to each
other—as we navigated the crowded but dismal streets of the Soviet
capital. St. Basil’s Cathedral rose from Red Square in a profusion
of shapes and colors, while the tomb of Lenin frowned in red
granite and black labradorite. An honor guard flanked its entrance
as we passed.

The sedan stopped in front of a high, austere
building draped with red bunting emblazoned with yellow Cyrillic
letters. The Russian wind seemed to grieve over the city as I was
escorted from the car and inside the building. The interior was
decked with busts of dead Soviet leaders and imagery of the hammer
and sickle. Thin, modestly attired women, as well as stony-faced
bureaucrats passed us in the halls until we’d reached an office
where an older gentleman waited. He was a heavyset individual, with
thick eyebrows and unkempt gray hair. He suckled his cigarette
thoughtfully and stepped from the doorway to let us enter, before
closing the door behind us.

“Welcome to Moscow,” he said, in fairly plain
English, as he strode across the room. “What you think of our great
city?”

“Very impressive,” I replied, with all the
decorum I could manage.

“I am Andreva Stahailowe, minister of the
MVD—Internal Affairs,” he gestured with his black cigarette.

“Sylvester James,” I said, for want of something
more profound to say.

“Be comfortable,” he said, as he turned to three
tea urns that were stacked on top of each other on a caddie against
the wall. The other men offered me a chair with an insistence
wrapped in courtesy.

“Please,” the minister said, “would you like
tea?”

“Yes, thank you,” I replied, sinking into the
high-backed, red-vinyl chair.

“Russian tea is best served very hot,” he
warned, handing me an elegant cup, piping with steam.

My escorts had blended into the background of
the room, but their demure did not detract from their presence.
Ignoring them, Minister Stahailowe took his place behind the desk
and lit a second cigarette. He offered it to me, as I was the only
one in the room who wasn’t smoking.

“You are a hunter, no?” the minister asked as I
accepted the smoke.

“Since I was a boy,” I replied.

“The agricultural minister’s men have also
hunted since they were children. But the creature troubling us is
from old women’s tales. Our hunters and trappers have no experience
chasing legends—but you do.”

“Forgive my curiosity, but how do you know what
this creature is?”

He bumped an ash from his cigarette, drew a
slow, deliberate lungful of smoke, and eased it from his nostrils
as though I’d asked a ponderous question.

“There have been survivors. Dependable men not
given to imagination,” he reported. “Their description of the
marauder is consistent. A two-legged wolfish ogre, three meters
high with a coat darker than sable. Its jaws and talons stronger
than iron.”

“Three meters?”

Almost ten feet, I mused.

“Do you see this?” he asked, pulling a ragged
chunk of scrap metal from his desk. “A piece from the side of a
train car carrying livestock. The creature tore it open,
barehanded, and settled down to feed. When the engineer finally
stopped the train to inspect the disturbance, it devoured him as
well. A few teeth and bits of his clothing were all that was left
of him. Do these things satisfy your curiosity?”

“Forgive me. I didn’t mean to question your
judgment. My own government has told me very little.”

“A hunter should know his game, no?”

I nodded.

“Tonight, you will be the people’s guest. In the
morning, you will be accompanied to Yaroslavsky Station and begin
your journey. Our most accomplished hunter will be your
guide—Josephat Baranova of the GUPV.”

He crushed out his smoldering cigarette, and I
rose when he did.

“Begging the minister’s pardon,” I said, “but
I’m sure arrangements have been made for the proper
ammunition.”

From his blank expression, I could see he didn’t
know what I was talking about.

“That is, silver,” I clarified. “If I won’t be
permitted to use my own equipment, I’ll need silver projectiles for
whatever hunting weapon I’m allowed.”

He still looked puzzled.

“It’s the only way I can kill it.”

“You will have everything you need,” he assured
me.

 


The supervision of my omnipresent chaperons
reminded me of my first night in Ottawa. Soviet agents were posted
outside my door, and I went nowhere alone.

I watched the Russian countryside roll by from
the belly of a private government car, reserved for the Communist
Party and its guests. The KGB was my shadow.

Over the stark and beautiful Ural Mountains,
across the boundaries of oblast and kray, the tempo
of the rails hummed a sad, steel lullaby.

The bleak Russian winter lent itself to sober
reflection, and helped my hate flow wild and warm. Its torrid
current steamed my blood and scathed my soul, while I mentally
rehearsed for death and girded my will for another battle in the
war. Even while I slept, my thoughts were absorbed with the task
before me, and I dreamt of red ice and a black Beast.

 


The train ground the rails for an entire day and
night—through Kirov, Perm, Yekaterinburg, and Tyumen. It was a
majestic and melancholy land, like a funeral march played by a
maestro.

The Kremlin’s henchmen smoked incessantly, and
slept very little, but it appeared to be easy duty for them. They
only spoke to me when a steward would bring my meals from another
car, or if the vodka was going around.

Thirty-two hours and 2,240 kilometers from
Moscow, we arrived in Omsk and disembarked. My clothes and hair,
choked with a day and a half of unventilated cigarette smoke, aired
in the Siberian freshness. It was a far cry from the morose streets
of the communist capital.

My attendants remained close, and they too
seemed to enjoy the fresh air. One of them had brought a boxlike
satchel down from the private car. Another stepped into the station
house and returned accompanied by a large bearded fellow with a
sack slung across one shoulder.

I was introduced to Josephat Baranova, a
broad-shouldered Belarusan with arms as thick as thighs. He wore a
beaver-skin Cossack and a heavy uniform parka, which indicated his
station as a frontier guardsman. His grasp of English was
impressive, considering my own linguistic limitations, but mostly
he seemed the strong, silent type.

I was told that Josephat and I would be
proceeding to Tomsk alone, and while I would be allowed to use my
weapons, the hunter would keep them until we’d reached our
destination. It was explained, and in no uncertain terms, that once
my duties were finished, the next time I would see my weaponry
would be on Canadian soil.

While we waited for the next train to arrive,
Josephat presented me with gear from his rucksack: insulated boots,
white parka and bodysuit, thermal mask and muffler, and my very own
rabbit-fur trooper hat.

“Siberia is like angry old woman,” he said. “She
does not forgive, and is very bitter.”

It was a six-hour journey from Omsk to Tomsk,
and in that time I found Josephat to be more talkative outside the
company of the KGB. He told me about brown bears he’d hunted, his
wife and daughters in Minsk, and his brothers who were fighting the
Muhajadeen in Afghanistan. I didn’t understand everything he said,
but enough to know he was no novice.

“Do you know what a werewolf is?” I finally
asked.

He nodded, with the subtlest of grins beneath
his heavy, brown whiskers.

“In my mother’s tongue it is called:
bodark. I hear stories when I was young.”

“Have you seen this one?”

“My comrades, they shot it many times, but it
would not drop.”

“How did that work out?” I asked, even though I
knew the answer. But he just drooped his head in silent sorrow.

 


Tomsk was the administrative center of the
Tomskaya oblast, and a dead-end for the Trans-Sib. But a
heavy truck route ran north, and soon after we’d arrived, Josephat
and I left the city aboard a tractor-trailer loaded with building
materials.

Joe watched, curious, as I built up my
10-gauge—he seemed interested to see the finished product. The
Colts, Winchester, and especially Sounder, seemed a strange
assortment of firepower to him.

“You hunt with this?” he asked, turning
his nose up at my arsenal.

“They haven’t failed me yet,” I said.

“Hunting rifle no good for bodark. I will
use Kalashnikov.” He said it so proudly.

“I thought you boys shipped all your AKs to
Vietnam. Well, you’ve got the right idea, comrade; we are going to
war. But it’s what’s in the chamber that matters.”

“What is in chamber?” he asked.

“Silver,” I held up a 30-30 shell and twisted it
in the half-light of the cab. “See?”

“Seer-ee-braw,” he said with recognition.
“Da. Destroy bodark inside,” he said pointing to his
chest.

“Now you’ve got it. You had me going there for a
minute.”

 


The next afternoon, the truck brought us to a
dilapidated train station a few kliks from the Ob River. A handful
of soldiers herded human scarecrows up the ramp of a gray boxcar.
The prisoners were as thin and ragged as their clothes, and they
huddled together for warmth as they were corralled into the rolling
jail cell. The temperature had plunged well below zero since we
left Tomsk.

The station itself was a wretched thing. Half of
it had burned down; leaving what remained an old widow who should
have died with her mate. Supplies for reconstruction were scattered
around a skeletal wooden frame, while stiff, black plastic tarps
snapped in the frigid wind. Beyond the tracks were hulking
carcasses of forgotten trains rusting beneath a shroud of dirty
snow. I was hard-pressed to recall a bleaker scene.

“Who are the convicts?” I asked, over the cry of
mournful winds.

“Labor camp workers,” Baranova shouted back.

 


Inside the decrepit depot, I changed into the
gear the Russians had provided. I looked over the fire damage while
Baranova spoke with his comrades outside. The portions that hadn’t
been burned were rotten and crumbling. Even the new timber was
sub-par and had been amateurishly tacked together. The project was
an affront to basic architectural common sense. When I’d finished
my appraisal, Josephat met me at the door.

“Our train is waiting,” he nodded behind him,
with a hint of embarrassment in his tone.

The single engine and three cars was a ghost
through the depot’s lead-glass window.

“The prisoner transport?” I said, more to myself
than to him.

“Is bound for Arikhonov Camp,” he said, ashamed.
“I did not know.”

“Are they out of their fucking minds?” I
protested, as the pieces came together. Baranova held up his hands
as though to quiet me.

“It is not our decision,” he said calmly.

“Speak for yourself. Using human beings as live
bait was not a part of the deal.”

“They are brigands and thieves,” he said. “Most
will not survive the winter anyway.”

“Unless they get bitten,” I pointed out. “Then
you’ll see some surviving mother-fuckers!”

“Please, do not curse.”

The soldiers at the tracks had taken notice of
my belligerent tone.

My hatred for the Beast had always been more
passionate than my regard for life, but I’d never had to use other
people to prove it—not like this.

“What will you do? My friend, I warn you,” he
began to whisper, “if you turn away from agreement you will not see
your country again.”

I hated the Beast for all kinds of reasons. One
of them was because they killed so arrogantly, without fear of
retribution. And as much as I would have liked to, I couldn’t
justify life over the death of a single Wolf. When it came down to
choices, I was willing to sacrifice the lives, even the souls, of
others to indulge my sense of vengeance. Hatred had collected its
dues—and cashed in another piece of my soul.

“Fuck ’em,” I spat through my teeth. “I’ve come
too far for this middle-class morality bullshit.”

My Machiavellian rationale betrayed the man I
wanted to be, but these were the battlegrounds, where hesitation
meant defeat and conscience was an extinct commodity. What a filthy
world I lived in.

The cavalcade of prison cars rumbled over the
rails, with four Gulag guardsmen as company for Josephat and me in
the watch car. The two engineers up front worked tirelessly to keep
the instruments thawed, and I could only imagine the torment the
prisoners were enduring. I watched Baranova load the magazine of
his AK with silver shells.

Throughout the day and into the night, Siberia
gradually became a wasteland—degrading to an ivory, desolate
landscape.

Around midnight, Josephat shared a thermos of
hot bullion with me. We warmed our hands over the sputtering steam
heater and sipped the hot broth.

“Tell me something, Joe, these cons; they didn’t
come from Arikhonov, did they?”

“I do not think so,” he said. “Brought to
station for work, before transfer.”

“That’s what I thought. Building that crap back
there was just an excuse to get them out of the camp so they could
be dangled under the Wolf’s nose.”

He drank his broth without comment.

“Do you think these guards know why we’re here?”
I whispered. He shook his head.

“There is brown bear which scavenges rubbish at
Arikhonov,” he whispered back. “That is what they know. Even they
are bait.”

“Just between you and me, comrade,” I said,
warming my face with the bullion steam. “We’re all bait.”

 


Three hours from the Gulag, the fuel lines
gelled and the iron behemoth began to squeal to a halt. The
engineers went to work thawing out the lines with flares—apparently
this was commonplace.

The morning sun was a smeared yellow stain,
which mocked the land with its empty promise of warmth. I spat
tobacco juice from the watch car vestibule and watched it crackle
into a brown gumdrop before it hit the ground.

Josephat and I assisted the engineers while the
guards remained in the relative comfort of the watch car. While we
helped warm the frozen diesel lines, the entire train trembled from
some tyrannical impact. The air shattered with the shriek of
rending steel, and the noise was so intense, so sudden, at first I
thought one of us had ignited the diesel. We scrambled to our feet
amid a horrible orchestra of screams and barbarous roars.

The watch car heaved and shuddered, and thick
tongues of red semi-liquid bobbed from the inside windows. Josephat
clacked the bolt of his weapon and scurried for the other side of
the tracks while both Colts pointed my way into the quaking watch
car. Through the vestibule window, I could see an enormous black
figure on a backdrop of splatter, and I waded headlong into a
cauldron of gore.

What remained of the guardsmen was thick bloody
mire, and the entire watch car steamed like a ghastly bathhouse. To
my right, a yawning metal wound opened to the permafrost, where
Josephat stared in, disbelieving the butchery. The Wolf had moved
faster than we could react; he had done his work in less than a
minute. The adjoining door from the watch car to the first prison
car had also been ruptured, and the gigantic werewolf had torn
through to accommodate its bulk.

Mad screams cackled across the ice as I charged
past the jagged steel. Prisoners slipped into eternity to the
sounds of bloody murder pealing through the dead cold. A spray of
blood misted my white fatigues as the Beast thrashed through the
prisoners—they became a human scrap heap beneath its talons. The
monster was mostly obscured by the frenzy, but I fired into the
prisoners’ midst anyway—a .45 slug was a merciful death at that
point.

Silver rounds clipped through the swarm and
exploded into the creature’s massive black back. With a
God-forsaken bawl, it lurched from the bloody hive and tore through
the broadside of the car. Silver wadcutters continued the chase.
I’d already hit the Beast at least seven times—four of which had
been mortal wounds, but it didn’t seem to matter.

It crouched on the permafrost, slathered in
stiff blood; its maw wreathed in scarlet frost as it munched down
the last of someone’s head. This was a breed of werewolf I’d never
seen, but I knew what it was…a Darkest Wolven. Michael had said a
mouthful when he’d told me they didn’t know when to die.

Wire-like, black bristles covered its
overwhelming form from head to toe. The ears were high and sharp,
but drooped slightly at the tips. The Wolf’s claws were the size of
rhinoceros horn, and its jet-black eyes were almost purple behind
the bony crest that formed its brow and the bridge of its great
muzzle. The Beast’s arms were almost twice as long again as any
“normal” Wolf, and they swayed at its side like the limbs of a
giant, man-killing ape. As I steadied myself for another volley of
wadcutters, I slipped in the slick, frozen entrails and pitched
forward. A big hand stayed my fall. Josephat snapped the AK to his
shoulder and sprayed the Wolf with death while I sent a cadence of
perfect kill shots into its primeval skull. Still, the damn
thing refused to die.

“It is invincible!” shouted Baranova.

But springs of blackish blood leaked from the
bullet holes, and testified that we could—at least—hurt it.

The Beast lurched for the second prison car and
blasted into the outer wall with all its weight. The concussion
snapped the coupling and toppled the car to its side!

The Dark Wolf pounced atop the car’s broadside,
slashed the door to splinters, and fished for the goodies inside.
Our battery of weapons-fire resumed from the ground, but only
inspired the Wolf to take shelter within.

 


Having scaled the fallen boxcar, I piped rounds
through the door wreckage with both .45s blazing. The desperate
thrashing of madmen, coupled with the starving squall of a
throwback werewolf, caused mutilated corpses to flail about through
no volition of their own. Blood and hunks of half-chewed flesh
curdled to a ropy paste on the walls of the derailed car. The
Wolven’s jaws snapped out and closed around one prisoner’s waist,
sending the bottom half of the poor bastard still kicking into the
sanguine mash. Aggravated by the relentless gunfire, the Darkest
Wolven bolted forward and shaved through the roof of the toppled
car like it was balsa wood.

Both Colts hung wide open and empty, but
Josephat had anticipated the Beast’s exit, and was waiting on the
other side of the car. He greeted the Dark Wolf with a furious
scream, and the rattle of his AK. He mowed into the length of his
body at point-blank range, with enough firepower to have dropped
anything alive. But the mad bastard kept coming, and kept coming.
Josephat had just seconds to live.

From my thigh, I peeled back both hammers of
Sounder. I took a white-knuckle grip on the scattergun, and risking
the punch-through of the AK’s barrage, jumped from the prison car
onto the backside of the Beast. My heels caught in its waist and
dug into its hips like stirrups. Its hair was as coarse as burlap,
and plastered with frozen gore. The constant string of silver had
weakened the Dark Wolf enough to slow its advance, but Baranova’s
weapon was empty. Through the eyeholes of his thermal mask, I saw
the resolve of a man at peace with his soul. He made no effort to
avoid what he saw as inevitable.

Hanging on by a mitten full of red slop, I
hoisted the heavy scattergun barrels to the base of the Beast’s
skull. I buried the bores deep into the folds of its neck, as close
as I could to its brain stem, and lashed two fingers around the
twin triggers. The recoil of simultaneous discharge snapped my
fingers like pretzels, and it sent Sounder spinning into the
brass-scattered ice—but I hung on. The triple-aught buckshot turned
its head into a hollow, smoking eggplant, and I rode its corpse to
the ground.

The Dark Wolf had been within striking distance
of Baranova, and it actually landed on top of him. I rolled off its
back, with icy knives ripping at my lungs, and ice crystals aching
in the corners of my eyes.

 


The wind ripped through the shambling silhouette
of a prisoner and set his rags dancing. Only two had survived, but
neither unscathed. One teetered in shock across the permafrost, as
though he were making some mockery of an escape. I didn’t believe
the Dark Wolf had bitten him deliberately; he’d just been nipped in
the mayhem—snagged across his upper shoulders. A single AK rifle
shot rang out across the ice; now the man I followed was the sole
survivor, but not for much longer.

His body was wasted away to gristle, and glazed
in a frozen patina of other people’s blood. I noticed the
purplish-black kiss of frostbite through his threadbare gloves.
Whatever he might have been before, the Gulag had reduced him to a
nameless, forgotten nobody, and the Beast had placed his mark upon
his soul—but I was the one who put the silver dum-dum through his
head.

To err on the side of caution, we did the same
to the corpses before a rescue party arrived from Tomsk.

 


Forty-six prisoners and four guards had been cut
to piece-meal in about seven minutes of unchecked insanity. In warm
debriefing rooms inside the Lubyanka in Moscow, my Belarusan
partner and I told our tales to separate audiences. While tapping
my finger splints along one thigh, I estimated that we’d expended
more than sixty rounds into the Dark Wolf’s body. The
bullet-to-body ratio, while as mysterious to me as anyone, was a
minor point by comparison.

In the final analysis, the Soviets concurred
that every aspect of the creature defied a traditional explanation.
I was given a round of cold gratitude and “asked” to never speak of
the incident again.

I wish I could have said goodbye to Baranova,
but instead, found myself on the earliest flight to the Western
Hemisphere.

 


 



Chapter VII:

 


On 12 November 1982, two days after Lenoid
Brezhnev died, a small BDC loan and an investment of my own
earnings brought Silver Bullet Enterprises back from the dead.
Samantha had once been the driving force behind the business, and
while her memory made the reunion bittersweet, I felt like a small
part of her had been reborn as well. I’d set up shop in Winnipeg—a
small office and an upstairs apartment on Barker Boulevard. Moving
to the city, and indeed opening the business, wasn’t for the sake
of employment as much as to have a place to watch for the Beast—one
eye in the city, the other in the wild.

I’d also turned my house in the country into a
kind of lodge where I could take guests. I even joined the Manitoba
Lodge & Outfitters Association. But if I were going to compete
with the larger and more experienced outfitters, it was obvious I
couldn’t do it alone.

I hired a twenty-six-year-old accountant named
Joanna Straum to manage things for me. She was the first person to
respond to my help-wanted ad, and I liked her from the get-go.

Joanna was neat as a pin, reliable enough to set
your watch by, and one of the friendliest people I’d ever met. She
was a petite little brunette, with a girlish charm that suited her
kewpie doll features, but when it came to the books, she was
tirelessly efficient. She organized the office from top to bottom,
created a filing system, and worked long hours with me to whip
Silver Bullet Enterprises into a viable, working business.

Joanna and I found that we had many things in
common. For one thing, we’d both been orphaned. Her parents had
passed away when she was very young, and a sexually abusive,
alcoholic uncle in Toronto had raised her. She ran away from him
when she was sixteen, and had been on her own since. It was hard to
imagine that such a pretty young woman had lived anything but a
Norman Rockwell life. But what they say about still water is
true.

A few days before Christmas, I asked how long
she’d be gone for the holidays, and she told me she didn’t need any
time off because she had no plans. I asked about her friends, but
they were all going to be with their families.

“Don’t worry about me,” she said. “You can trust
me to run things while you’re away.”

“Where am I going?” I asked with a quirky grin
on my face, unsure where she’d gotten the impression that I was
leaving. “I think we’re in the same boat.”

 


There was no point in remaining open on
Christmas Day, and we’d closed early the night before. I’d noticed
that Joanna had been quieter than usual that day, but the season
can have that effect on people like us. I wished her a merry
Christmas as I locked the door to the street. She returned the
salutation, but barely said goodbye before she walked away. I
assumed she had a lot on her mind.

I dusted the snow from my front glass while
waiting for the engine to warm. Everywhere I looked, garland,
artificial holly, and plastic red bells garnished storefronts and
lampposts. I draped the cherry-red scarf that Joanna had given me
over one shoulder. For the first time in years, the yuletide
trappings didn’t wash me in self-pity—instead I felt bad for
Joanna.

She was sitting in her Toyota, waiting for the
defroster to clear her window, when I slid around the corner of the
Ragsdale building and into the parking lot. As I approached, her
engine sputtered and died, then refused to start again. I tapped on
the glass, which startled her. She covered her mouth to stifle an
embarrassed laugh and attempted to roll down her window, but it was
iced shut.

“I’ll come around,” I said through the glass,
and hopped around into the passenger’s side. “It’s colder in here
than it is outside,” I teased, moving my gift of mittens and a
stocking cap from the seat.

“The heater’s temperamental,” she apologized.
“And now the engine’s giving me grief.”

“I think it’s just flooded,” I said. “Give it a
second.”

“Did I forget something?” she asked, questioning
my unexpected appearance.

“No, but I did. I just want you to know that I
realize this is a miserable time of year—believe me, I know—but
it’ll be over with soon…”

“I’m all right,” she interrupted. “I told you
not to worry about me.”

“I know, but something’s bothering you, and with
all the Christmas hoopla, I can understand why.”

“It’s not that bad,” she said.

“If you say so. I still don’t think it’s right
for you to be alone tomorrow.”

Her small shoulders shrugged.

“Aren’t you going to be alone, too?”

“Well, that depends. I was kind of thinking,
since neither of us seems to have anything better to do, that we
could spend Christmas together. If you want to.”

She beamed and blushed.

“That’s what’s been on my mind,” she
admitted to the steering wheel. “I was too big of a coward to say
anything.”

“Well, it doesn’t make sense for us to be by
ourselves. As for right now, I was just about to get some dinner.
You’d be doing me the favor of your company if you went with
me.”

“How’s the heater in your truck?” she
grinned.

 


I have to admit, I never believed anything would
happen between us. She was a great gal and I enjoyed being around
her, but my interest in her was simply platonic.

After dinner, we took a walk along the Red
River. As we took the Riverwalk to the Forks and Bonnycastle Park,
she nestled against my side; river air was frigid. I put my arm
around her, and we walked to the Donald Street Bridge.

It was somewhere around ten p.m. when we finally
got her car thawed and running. She offered to cook Christmas
dinner at her place, but invited me over as early as I wanted to
come. I waited until she drove away before heading back upstairs to
my apartment.

When I arrived on Joanna’s doorstep the morning
of the twenty-fifth, I hardly knew how to act. The last time I’d
spent Christmas Day with anyone was ten years before with Sam and
Joshua. When I saw she was still in her slippers and nightgown, I
wanted to slip off and come back later, but she’d already seen me
standing there with a box of pastries.

“I’m too early, aren’t I?” I said sheepishly as
she opened the door.

“No, no,” she assured me, with sleep in her
eyes, “I’m glad you’re here; I just didn’t expect you so soon.”

She welcomed me inside and put on a pot of
coffee. Her little kitchen smelled like spiced apples, and the
apartment was festively decorated with candles and wreaths. There
was even a small artificial tree, woven through with tiny blinking
bulbs.

“I must look like a hag,” she apologized.

I was obliged to tell her that she did not, and
then told her how much I’d enjoyed the night before.

“If I’d known we were going to do this, I’d have
got you something besides mittens,” I said.

We had croissant and java for breakfast and
spent most of the morning enjoying each other’s company and making
preparations for dinner that evening. We discussed everything from
the ghosts of Christmas past to the future of Silver Bullet
Enterprises. As usual, I was obligated to remain somewhat guarded.
There was only so much I could say about myself, but that didn’t
keep her from asking. She knew I was a widower and that I’d lost a
child, but she fished for more information like a curious tabby
cat. My career with the U.S. Marine Corps seemed to appease her
interest, and she was infatuated with the fact that men had called
me, Sergeant James.

 


Until we pulled up to the door, just a little
after two that afternoon, we’d been discussing her life—not mine.
I’d been meaning to take her to the house anyway, and I couldn’t
have asked for a better time. She needed to know where it was, and
I needed her input for interior decoration since it had become a
guest lodge.

“This is a great place,” she remarked as I
ushered her through the door. “Except for the dirt.”

“What are you talking about? I cleaned this
place top to bottom.”

“When was that, last year?”

I feigned to hang my head in embarrassment as
she drew a finger across a coffee table and showed me the gray
powder on her fingertip.

“I’ll turn the heat up,” I chuckled.

She demanded to know where the cleaning products
were and wasted no time in rolling up her shirtsleeves.

“I didn’t bring you here to work. It’s Christmas
Day for crying out loud.”

“What would you rather do?” she asked, drawing a
bucket of soapy water. “There’s nothing’s open, you know.”

“In all of Winnipeg?”

“Would you rather do this by yourself, when I’m
not here to help?” she asked. “Now, grab a sponge and help me clean
the walls.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I surrendered, impressed by her
unexpected assertiveness.

So we washed the walls. I cleaned the head while
she swept the carpets, and she dusted the furniture while I hauled
out garbage. As I toted the black plastic bags to the dumpster, a
familiar, eerily comfortable feeling wriggled inside me. The
Christmas snow, and the woman inside the house, whispered in my ear
something of home. Samantha’s spirit was very near, and I found
myself unwilling to move for fear it would scatter. A backwash of
old grief bore down hard, and all at once. My Heart-of-Scars bled
again, and all I could do was gag on the pain—ride it out. I hadn’t
seen it coming.

 


Joanna was crouched in the shower stall with a
foaming scrub brush in her hand. She was so small, so toy-like that
I had to remind myself that she wasn’t as fragile as she seemed.
She caught me standing at the doorway.

“You said the bathroom was clean,” she accused,
pushing her hair away from her face. “I wouldn’t let a pig shower
in here.”

If she’d noticed how long it’d taken me to
dispose of the trash she didn’t mention it, but she knew something
wasn’t right.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Sorry about the shower,” I forced a smile. “I’m
ready to get out of here when you are.”

She rinsed off her scrubber and stepped out of
the stall.

“Yeah. OK,” she said, wiping her hands on the
rear of her jeans. “Are you feeling all right?”

“I’m fine. I was just…missing someone.”

“Samantha?”

I nodded. It was strange to hear someone else
speak her name.

“I’ll bet she loved you, a lot.”

“The feeling was mutual,” I said, hooking my
thumbs in my pockets.

“I’m sorry,” she said, touching my sleeve.

As we drove back into the city under a drawing
curtain of night, Joanna sat closer to me than she had to. I put my
arm around her and gave a friendly squeeze, while the radio played
Christmas carols.

“I’m glad we did this,” she said, interrupting
“Silent Night.” And she left it at that.

 


I could smell the bouquet of Christmas dinner
before she opened the door.

“My mouth is watering,” I said, while she opened
the oven to check on the goose.

The bird was stuffed with an onion-sage dressing
and served with giblet gravy and the spiced apples that’d tickled
the air earlier that morning. I helped her with the whipped
potatoes, buttered rutabaga, and braised red cabbage, and then we
sat down to a Christmas feast fit for the crowned heads of
Europe.

In twenty-four hours, Joanna had gone from
employee to kindred spirit, and had become my friend—a rare thing
in my experience.

After the meal was finished and the dishes were
put away, we retired to her living room to watch, It’s a
Wonderful Life. I’d never seen the film before, but it was
Joanna’s all-time favorite. She said that she’d watched the picture
every Christmas for the last five years, and that it amounted to a
kind of catharsis for her on a day with such potential for
despair.

After Jimmy Stewart and cast sang Auld Lang
Syne, Joanna switched off the television and blew her nose.

“It gets me every time,” she sniffled.

I commented that I liked the movie and that I
should probably think about going home.

“We have to work tomorrow,” I added.

“Normally I’d be champing at the bit to get back
to work,” Joanna said, taking a chair next to mine. “But I have to
say, today was pretty great.”

Her soft, elfin fingers clutched my hand with an
unexpected urgency.

“I don’t want you to leave,” she announced in a
single, labored breath. “There, I said it.”

“OK,” I said softly. I could feel the climate
change, grow warmer.

“Thank you for today,” she said with a smile,
and looked like she might cry again.

“I should be thanking you,” I said. “For the
dinner, cleaning the house…I’ve just been along for the ride.”

She shook her head, laughed instead of cried,
and squeezed my hand tighter.

“I have a hard time trusting men,” she said.
“You can probably understand why, but I do trust you, Sylvester.
You make me feel safe.”

Her words echoed Samantha’s, and I realized,
quite suddenly, how very much alike they were. I measured Joanna’s
last words and looked into her chestnut eyes. I recognized the same
sweet spirit and kindness that had ransomed my heart long ago. I
touched the side of her face as she closed her eyes, and her bottom
lip began to quiver. She seemed as delicate as a fawn, and so I
kissed her very softly.

Her response was not as I’d imagined. She
exhaled an audible sigh, and in the next instant flung herself on
top of me and straddled my lap. She kissed me with such force that
it cut my inner lip against my own teeth. Her nubile body trembled
with passion as all one-hundred pounds of her pressed against me.
It became very clear that she was not a breakable china doll. She
may have looked the part of a schoolgirl, but as Bob Dylan would
say: She made love just like a woman.

 


Michael Winterfox was a name with a blurry face,
a memory I’d ignored for almost twenty years. Yet, in all that
time, not a day had passed when I hadn’t secretly thought of him.
There were times when I couldn’t remember why I’d abandoned him
like I did. There were nights when I’d stared at a ceiling of stars
or the cracked plaster of a prison cell, and quietly despised
myself for turning my back on him. He hadn’t agreed with my
marriage to Samantha, and his disapproval had hurt me.

After she was gone, I’d considered going back to
him, but the humiliation of: “I told you so” was something I
couldn’t face at the time. The longer I stayed away, the harder it
became to face him, and by the time I walked out of Massauga, it
seemed far too late to make amends. Michael had been an old man all
of my life, and I convinced myself that he must be dead. Believing
he was gone alleviated my responsibility to ask his forgiveness—it
was a convenient place to be, but it wasn’t very comfortable. That
winter was the first time I’d been able to gain enough perspective
to realize how much I missed him, and to admit to myself that if he
were dead, he died alone because of my cowardice.

 


For the Domestic Protection Directorate, the
other shoe had dropped. In May, Bill C-157 was introduced to
Parliament to establish the Canadian Security Intelligence Service.
The new agency would replace the RCMP Security Service and separate
the powers of security intelligence from those of federal law
enforcement.

Tanya called me from abroad every once in awhile
just to see how I was doing, and to say she still thought about me
sometimes, but Joanna took the lion’s share of my attention. As our
relationship progressed and defined itself, she made no secret of
the fact that she wanted to spend the rest of her life with me. It
was a delicate subject for me, but I did what I could to maintain a
balance between brute honesty and respect for her feelings. She
seemed willing to wait for me, however, and remained a devoted lady
friend and irreplaceable office manager.

 


Autumn is a fleeting season, melancholy by
nature. Its ghostly beauty cultivates a fertile atmosphere for
memories that wrote their history on a tablet of fallen leaves—I
recall them with the greatest clarity.

 


Silver Bullet Enterprises bloomed in the spring
of 1983. With Joanna at the helm, we had all the business we could
handle. Where other outfitters had expensive overheads to maintain
and catered to multiple groups of hunters and fishermen, we focused
on the individual outdoorsman on a moderate budget. I adopted a “No
Kill, No Pay” policy, and by the middle of summer I had a three
month backlog of clients. I’d spend two or three days out and come
back long enough to do a wash, and restock my rations before
heading out again.

At the start of the 1983 elk season, a Texas
stockbroker and his teenage son had scheduled a hunt. Before dawn
on the second day, I left the two of them in their insulated mummy
bags, and went to scout for elk sign. While I scoped out the land
and decided the best route for my clients to take, a silent little
murmur inside my head bade: “Over here.” It was just the
slightest little tickle in the back of my brain.

It’s difficult to put into words the dynamic of
a hunter’s perception. Parts of it are learned; you know what
you’re looking for and how to interpret what you find. But a
substantial portion of the hunter’s psyche lives in a secret place
deep in his soul. He doesn’t know where it comes from, and he
doesn’t pretend to understand it. Some men feel an almost mystic
oneness with the forest or the mountains, and others attribute
their hunter’s instinct to the primitive intuition that’d once
guided their ancient ancestors. So when I trekked into the
root-bound gulch in obedience to this hunter’s mystery, I scarcely
gave it a second thought.

The sun had just begun to rise, but under the
canopy of fall foliage and into the hollow of the gulch it could
have just as well been midnight. I felt my way through the tangled
network of root protrusions, which I likened to an immense vascular
system that rose from the figurative cadaver of eroded earth. The
odor of leaves from autumns long since past was a pungent aroma,
which mingled with the scents of wet soil and moss—heady, thick,
and almost erotic.

When I’d picked my way to the bottom, the
voiceless urging came again, “Over here.” This time the
feeling, while familiar, wasn’t as readily attributable to
instinct—it had a taste of the Beast. Even though I sensed no
immediate danger, I produced a Colt from under my jacket to err on
the side of caution. The feeling became curious. It wasn’t
identifiable as the same sensation I’d felt in Galgier, or on the
night I’d tangled with the Slasher, but it was more than a hunter’s
reflex.

My boots mired in the soft belly of the gulch
while I carefully prodded the darkness with my penlight. The earthy
perfume of dirt and decay continued to fill my nostrils, and from
the potpourri flourished a putrescent tang that was neither
vegetation nor soil. The thin white beam passed over a rude,
misshapen hump beneath the root webbing.

I stooped and gingerly inserted myself between
the gnarled tendrils until they covered me like twisted dungeon
bars. The closer I came to the deformation, the heavier the miasma
of decay became, and the likeness of a dead animal began to emerge.
The carcass was half-buried in the mud, and was so incredibly
mangled that I couldn’t discern its head from its legs.

The remains came into focus as I crouched near
it, and I could see crusted strips of molded fabric hanging from
various parts. When I saw the rags of denim clinging to the mass in
a muddy paste, a whisper of “Holy God,” couldn’t be suppressed. The
cadaver continued to take shape, but not in the form of an
animal—not exactly. Its spine had been snapped in half, and its
trunk folded together like a rotten mattress. One skeletal arm,
shrink-wrapped in withered pelt, had been wrenched from its socket
and twisted between the folds of its torso at an impossible
angle.

Its left leg had been broken into about a dozen
compound fractures and was held together by a husk of shriveled
hide. It more closely resembled a root tentacle than a limb. The
head appeared to have been turned one-hundred and eighty degrees,
and was mostly submerged in the dank clay. Its other arm had been
ripped from the shoulder and pulled to a quick just beneath the rib
cage, where it clung to a fibrous snarl of mummified flesh.
Something had taken this Wolf apart, and had broken its body into a
shallow grave.

“Messed with the alpha male, didn’t you?” I
said, just to mock its fate.

I steeled myself to pry its head free, and laced
my fingers on either side of its rotten skull. The parietal bones
separated in my hands, and exposed a cranial vault that’d been
cleaned out by insects. The fact that it still wore the tatters of
its clothes suggested that it had been killed before it could fully
transform. A hundred silver bullets couldn’t have chopped this
werewolf so thoroughly. A rival was the only viable alternative.
There was a rectangular bulge in the denim that I recognized as the
impression of a wallet.

Noting that I was looking at the rear pockets of
its trousers, I realized that not only had its spine been doubled,
but had also been twisted full round—not just its head as I’d first
thought. I pulled at the wallet and peeled it and the pocket from
the decomposed fabric. It was more of an ID holder than a billfold,
and it had rotted into its respective halves. The American
greenbacks inside had seen better days, but the Nevada driver’s
license had been preserved by its lamination. The Wolf had been a
female, and had gone by the name of Magdalena Angela Jiminez, from
someplace called Harwintowne. She was a long way from home. The
tiny photograph depicted a sultry-looking Latina with curly black
hair and dark eyes—eyes that still reflected the Beast.

As I inspected the ID, the familiar simmer of
hate began to swell in my stomach. It was reptilian venom. Ice
cold. Toxic. As I stared at the dead She-Wolf, I embraced the
blackest of emotions, and savored its caress while it licked
through my veins with its dead tongue. Hatred was a bitter teet
from which I’d never been weaned, and I never felt such drunken
vitality as when I nursed from that wicked breast.

I pocketed the driver’s license, and the thrall
of rage welled up and burst through the top of my head. I buried my
fist in what remained of the broken skull, and tore the dangling
appendage from the body. I steadied myself by the roots overhead
and blackened my boots in its poisonous remains. I stomped and
shuffled into the empty carapace until its bones were ivory
splinters and the dried rind of its flesh were bite-size morsels
for the grubs. When I crawled out of the unmarked grave, what
remained of the carcass was in the waffle of my shoes.

 


Whatever else autumn may be, it is the prophet
of winter. Winter lasts forever. My precious Samantha, if you could
only soothe my soul again.

 


It was late, and a long strip of frosted
blacktop lay ahead of me. Moose season was over, and I was driving
home from Grass River. Around three a.m. I took an exit near
Easterville to coffee up and buy a tin of snuff. The
twenty-four-hour mom-and-pop truck stop was called The Carlock
Cafe, and a rash of black cinder peppered the parking lot to
provide additional traction for big rigs, even though there were no
such vehicles present. I sat in the truck and squinted inside,
searching for evidence that would validate the proclamation on
their marquee: “We Never Close.”

When my window exploded, my first thought was
that I’d been shot. When the enormous hands reached through and
laid hold of me, I thought the Beast had caught me unaware. But
while I was being hauled through the jagged starburst, I realized
that I was not faced with that scenario. I was horizontal, halfway
through the door before I managed to draw the pistol from my belt,
but the fingers of a behemoth snared my wrist and battered the Colt
from my grasp.

I spilled into the snow, gouged and bleeding
from my forcible extraction. A wrecking-ball descended into the
back of my skull before I could do anything else. Except for the
ringing in my ears, I was deaf, and except for vertigo, I was
blind. While I foundered in a sea of black fog, uncertain where to
find the surface, the giant tugged me upright as though I were
gossamer.

The parking lot had become a funhouse floor
under my feet; I’d never been so soundly stunned by a human being
before. My vision returned incrementally, until the blurred muzzle
of a weapon hovered in my face. The giant’s other hand was cinched
in my coat, holding me erect. I could smell the blood from my scalp
as it thickened in my hair. I could feel the warm dribble down my
neck.

“Snap out of it,” he said. “You’re disappointing
me.”

The .454 Cassul came into focus, as did the
hulking silhouette, which eclipsed my truck behind him. His
features sharpened into a face on a totem pole. The bronze skin and
ebony eyes were framed by a sleek, black mane, braided into tails.
I’d never met this red-skinned colossus before—I would have
remembered it—but a moment’s inventory of people who wanted me dead
was all it took to introduce us.

“This about Anton?” I asked.

“Good. I don’t have to explain it to you,” he
rumbled.

“You don’t look Italian,” I remarked, straining
my fingers for the handle of my knife. He noticed my effort, and
thumbed back the Cassul’s hammer.

“You want to stick me with that?” he asked,
withdrawing the pistol bore from my face.

In the same instant I skinned the Bowie and
slashed forward in a single motion. He was agile for a man of his
size, and slipped the knife’s edge.

“I do business the old-fashioned way, too,” he
said, trading his hand cannon for, of all things, a tomahawk
that had been hiding in his belt.

As he flashed his archaic weapon from hand to
hand, and twirled it like a pinwheel, I remembered Michael saying
something like: “Who uses a tomahawk anymore?”

A giant Indian with a tomahawk fetish is an
intimidating spectacle, and it was unlikely that I could withstand
another blow like the first. The skill with which he moved, the
murderous concentration knitted into his brow, and his sheer size
made going toe-to-toe with him a disastrous proposition. I shook
out the cobwebs in my head and called up the Reydosnin I was taught
to be. The Calabrian’s enforcer shadowed me, as I tried to shuffle
some space between us, until the two of us were a fair distance
from the truck.

It was plain that he was tired of playing
cat-and-mouse when he reached for the revolver again. But before he
pulled it free, I charged him like a rank amateur—a blind fool,
playing chicken with a freight train. He let go of the pistol grip
and, no doubt, considered the numerous ways to counter my clumsy
attack. I was in a dead heat directly in his path, with no
intention of backing down.

An instant before I reached the range of his
tomahawk, I forced my feet to tangle, and fell into a belly slide.
His ’hawk whizzed through my hair, barely clearing my scalp. Sharp
morsels of cinder cut through my clothes as I gathered my momentum
into a desperate dive through the archway of his pillar-like legs.
I plunged the Bowie knife into his groin—hoping to find his femoral
artery. No such luck.

He accepted the wound without complaint. I was
scrambling to recover from my self-induced stumble, when a massive
boot exploded into my back and sent me hurdling into the pickup. I
stretched for the cab and tumbled into a somersault as the tomahawk
hooked into the wheel well next to me. My spine felt like it had
been buckled, and my lungs milked of their last breath; it just
figured that the Colt would be nowhere in sight.

The big Indian drew in for the kill as I tore
his weapon from the fender and hurled it back at him as best I
remembered. The blade crunched against his kneecap and halted his
advance. I groped in the blackened snow for my pistol, and strained
against empty lungs to snatch it from behind the front tire. I
rolled to a sitting position against the door with the .45 cradled
in both hands, and a bullet punched a crater through the steel, a
few centimeters from my left ear.

I returned fire as I struggled into the cab, but
in my haze of raucous pain, had failed to make a connection. He
flattened to the ground and fired from a prone position. A second
round from his Cassul passed through the empty window, sang just
beyond my profile, and turned the passenger’s glass to diamonds.
Roostertails of snowy gravel filled the air, and I kept my head low
as I cut the truck around. I used the dashboard and hood-ornament
as cross hairs. The windshield flashed into my face, but the slug
proceeded out the back window instead of my brain.

I was thankful that he wasn’t a very good shot.
My foot was deep into the carburetor, and I could barely see
through the blood and pieces of glass in my face. The giant
staggered away from my headlamps as I braced for impact, but only
clipped him on the left front fender. He went sprawling. If it
hadn’t been for the rolling police lights coming down the highway,
I would have made another pass for the coup de grâce. I’d
spread my luck about as thin I cared to. It was time to get the
hell out of Dodge.

Gunshots continued to burst through my wake of
ice and cinder, as I kept my head down and wiped the blood of out
my eyes.

 


I tweezed glass granules out of my face for
about an hour before Joanna came by. She’d been nauseous with
anxiety anyway, and when she saw the bloody clothes on the bathroom
floor I thought she was going to come apart. I reassured her that I
wasn’t hurt as badly as it looked, and once she settled down, I
made up a story about a barroom brawl in Flin Flon, which she
seemed to believe. Convincing her that I didn’t need to go to the
hospital was a harder sell.

While she dressed my scalp wound and various
gashes with iodine and anti-bacterial unguent, I considered how
fortunate I’d been. It was a small miracle that I’d been able to
survive the confrontation at all. Multiple abrasions, contusions,
and bruises were minor injuries compared to my aching pride. For
the first time in I couldn’t remember when, my ass had been
officially kicked. But there was more to it than that. When I’d
seen the police lights coming, I’d pictured myself behind bars
again. The adrenaline warded off the chill during the airy drive
home.

“You should be more careful, sweetie,” Joanna
said while she snipped the hair away from my scalp wound.

More careful. She didn’t know how right
she was, but caution is a dubious ally, and one with limited worth
for a man at war with the Beast.

 


The phone rang ten times before someone finally
answered, and then I spent the next thirty minutes waiting to talk
to Tanya. I considered myself lucky to have gotten that far. Most
days I had a better chance of flagging down extraterrestrials.

“Clemons,” she said, sounding annoyed.

“It’s me, Tanya. Can you spare a minute?”

“How are you?” her tone lightened.

“Funny you should ask. What can you tell me
about a giant, Indian maniac with a tomahawk, doing business for
the Stefanos? He didn’t get around to introducing himself, but he
seemed to know who I was well enough. You can’t miss this guy,
Tanya, he’s a monster; and he meant to take me to Chinatown. I was
hoping you could tell me if the Mounted have anything on him.”

“You don’t have a name?” she questioned, and I
could already hear the clacking of a keyboard from her end of the
line.

“He was too busy stomping a mudhole in my behind
to give me his card,” I noted.

“Give me a minute. I’ll see what turns up.
You’re lucky I happen to be at a computer right now.”

I was at a loss for something to say while
waiting through the undercurrent of keystrokes and beeps.

“Oh, my,” she said, surprised. “This has
got to be your man, Logan.”

“You looking at a mug shot?” I asked.

“Ugly as a train wreck and just as big,” she
replied. “Two point one nine meters, one-hundred thirty six kilos.
That’s seven-foot-two and three-hundred pounds in case you’re still
partial to the U.S. system. His name’s Jesuit Wounded-Bear, aka
Jericho. He’s an Aboriginal Canadian of Blackfoot descent. He
served ten years in Kingston for assault with a deadly weapon…It
was a tomahawk. But I don’t see anything in the nature of
mob ties. It says that he worked for some bail bondsmen in the
western United States before he was extradited. Sounds more like a
bounty hunter than a syndicate executioner.”

“I don’t care what his job title is; he’s
pulling stumps for the mob. I don’t suppose you know how much the
Calabrians are asking for me?”

“That may take some looking into. Listen to me,
Sylvester: You have to take this seriously. You know the Stefanos
have a contract on your life, but you’re doing business in downtown
Winnipeg like you don’t have a care in the world. Take my advice,
consider the bounty-hunter episode a wake-up call and get lost for
a while—at least get out of Manitoba. You may not see the next goon
coming, and before you know it, the tag on your head is being tied
around your toe. You can’t afford to be this careless, and you know
it.”

“Thanks for explaining that to me, Tanya. Life
has suddenly become much simpler,” I sniped.

“Are you being sharp with me?” she asked,
in a kind of insulted disbelief. “Let’s remember who’s doing whom a
favor.”

“You want to do me a favor? Let me make my own
decisions. I’m not a con with a cup in his hand anymore, and I’ve
got too many investments to be run out of town by gangsters.”

“Well excuse me all to hell for trying to
save your life. Someone ought to give a damn about it,” she
barked.

“Don’t you have better things to do these days
than worry about me?”

There was a very brief pause, just long enough
to chill the air.

“You know something? You’re absolutely right,”
the dial tone hummed in my ear.

I belted the receiver into the cradle, but the
impact wasn’t satisfying, so I picked it up and slammed it down
again and again until the handset split down the center.
Fortunately, my anger and I were the only ones in the office that
morning.

 


Joanna had invited herself to spend the night,
just like she’d done a dozen times, but that evening she was very
aware of my indifference, and it hurt her feelings. What was
worse—I didn’t care. The hard part of my heart resented Joanna’s
tenderness, and painted it as weakness. She was sensitive when it
came to her affection for me, but I couldn’t return the favor, and
there was no forcing it. Secretly, I’d begun to take offense at the
similarities Joanna shared with Samantha, as though she were
deliberately impersonating the lost love of my life. Consciously, I
was aware that my resentment was misguided, but the brine in my
blood demanded an outlet and rendered me deaf to the voice of
reason.

 


I stared, unblinking and half-drunk, into a
deserted spider web on the ceiling. Sleep would have been a welcome
respite, but the knots in my belly would have none of it. While
frustration scraped at my nerves, I reflected on the price on my
head, and on the Blackfoot who had almost cashed it in. I brooded
over the phone conversation with Tanya, and the way I’d so coldly
dismissed Joanna. I sat up in bed with a grimace. My back still
ached, while I walked over to my bureau.

I sprawled out in a chair and studied the Nevada
driver’s license.

“What the fuck were you doing in Manitoba?” I
whispered to the stained plastic.

Hot little ripples of whisky slipped down my
throat, but I saved a little to spew over Magdalena’s face.

“You got off easy, bitch,” I snarled, but it
sounded weak.

 


Joanna cried when I told her I was leaving and
that she couldn’t come with me. I assured her that I’d be back in a
few months but it was of little comfort to her, as was my promise
that I wasn’t leaving her forever. Leaving her alone in tears
should have tugged on my heartstrings—especially since I couldn’t
tell her where I was going or why—but my emotions had already been
spoken for. Telling her the truth would have been too cruel—even
for a son-of-a-bitch like me.

 


I’d been seventeen the first time I’d crossed
the border…to join a war I knew nothing about. Eight years later
I’d cross it again, trying to outrun my own self-destruction.
Now I’m thirty-three years old, I thought, and I’m right
back where I started. This time, I told myself, I wasn’t a kid
looking to prove something, and I wasn’t suicidal—I was on a quest.
I had to see Harwintowne for myself.

The cuts on my face had become almost invisible,
but they added to the display of pale scars in the
mirror—accessories to the cheap melodrama I had instead of a
life.

Harwintowne wasn’t on any map I could find, but
that didn’t mean anything. The world is full of one-horse towns and
isolated little burgs that keep their distance from the fast lane.
Places where citizens enjoy anonymity, and sometimes protect it…any
way they can.

Harwintowne had been real enough to print on a
driver’s license, so it had to be real enough to send a letter
to.

I addressed the post to Magdalena Jiminez and
presented it to a pony-tailed clerk inside the post office in
Wells, Nevada.

“Where will this go from here?” I asked.

He quickly scanned over the address.

“The ZIP code is down south somewhere, so it’ll
probably filter through Caliente or Beatty,” he replied,
disinterested.

“Ever heard of Harwintowne?” I said. He shook
his head and puffed out his bottom lip.

“Little silver town or something?” he asked,
assuming I already knew.

I thought about that for minute, mulling over
the thin irony.

“Could be,” I said with a smirk.

 


I must have stopped at a dozen filling stations
and restaurant-casinos along U.S. Highway 93, but no one had heard
of the elusive city.

While I waited my turn inside the main lobby of
the Caliente Post Office, I studied the index of cities posted
behind the counter. Harwintowne had made the list. The clerk didn’t
know how to get there, but suggested that I talk to some of the
route drivers on the loading dock.

After speaking with the dock supervisor, I
learned that the drivers were postal contractors who picked up and
delivered mail to area post offices. The supervisor directed me to
a red-haired man wearing a torn red-flannel jacket. He was sitting
inside the Mercedes box truck, filling out his paperwork when I
approached him.

“They tell me you know how to get to
Harwintowne,” I said.

“Unfortunately,” he replied. “Been showing up at
four-fifteen every morning, for fifteen years.”

He was good enough to give me directions and
even scrawled out a map on the back of a blank mileage sheet.

The town was pretty much how I’d pictured it,
with a population of three hundred people and a narrow thoroughfare
that bisected the business district. The buildings were a
southwestern blend of Spanish mission-style architecture and modern
structures. The village square had its share of buildings for rent,
a statue of a forgotten miner, and a faded, wind-torn banner that
proclaimed: Copper-Kettle Festival June 12-15.

The local barber shaved a customer under the
shade of a boardwalk canopy and two elderly Mexican men sat eating
sandwiches outside of Tank’s Place, one of the two taverns
across the street from the Sure-Value hardware store. The
town would have seemed an idyllic picture of western Americana
except for the fever that slipped up my neck. I parked near the
Sugar Market grocery store and walked into Tank’s Place for
a drink. Aware of the scrutiny I was under, I nodded at the two
old-timers as I passed through the door.

I assumed the rotund bartender to be Tank
himself, but his establishment could have been any bar in any city
west of the Mississippi River.

I hadn’t finished my beer before a presence
preceded its host through the door. The uncanny sensation that’d
squirmed under my skin suddenly flared and bristled. It burned over
my scalp and brow. I had to clench my teeth and stare at the bar to
keep my anger in check. I didn’t dare turn to look at him for fear
that the slightest movement would unsettle my fragile self-control.
I braced myself for the sound of his voice, and when he spoke I had
to close my eyes and focus on the darkness just to stay in my seat.
He exchanged words with the proprietor, though I couldn’t
understand them over the squall of blood in my head.

The tide receded as suddenly as it had rushed
in, and I looked up to see the bartender changing a keg and
watching me like a sideshow oddity.

“You need some aspirin, buck?” he offered.

Without acknowledging him, I doled three dollars
onto the bar and made tracks back to the boardwalk.

The only person on the street, beside the
Mexican gentlemen, was a tall black man wearing a baseball cap and
a blue sweatshirt. He strolled across the boardwalk with an easy,
graceful lope, and as I followed him, I considered the implications
of two werewolves from the same hole-in-the-wall town. I watched
him unlock the door to an empty storefront and walk inside.

In the cab of my Silverado, I threaded the DPD’s
silencers onto both Colts. I’d never used them, but I’d always
believed they’d serve a purpose one day. I stashed both pistols
under my jacket and set my jaw for the wet-works.

The keys still dangled from the door, and inside
the former drugstore, the man in the ball cap sorted through a box
of junk. He looked up from the crate as I pointed both 1911s at his
head, and kicked the door shut behind me. Splinters of sunshine
stabbed around the edges of cardboard covering the windows—we were
alone in our own private twilight. The Beast, which glowered in his
eyes, betrayed his masquerade, and mocked me with the kind of
haughty defiance that only a Wolf can project. He offered no last
words.

The silencers whispered, each in turn, while the
silver quietly raped his chest and forehead. He staggered from his
feet, dead before he smacked the boards, but my trigger fingers had
an itch that demanded a more satisfying scratching. I continued to
soothe my own soul until both clips were almost empty and
dust bunnies sailed across the floor on currents of red.

I gathered the brass casings and broke the key
off in the door on my way out. It was odd, but the sensation I’d
felt prior to the killing hadn’t completely left me.

 


I stopped the gas pump at the fifteen dollar
mark, just as a ’77 Cadillac pulled to the nozzle next to me. The
Wolf that emerged from the driver’s seat wore the disguise of an
oil-field worker. He paid me no attention.

“Excuse me, sir,” I said, stepping over the
concrete island, “you wouldn’t have a tire tool I could borrow for
a minute?”

He looked at me with a grandma-eating grin in
his eyes, and then glanced over at the Silverado.

“Stuck tailgate,” I explained. “Damn thing.”

He wasn’t eager to oblige me, but opened his
trunk anyway and reached inside to retrieve the requested item. I
cut his spine apart with a hushed silver bullet. His weight sagged
over the boot rim, and I helped him the rest of the way inside and
closed the lid.

The fat girl running the register was gabbing on
the telephone and hadn’t seen a thing.

“Is there a junkyard around here?” I asked,
while paying for the fuel.

 


I’d switched a few plug wires from the
distributor cap so the Cadillac barely ran, and gouged out the
boot’s keyhole with a screwdriver. The man at “Roundtree Salvage”
gave me a hundred dollars for the portable coffin, and I stuck
around long enough to watch him park it in a bone yard of rusted
automobiles.

 


When night came down, I hoofed it back to the
filling station.

It was a lonely piece of road, unencumbered by
traffic until a van rolled to a halt alongside of me. A
dopey-looking man leaned over and unlocked the passenger’s
door.

“Hop in feller,” he said in a very high voice.
“I’ll give ya a lift.”

I accepted his offer and climbed into the
vehicle, which smelled like garbage.

“Yeah,” he began, “you don’t wanna be takin’ a
walk around here at night. My name’s Maurice Godwin, what’s
yours?”

“James,” I answered, sizing up his strangely
shaped head and close-set eyes—they were beady, shifty even, but
they weren’t what I was looking for.

“Where you from, Jimmy?” Maurice asked through a
yawning spray of spittle.

I ignored his question and rolled down my window
to air out the stench.

“What did you mean when you said I didn’t want
to walk around at night?” I asked.

He stammered over his words before he finally
formed a complete sentence.

“There could be crazies around.”

“I don’t think that’s what you meant,
Maurice.”

“It is too!” he shouted, like a defensive child
caught in a lie.

“What kind of crazies were you talking about
then?”

“I dunno,” he grasped for words. “Just…crazy
people. Like escaped psychos and stuff.”

Maurice’s mental age was well below his natural
years, but dimwitted or not, he knew something I didn’t. I’d killed
two werewolves not more than an hour apart, and by God, I swore to
myself, he was going to tell me all about it.

“You’ve got to watch out for those escaped
mental patients, Maurice. As far as you know, I could be one
of them.”

“You talk too funny to be from anywhere
around here.”

“Maybe I’m an out-of-town psycho,” I suggested,
casually. “You did pick me up off the road in the middle of the
night. I could’ve been burying bodies in the desert.”

Maurice turned his head slowly and looked at me
with a cold streak of fear bleaching out his face.

“That’s right,” I said. “How would you know?
It’s not like you’ve got brains to spare.”

He white-knuckled the steering wheel and stared
back at me with a doughface of yellow fear.

“Don’t hurt me,” he begged. “Please don’t hurt
me.”

“Pull the van over Maurice, before you hurt
yourself.”

At my insistence, he guided the vehicle to the
roadside and turned off the engine. He was still pleading with me
not to hurt him, and was so frightened he began to drool down the
nub of his chin.

“If you answer my questions, I won’t hurt you.
But you fuck with me, and I guarantee you’ll sleep in dirt
tonight.”

He nodded, too afraid to speak.

It hadn’t been so long ago that I would have
been bluffing. But sitting along the deserted strip of back road,
manipulating his limitations to benefit my war, I knew I would take
whatever steps necessary to ensure his cooperation. I’d become a
schoolyard bully, maybe worse. The bitch of it was that I couldn’t
have cared less.

“Do you know Magdalena Jiminez?”

“I know Maggie J,” he said, holding up his hands
even though I hadn’t brandished a weapon of any kind. “She ran off
with the healer.”

The lengthy question-and-answer session that
followed could have hardly been mistaken for an interrogation.
Maurice volunteered the entire story, one jumbled piece at a time.
But what I was able to put together from the fragments was a tale
so strange, it had to be true.

 


A drifter had come to Harwintowne two years ago.
According to Maurice, he’d walked in from the desert with a leather
case in each hand. He was a foreigner—like me as far as my witness
was concerned—who spoke perfect Spanish as well as English, and
claimed to be a healer even though he himself had a weak and
wounded left arm. No one paid much attention to him at first, but
the town’s mayor was known to be a superstitious man, and his
daughter was dying of Leukemia.

The Spanish healer was taken to the girl, to
practice his “new-age” medicine. When he emerged from her room, he
proclaimed her blood to have been “purged.”

Overnight, the mayor’s daughter became stronger,
and by the third day she showed no sign of her malady. She was
invigorated, to hear Maurice tell it, and few were left to doubt
the authenticity of the healer’s gift. As for the mayor, well let’s
just say that Esteban Jiminez was forever in the Spaniard’s debt
for saving his Maggie’s life.

That’s how it started. Soon, others in town were
flocking to the healer; he apparently hadn’t told anyone his name.
From the elderly, with chronic ailments, to schoolchildren with the
flu, everyone who spent a few minutes alone with the messianic
drifter not only recovered, but also became healthier and stronger
than they’d been before.

Soon, even friends and family of the cured
became vibrant and claimed never to have felt so alive. It was as
though just being near the miracle was enough to infect them with
its vitality.

Not everyone had been so enthralled by the
healer’s arcane talents though. Some skeptics and religious folk
had kept their distance from Day One, and had whispered warnings to
their neighbors in private.

After a few weeks, the drifter left town and
took Magdalena with him. It was then that the people of Harwintowne
wished they’d listened to the naysayers. Their newfound lives began
to transcend sublime health and energy, and took a much darker
turn—a turn that Maurice described as “wild.” Some, who’d fallen
under the drifter’s thrall, ran screeching through the
desert—wailing that their skin was on fire. The most horrible
sounds came shrieking out of the night, sounds that reminded
Maurice of: “Dying tigers, roaring in pain.”

“What was in the drifter’s bags?” I asked.

He ran his fingers over his face like he was
trying to wipe away his fear, and then told me about the night he
spent in lockup for being drunk and disorderly.

It was the first night the drifter came into
town, and the last night anyone saw the police chief.

Maurice told me about a local roustabout named
Silas Piper who had occupied the holding cell next to him. Silas
had been in and out of prison for years, and had just been arrested
that day in connection with the sodomy of an eight-year-old
boy.

“I dunno how he got in there, or where the cops
was at,” Maurice told me, “but the foreigner walked right into
Silas’ cell and set his luggage down like he was movin’ in.”

Piper had been belligerent at first, referring
to the stranger in ethnic slurs, but the drifter never raised his
voice. He kept whispering until Silas shut up and listened to him
with an attention that bordered on the reverent.

“I heard Silas say how he always wanted to live
in New Orleans,” Maurice said. “And then the healer said somethin’
about bein’ a messenger.”

This nameless healer then pulled a severed
coyote head from one of his bags. He held it up for Silas to see,
and asked him if he were ready to taste freedom. Through its ear,
he pulled out what seemed to be a nugget of the dead animal’s
brain. Then, the drifter bit and bloodied his own lips and worked
up a froth of red saliva. He spat into the brain tissue and worked
it into a dirty paste between his hands.

“I looked away, ’cause it was makin’ me sick,”
Maurice said “But then I looked back, and the healer had wiped his
hands in Silas’ eyes. Pretty soon he was holdin’ the door to his
cell open for him.”

The drifter hadn’t spoken to Maurice, and
Maurice hadn’t told anyone about what he’d seen. The fact that no
one would have believed him was probably the only reason he’d been
left alive.

A lot of people had moved away that first year,
and some of them hadn’t even packed a suitcase—they just
vanished.

“Harwintowne has settled down,” he said. “But
it’s not the same place it used to be. Everything’s quiet again,
’cause everybody knows what they are, and they’re afraid for people
to find out about it.”

A man Maurice called Mr. Fuller had been
responsible for pulling the new community together. He reorganized
the town and helped cover things up so outsiders wouldn’t be
suspicious. For that, they made him the new mayor. Fuller had some
kind of severe respiratory problem before the healer got hold of
him, and had always been a unique member of the community because
he was the only black man in town. He’d been the second person the
Spaniard had “cured”; Magdalena was the first. I told him that they
were killed in the same order, and told him about the corpse, which
led me to the town.

The wrinkles on his sloping forehead deepened.
His fear began to look more like confusion, and then anger.

“You’re not one of them,” he accused, in his
adolescent tone.

He dropped his hands and turned back to the
wheel. “I’m not saying anything else to you, faker!” he
shrilled.

“Take your hands away from the keys, Maurice,” I
said.

“You don’t scare me anymore. You can’t do
nothin’,” he replied, turning the engine over.

Before I knew what had come over me, I was
hitting him hard and fast. The keys dropped from the ignition as he
buckled against the glass, and I continued to rain down fists on
him in an eruption of misplaced fury. I wasn’t beating a simpleton;
I was beating to death an ally of the Beast. My rage was
merciless, unthinking, and callous to the stinging pinpricks I
should have felt in my neck.

Maurice fell from the van when his door came
open, and a stocky young man with the Wolf in his eyes pulled him
clear of the vehicle.

“Come out of there, Godwin,” he growled. “You’ve
done enough for one day.”

He couldn’t have been a day over eighteen, but
the amber sheen in his eyes was ancient. I pulled both pistols, and
realized I hadn’t reloaded since the drugstore. I did the math as
several presences sizzled up my neck. I had one bullet left, but I
wasn’t sure in which Colt. I still remembered what the Reydosnin
had learned from the porcupine.

“Take a whiff of this!” I shouted, thrusting one
of the weapons toward his face. “You know what silver does to your
kind? Or haven’t you learned that yet?”

While I bluffed him, the others skulked around
the van and honed their nails across metal and glass. I expected
this young Wolf to dive through the door and rip out my throat
while I pulled the trigger on an empty chamber. But for the moment
the bluff was working—it was a contest of wills.

“You think I’m full of shit? Ask Fuller about it
when you get to hell.”

The Wolf took a step away from the door, while
the lanky silhouette of a She-Wolf, naked from the waist up,
wriggled on the front bumper and pressed her breasts against the
glass. She licked the windshield, puddles of saliva spilling from
her open mouth while pelt knitted across her bare chest. Someone
tested the locked door handle behind me. I weighed a Colt in each
hand, stole a second to focus everything I had on their heft, and
tried to detect the discrepancy of a single silver bullet. The door
behind me flew off its hinges, and a slavering brown maw poked
through the hole. Had it lunged, there would’ve been no escape, but
the Wolf was too reticent. I had a fifty-fifty chance of choosing
the loaded Colt, but there was no more time to educate my
guess.

The silenced wadcutter parked between his eyes
and rocked him backward. I dropped the .45 and peeled the Bavarian
Bowie from its sheath just as the younger Wolf took hold of me. He
was still in the throes of metamorphosis when he flattened me
across the seats, his hands around my throat. He had the strength
of a man many times his size, and could have broken my neck if he
had known how to do it quickly.

The young Wolf had been marked and left to fend
for himself; he didn’t know his own power or the limits thereof. It
was my privilege to teach him what his creator had not. There was a
scrape of bone as the Bowie slid between his ribs and twisted
inside his heart. He was young enough to feel the effects
instantly. While the Wolf wilted, I pulled myself from beneath him
and dredged him out of the van and onto the shoulder of the road.
Three others surrounded me: the fully transformed She-Wolf, an
older hippie-type still writhing out of his fleshy cocoon, and a
large blond man who had yet to shift. The She-Wolf squatted atop
the van and hissed down at me, while I pulled the young Wolf’s head
back and put the wet knife to his throat.

“Silver!” I announced, gashing his throat clean
to the bones.

I’d prepared for the Great Death Bear to come
for me many times over the course of my life, and considered myself
blessed to have fought for so long. The unwinnable war had become
the only thing I could trust—the only constant in my life.

Even my hatred knew better than to believe I
could survive three werewolves, no matter how naïve, with only a
blade and an empty pistol. The deaths of their brothers had stalled
the pack momentarily, but their insidious nature wouldn’t allow
them to be kept at bay for long.

There could be no retreat.

It’s hard to say what passes through one’s mind
when death stands so near, but what I remember most was a sense of
clarity and remorse for the way I’d treated the people who cared
for me. And while I waited for the Beast to collect its final dues,
my one wish was that I could have parted on better terms with
Joanna and Tanya. I guess I should have thought of that earlier.
With a single tooth to bite back with, I looked forward to joining
my family on the other side, but only after I’d gotten my licks
in.

“Let’s get this over with!” I shouted, and stood
steadfast—pegged to the ground like a Dog Soldier.

I breathed the essence of certain death, but
none of the three were eager to bring it to me. The hippie’s
transformation was reverting, and he backed away from the
confrontation first. Typical pacifist, I mused. His gangly
arms swung loosely at his side as he melted into the night. The
She-Wolf howled from the roof of the van, arms poised between her
knees, and then joined the others in retreat. The blond man
stayed.

“I’ve got a perfect willingness to die tonight,”
I proclaimed, “but it’s not something for nothing. You better want
me dead as much as I’m ready to die.”

“I don’t,” came the unexpected reply.

“Your will is for shit!” I said, trying to
provoke him. I was almost disappointed at the waning aura of
death.

The Beast in the blond man’s eyes was very
subdued, and it paled compared to the others I’d seen that day. I
noticed the attending sensation had dulled as well, gradually
fading until it was barely discernible from the adrenaline.

“I don’t think I’m your enemy—not yet anyway,”
he stated calmly. “But I’m willing to die, too. Eager, in
fact.”

I measured the tone of his voice, and judged it
sincere. It was one of those situations I’d never considered
actually happening.

“You haven’t changed yet, have you?”

“No, sir,” he replied. “Not physically. But it
keeps getting harder to resist. You’d be doing me a favor if you’d
run me through with that,” he said, nodding at the red Bowie.

I didn’t need to be asked twice, and stepped up
to oblige his request. Even if he was duping me, I thought, I’d
still get what I wanted. He closed his eyes and dropped to his
knees with hands folded beneath his chin. I drew back my arm to
plunge the knife into the skull he offered me.

It was neither mercy nor pity which stayed my
hand, but something much more selfish.

“What’s your name?” I asked, interrupting his
final prayer of penance.

His eyes opened. Yes, there was a struggle in
progress.

“Caleb,” he murmured.

“If I’m going to do you a favor, what are you
going to do for me?” I asked.

“I just want to die clean.”

“Well, we’ll see about that,” I said, wiping the
blade against his cheek. Given his inclinations, it was more of a
tease than a threat.

“Tell me something, Caleb; how many werewolves
live in this town?”

“About a hundred, I think,” he said, “It’s like
an incurable disease of the soul.”

“You want me to believe that you haven’t
transformed even when the moon’s been full? Your will’s not that
strong, no one’s is.”

“The full moon is when it’s almost unbearable.
The grace of God is the only thing that keeps me from being like
the rest of them,” he said. “I’m a baptized Christian, sir, though
my faith is slipping away. If I can hold out, maybe God will still
accept me when I die. But I’ve got to die clean, and that means I
can’t kill myself.”

“Fighting the good fight, eh? Stay on your
knees,” I said, the knife still hugging his jugular. “How did you
know we were out here?”

“The man at Roundtree’s recognized Joey Barton’s
car and found his body in the trunk.”

“Tell me, Caleb, how did such a pious fellow
come to be duped by a self-proclaimed healer?”

He was eager to tell the story, like he wanted
to speak it out loud and get it off his chest.

His mother had been diagnosed with Parkinson’s
disease five years ago, when he’d moved to Harwintowne from Reno to
take care of her.

“She asked me…she begged me…to take her to the
miracle worker that had come to town. I tried to convince her that
he was just a rainmaker, and I reminded her what the Bible said
about how false prophets would come among us like wolves. It wasn’t
until later that I realized how literal that scripture was.

“Her health had deteriorated so much, and she
went on about how God hadn’t saved her from all the indignities
common to a woman in her condition. Her bitterness was so pitiful
that I finally caved and took her to see him. He insisted on being
alone with her, and she was convinced that if I stayed I would
hinder his work.

“So I left them alone for about ten minutes.
Later that night, while I was getting her ready for bed, I noticed
what looked like a little bloodstain on her blouse. I asked her if
she’d been hurt, but she just smiled and told me that I worried too
much. You know, that was the first night since I’d moved back that
she went to bed without telling me she loved me.”

“You didn’t find any wounds to go with that
blood?”

“He didn’t bite her, if that’s what you’re
asking. He…fed her a piece of himself, like some sacrilegious
Eucharist.”

“How do you know that?” The pit of my stomach
became pinched with nausea.

“She made breakfast the next morning, something
she’d not been able to do in three years. The morning after that,
she was outside putting out a flower garden. She flushed all her
medication down the toilet, and put her wheelchair in the closet. I
wanted to believe that I’d been wrong, and the Lord had really
healed her, but it was too blasphemous an idea to entertain.

“I woke up with something in my throat a few
nights later. I tasted blood in my mouth and saw my mother standing
over my bed. I noticed the pad of her index finger was missing;
she’d cut off, and made me swallow it in my sleep. She peered down
at me, amused at my total bewilderment, and told me that soon I’d
know what being alive was all about.”

Like Maurice, his story was too disturbing to be
contrived. Suddenly, I knew nothing about the Beast.

“Where is she now?”

“I moved into my own place. Now, she’s devoted
to Walter Fuller, the town’s new shepherd.”

“Former shepherd,” I corrected. “When I
greased him this afternoon I didn’t expect an entire werewolf
population. But since that seems to be what I’ve found, I’ll leave
here on a slab before I let you fuckers see another full moon.
You’re not a human being anymore, Caleb—tough shit, bad luck,
that’s just the way it is. But if you help me make a ghost town out
of this place, I promise I’ll do you quick when it’s over. No
apologies.”

I let him get up and he helped me drag Maurice’s
body into the back of the van.

“Maurice was a human being,” he said with a note
of sadness in his voice. “But you killed him anyway.”

I stole a glance at the Humpty Dumpty body, and
bloodied moon-face.

“He can rot in hell, too,” I spat. “Collateral
damage as far as I’m concerned. I’d just as soon cut your heart out
right now, except you might be of some use to me. I’ll see you off
to the Pearly Gates, but you do what I say, when I say it. And if
you so much as twitch in my direction, I’ll see to it that you
Wolf-out first,” I slammed the back door of the van.

Caleb nodded, confirming that we had an
understanding.

I halfway expected him to crawfish on me, but
even if he led me into a trap, I reasoned, I’d be no worse off than
I’d been on the highway.

Caleb drove the van back into Harwintowne, and I
rode with Maurice in the back. We stopped at the darkened petrol
station just long enough to collect my things and identifying
documents, and then continued down a remote driveway to Caleb’s
mobile home.

 


I armed myself for the battle of Armageddon. I
loaded magazines and filled ammo belts with shotgun shells while
Caleb watched.

“Where did you get all this silver?” he
asked.

“Jewelers mostly,” I answered. “Sometimes I melt
things down, if they’re fine enough.”

“That’s important?”

“Sterling works all right, but I prefer
high-fine or fine when I can get it," I said. "I can’t believe I’m
discussing this with you.”

“I’m not a monster, Mr. James. You’re going to
save me from that.”

“Yeah, well if I die first, all bets are
off.”

“I had no idea there was so much to know,” he
admitted. “Fuller told us about silver, but the town’s been more
concerned about fighting one another than dodging silver
bullets.”

“What about this Silas Piper that Maurice was
telling me about?” I asked, while scrubbing dried blood from my
cuticles.

“The pederast?” he said. “Fuller told us that
our ‘benefactor’ had sent him off as an ‘ambassador of Esau,’
whatever that means.”

“Harwintowne’s been colonized. My guess is that
Silas was hand-picked as seed corn for the next generation.”

I tucked a wad of snuff into my lip and detached
the silencers from my Colts. One report would be as loud as another
to a Wolf, and the whisper of a silencer just wouldn’t suit the
mood.

“Do you mind if I ask what exactly you want me
to do? I mean I’m not much of a gunman, and I’m no match for them
after they change,” Caleb said.

“You’re going to be my mole. It’s like this:
even if I stormed into the lot of them with an assault rifle and
silver frags, I couldn’t kill a hundred of them. And taking them
out one at a time just isn’t an option; they’d be hunting me in
short order. All I really have going for me is the element of
surprise, and to maximize it I’ve got to work from the inside. I
don’t mind dying, but I’d sure like to see a high body count before
I go.”

Caleb jumped up from the sofa and moved to a
window—the exponential stress of the situation seemed to hit him
all at once. He brushed a curtain aside.

“It’ll be dawn in a few hours,” he said. “It
won’t take long for people to start asking questions.”

“If you’re so anxious to die, why haven’t you
had one of the others do you in? It’s not hard to pick a fight you
can’t win.”

He let the heavy muslin curtain fall back into
place and peered at me over his shoulder.

“You call that a clean death?” he said. “I want
to live as a monster only marginally less than I want to be eaten
by one. Besides, we’ve had problems with that kind of thing.”

“What does that mean?” I asked, remembering what
he’d said about them fighting one another.

He shuffled back to the couch and sprawled
out.

“During that first year, they were killing one
another left and right, establishing a pecking order. But they also
used their new power to settle old scores–grudges turned into
bloodbaths. People did things that ordinary people only think
about. We went from a town of about three hundred people to half
that in a few months. All that hunger and rage.” His tone was
reflective, like a veteran remembering a specific battle. “Looking
back, it’s a wonder we didn’t expose ourselves to the world. And we
would have, if Fuller hadn’t taken the reins.”

“If they haven’t found his body yet, it won’t be
much longer,” I said. “Maybe you should be the one to spread the
news.”

 


I bided my time and stayed hidden while the town
staggered from the loss of its skipper. Caleb’s reports indicated
that the pack had already begun to fissure. A meeting at the
village hall had turned into a wild festival of accusations and
private agendas. Supporters of ex-Mayor Jiminez had been staunch in
their commitment to see him reinstated to the office. Fuller’s
people naturally opposed the idea, and insisted that Christoff
Ortega, the town Treasurer and Fuller’s right-hand man, was the
obvious choice.

During the course of the evening, Caleb was
questioned about the stranger who’d killed four town citizens. His
testimony had been simple in its deception. He boasted that he’d
been the last to run from the killer, but had finally done so just
in time to avoid a state patrol car. The trooper had pulled behind
Maurice’s van with his lights on, and Caleb could only speculate
that the outsider had been arrested, and more importantly, that the
body of at least one transformed werewolf had been seen. The
meeting crumbled into a state of panic at the prospect of being
discovered. But while the finger pointing had stopped short of a
melee, the meeting had ended with no decisive solution to their
dilemma.

 


Randall Koontz had worked as a surveyor for the
county until his wife left him for his little sister. Koontz’s
in-laws had never been especially supportive of his marriage to
their daughter, but once she was gone they blamed and harassed him
endlessly for driving her to lesbianism. For a long time after
that, the only surveying he did was the length of a rum bottle. The
healer had changed all that, and by the time he was through with
Randy, liquor had become far too thin a liquid for his
appetite.

When the Spaniard left, most of the townspeople
were unaware of the change already germinating in their souls. The
first domino fell when pieces of Randall’s in-laws were found
spread over their lawn like savaged sacks of garbage—the spiral of
carnage had begun.

Randall Koontz had been the “hippie” Wolf from
the roadside encounter.

Jackie Drone was a nymphomaniac, and proud of
it. The women of Harwintowne used to call her “Peanut Butter”
behind her back because she spread so easily. Her trysts among the
town’s male population included some scandalous affairs with other
women’s husbands, but after the Spaniard had taken his turn with
her, Jackie’s sexual aggression had escalated to predatory.

One night at Tank’s Place, she’d made lewd
advances on Mr. Winslow, the manager of the Sugar Market. His wife
had been standing next to him and when she stepped up to defend her
territory, Jackie ate her face right in the middle of happy hour.
Mr. Winslow, who had been a severe diabetic most of his life,
retaliated with claws and fangs of his own. Two unfortunate patrons
were killed in the ensuing battle, and when the dust settled, the
Sugar Market needed a new manager.

Jackie had been the Wolf-Bitch with Caleb,
Randy, and the others.

The death of Winslow had been an epiphany of
sorts—for the first time since they’d departed the ranks of the
human race, the Wolves of Harwintowne knew they could kill one
another.

Walter Fuller, a former history instructor from
the Midwest, had taken the advice of his physician and moved to a
dryer climate. He came to Harwintowne in 1980 to breathe easier,
and write the great American novel.

Some people said that it was nothing more than
curiosity, which had drawn Walter to the Spaniard. No one really
supposed that a man of his education had gone looking for a
miracle. Others claimed that Fuller’s intentions for meeting the
drifter that day were confrontational. Even then, they said, he was
concerned with Harwintowne’s best interests.

Before the town could wage civil war, Fuller had
stood up and taken control. But not everyone hailed Walter as their
leader, and there were those who believed that he hadn’t curtailed
the violence so much as he’d manipulated it. His savvy brought
order to anarchy and organization to a fledgling pack of Wolves,
but he also eliminated anyone who opposed his leadership.

When his position was secure, he assumed the
role of mediator between individuals or families entrenched in
bloody rivalries. The way Caleb explained it, by killing Fuller I’d
not only deprived the town of its leader, but also ripped the
bandage from a tender wound—a wound I was going to gouge open and
pack with salt.

 


Because he hadn’t completed the transformation,
Caleb wasn’t the most respected member of the pack, but proved to
be an effective puppet nevertheless. He knew where the sore spots
were, and which buttons he could push to trouble the cauldron of
distrust already present. He told lies and whispered in ears,
cultivated malice, and exploited the town’s darkest fears. For a
devout Christian, Caleb was good at sowing discord—something he
said the Bible considered an abomination, but in this case he was
sure the Lord would consider it a virtue.

In the midst of the mounting turmoil, an empty
envelope without a return address arrived for Magdalena Jiminez. It
was post-marked from Wells. I’d forgotten about the letter, and
could have never guessed that its arrival would be so opportune to
have the effect that it did. The anonymity of the innocent post
disquieted an already paranoid population. Fear and imagination,
along with the pervading atmosphere of hostility, galvanized a
volatile cocktail of emotion. All it lacked was ignition.

In between periods of wracking my brain for
ideas that would help destroy Harwintowne from the inside, I penned
brief letters to the women in my life. I made apologies and
expressed my feelings to Joanna and Tanya with the kind of candor
usually only afforded to the dying. I was certain that when the
smoke cleared, I would be among the casualties.

I’d been slipping in and out of sleep in a
living room chair when the thin walls of the trailer shuddered from
a vicious pounding at the door. Securing both Colts, I slipped into
the hallway, meeting Caleb on the way.

“Keep your head down if this turns into a bullet
carnival,” I whispered.

He cinched the sash of his bathrobe around his
waist and opened the door. Two women and a man pushed their way
inside. Randall Koontz, with his long hair and spindly arms, stood
behind Jackie Drone in her ragged blue jeans and black bra, but it
was an older woman who stared Caleb down.

“It’s one-thirty in the morning,” Caleb
protested.

“Always the titty-baby, Caleb,” the woman said
in a spiteful hiss.

“Night’s just gettin’ started anyway,” Jackie
said.

Caleb shot a momentary glance of disdain at the
village Jezebel before shifting his eyes back to the woman in his
face.

“What do you want, mother?”

“I want to know what you think you’re doing!”
she shouted. “Have you gone stupid? Telling everybody in town that
it’s just a matter of time before we’re found out.”

“That’s not a secret,” Caleb contended.
“Everybody knows Harwintowne’s sitting on a powder keg.”

“You don’t shake up old dynamite,” Randall
interjected with arms folded defiantly across his chest.

“That’s not all,” Caleb’s mother continued, “I
hear you’ve been a regular busybody lately. You never could keep
your little snot-nose out of other people’s business."

“So this is a scolding?” Caleb said.

Even from where I stood, I could hear the alarm
in his voice.

“It’s time you made a commitment,” Jackie said.
“Tonight.”

Before Caleb could reply, Randall slammed a fist
into his stomach and doubled him to his hands and knees.

“You’re the weak link in the chain, choirboy,”
he snarled with metamorphosis crackling his bones.

As Caleb fought for his breath through strands
of drool, his mother stooped down and took a handful of his blonde
hair in her fist.

“I came here hoping to talk some sense into you.
Look at me. We’ve all been given a gift, but you’re the only one
squandering it. God’s turned his back on us. What makes you so
special?”

I hovered just inside the doorway of Caleb’s
bedroom, wishing I hadn’t removed the silencers so soon; this
little episode had the potential to ruin everything.

“I know you feel the hunger,” she said. “Stop
fighting it and let it run its course.”

They didn’t have to spell out the consequences
of refusal—it was an ultimatum.

Caleb picked himself off the floor, still trying
to catch his wind.

“It’s not going to happen,” he declared in a
broken gasp.

“You got company, choirboy?” Randall asked as he
peered down the halls.

“I smell it too,” Jackie said.

“You fuckin’ somebody, Caleb?”

“You’re a foul-mouthed little hooker,” Caleb
said, dismissively.

“I’m gonna eat your balls first,” Jackie
sneered.

“I know that scent,” Randall grumbled,
sampling the air.

The Colt barrels led me into the hall. Koontz
caught the first slug between his ears and keeled sideways into the
coffee table. Caleb dove to the carpet, just as the second round
struck his mother between the breasts and took her to her knees.
Before I could fire a third time, Jackie shifted from nubile to
nightmare, and plowed her escape through the soft aluminum door. I
raced over the bodies and stood barefoot on the cement steps, with
twin Colts flashing in the darkness. But the night had swallowed
Jackie whole.

I turned back into the trailer, cursing, to find
Caleb clutching a brown liquid blot diffusing through the shoulder
of his flannel bathrobe. My second bullet had snagged him. A dew of
sweat beaded across his face.

“It burns,” he groaned, in a voice not quite his
own.

“It’s the silver,” I replied, and leveled a
pistol to his head.

“Time to keep your end of the bargain. Please,”
he pleaded, “before it goes too far.”

It was little more than a scratch, a flesh
wound, but the silver had triggered an infernal survival mechanism,
as potent as a full moon. His torment, so acutely personified, was
nothing short of inspirational. He fought the transformation with
the sheer force of his languishing will, but his humanity was
slipping away. There was no remorse on either end of the pistol—I
always keep my promises.

“I hope St. Pete lets you in,” I mumbled.

Jackie’s black brassiere had busted at the hasp
a few yards from the trailer, and strips of her acid-washed
Jordache jeans marked a trail. The odds of finding a werewolf on
the run were pathetic, but I could do no less. If she made it back
to town, I figured to be dead within the hour. I could only hope my
bullets had found her in the darkness.

I brushed my fingers across a suspicious clump
of sage, and they came back tacky-red. It wasn’t a heavy
blood-trail, just some color on the scrub really, but it pointed me
to the She-Wolf, writhing in the dust. One of the rounds had hit
her in the ass, but the other had shattered her right femur,
leaving her agonized and crippled. Jackie had lapsed back to her
human form for some reason, and her pain left her insensible to my
approach. Naked and covered with a malt of blood and dirt, she
strained to see me standing in her blind spot.

“Help…” she choked through the poisonous
pain.

“Who do you think you’re talking to?” I
asked.

 


The flames from the mobile home were a bright
desert bloom in the heavens, and they lit up the sky for miles. The
smoke would bury my scent, and the rest was consigned to the fire.
The folks of Harwintowne would read the ashes well enough to know
to whom the blackened bones belonged, and that was pretty much the
point.

For the next two days, I kept my distance from
the town and circled slowly through the desert. When I’d reached
the eastern edge of the city limits, I found myself on the same
road where Maurice had picked me up, and chose each step to
Roundtree’s Salvage.

My yellow-and-white Silverado sat under the
white beam of a security lamp. The “Closed” sign dangled from a
suction cup in the salvage house door, but there were lights
burning through the drawn blinds. The door was unlocked, the
counter area lit with the harsh light of a naked light bulb. The
coffeepot was on, and the bitter aroma of burned java danced with
something else in the air. From the corner of my eye, I saw
something move, something white and low to the ground. I spun and
eased off the trigger as a teacup poodle waggled its stubby tail at
me. I crouched to meet it as it sniffed my shoes.

“Anything bigger than you around here?” I
whispered, and saw that the rusty discoloration on its legs was
more than old age. Paw prints of blood dappled the green concrete
floor and led to the garage in back.

There’d been no attempt to hide the headless
body. It was sprawled chest down in front of a late-model Camaro,
across an assortment of tools and a broken creeper. Copious amounts
of blood had poured from the open neck stump, and much of it had
drained off into floor grates. The hood of the Camaro was shut, and
dribbles of the red stuff had turned to brown along the grill and
front bumper. The poodle began circling, excited, like it wanted
something from me. I took a grease rag from the top of a standup
toolbox and opened the slightly creased bonnet. Between the fan
belt and the radiator was the mechanic’s head, pinched off at the
shoulders.

“It’s going to be a bad day in Black Rock,” I
said to the little fraction of a dog, and cut open a bag of dog
food for it.

There were about two hundred loose keys in the
desk drawers, strewn about in no discernible order, and I picked
out seventeen of them that could have started my Silverado. Of
course none of them fit, but I’d learned to hot-wire in the
Marines. I spread my scattergun and 30-30 on the seat beside me,
and rolled away from Roundtree’s for the Harwintowne
thoroughfare.

 


A gigantic, misshapen meteor crashed into the
beams of my headlamps, smacking the street like a ton of lumber—I
veered onto the curb to miss it. Light and shadow dissolved as the
tangled heap of fur and flesh writhed over the fractured asphalt.
Two Wolves were locked into a living knot of flashing fangs and
talons. Pink accents of slaver and blood sprayed the flicker of a
faulty streetlamp.

I poured from the truck with rifle in hand, but
before I could take aim, the blur of a third, larger Wolf descended
into the ground war and snapped a set of fuming jaws into the skull
of the Wolf that had been dominating the struggle. Its mandible
clenched in a halting, chomping motion until the cranium burst in
its mouth.

Their reflexes, their raw physical strength,
left my mortal expectations in the dust. I’d never been witness to
such a duel. I was only yards away, but might as well have been
invisible. Their berserk rage blinded them to everything but each
other. I could have pulled the trigger, but I stood slack-jawed,
mesmerized by their ferocious display.

The dead Wolf drooped from between the larger
one’s teeth, and in a show of gratitude, the Wolf at the bottom
lunged at its savior’s throat. The headless Wolf wilted to the
curb, as the big one became a whirlwind of umber and ivory, trying
to extract the canines from its throat.

A symphony of hellish brass blasted down the
narrow streets and shocked my blood cold. A band of six raced in
the phantom half-light, looking more like apparitions than flesh
and blood.

The larger Wolf carved the underbelly of its
ungracious attacker, and spilled its entrails, freeing itself from
the fangs.

I was dumbstruck. I brandished my rifle one way
and then another, unable to choose my first shot—the palpable
presence of preternatural fury had all but gelded me.

A war cry gurgled from its punctured throat, as
the big Wolf lunged to meet the new arrivals. The six had seemed to
be united, but as the big one charged in, that unity proved to be
an illusion. Fangs gnashed for soft spots, while rooster tails of
blood and piss filled the lamplights. Claws peeled through muscle
and slung strips of sanguine tissue into the gutters.

I shook myself from the spell of their
nightmarish power, and squinted down the rifle sights. They were
murdering each other with reckless abandon, without a moment’s
regard for anything or anyone else. I eased my finger from the
trigger. The mystique of the battle had quelled my hatred long
enough for me to realize the imprudence of attack. A silver bullet
would have announced my presence loud-and-clear, and solidified an
overwhelming enemy against me. I lowered the Winchester,
insignificant, but patient.

I did everything in my power to stay the hell
out of their way, as I stole through the shadows in search of a
ringside seat someplace defendable.

An overturned car burned in the Sure-Value
parking lot. The blaze conjured grotesque shadows that danced over
the form of two, nearly identical Wolves on all fours. They tugged
at the corpse of a third. One set of jaws was locked in its
shoulder, the others in its loins—two hounds of hell fighting over
scraps from the devil’s table. The carcass split in a spiral tear,
leaving each Wolf with its own grisly portion.

I watched from the sidelines as the big veteran
Wolf resurfaced. It was matted in blood, with a tattered curtain of
skin hanging at its throat. He and two allies advanced toward the
twins, wearing raw patches of hide as battle tokens. One limped
behind on three legs, drawing a red wake in the dust with its
dangling fourth. Mangled and torn as they were, the Wolves seethed
through clenched teeth, and sported rigid male organs. They were
still ravenous for the taste of death.

The twin werewolves looked up from their warm
cannibal feast, and stood tall at their rival’s advance. Both
groups raced headlong into a demoniacal death squall.

The three-legged Beast was the first to go down.
One twin engaged it head-on, while the other jumped its back and
severed its spine with a single chomp. The big Wolf mounted the
first twin and enfolded its neck in a bloody maw. The odd Wolf took
the opportunity and lunged at the other twin with drool streaming
from its jowls, but it wasn’t agile enough to make the connection.
In defense of its counterpart, the second twin pounced broadside
into the big Wolf and rolled its belly to the stars.

Their muzzles snapped and snarled in a lather of
thick sputum—each yearning for the other’s jugular with a
frightening zeal. The unoccupied brother skirted the slower, odd
Wolf, and worked in tandem with its sibling until it yawned
face-first into the big one’s underside. Its fangs gnawed through
soft belly-flesh until it had eviscerated the bigger Beast, and its
guts slid out in a salty red broth. The odd Wolf retreated, but
both twins pursued and overwhelmed it from behind. They took it to
the ground and began a new game of tug-of-war.

I helped myself to Tank’s Irish whiskey while
sounds of the Beast war continued throughout the night. Bawling
howls and shrieks of towering rage flooded the streets with
tormented desperation. From the tavern window, I could see a
solitary blue postal box. It seemed so ordinary, so out of place. I
checked my watch—four ten a.m. Damn!

The waves of red riot had become more
infrequent. Pandemonium was on the wane. Those who had survived the
night, those who weren’t injured or dying, would be looking for an
easy meal to sate the appetite they’d worked up.

The pavement was curdled with gore and stray,
nondescript body parts. Blood dribbled through the street drains,
and splattered empty storefronts, while random lumps of hairy meat
stuck to parked cars and lampposts—wherever they’d landed. The
frayed festival banner had finally pulled free of its leads and lay
crumpled in the square, under the stoic eyes of the miner’s statue.
A smoky fog wafted in the air, courtesy of scarlet halos flickering
from the residential area to the north.

A Wolf choked for air beneath a post office
security light. It was glued to the pavement in a tar pit of its
own blood. Its hide was peeled to the shoulders, so that it wore
its skin like a loose blanket. One of its hands had been chewed
flat, and its teeth dangled on tiny black filaments of nerve.

Behind the post office were lit headlamps. The
redheaded man in the red-flannel jacket didn’t hear me coming as he
unloaded canvas sacks of mail from the back of the Mercedes truck
onto a yellow-railed cart.

“You’ve got to get out of here,” I said,
startling the hell out of him.

“Jesus Christ!” he exclaimed, and then stepped
away from the truck, his eyes fixed on my arsenal.

“Never mind the weapons,” I said. “Just get the
hell out of here. Haven’t you seen all the blood?”

Before he could answer, the smell of broken
bowels drifted in the air, and I turned and fired at the living
shadow that had skulked entirely too close to us. It yowled in the
echo of the 30-30 round and reeled to one side; its arm clipped off
at the shoulder. The second bullet removed its head.

The driver stood paralytic, his mouth agape.

“I don’t think anyone’s going to be opening mail
this morning,” I said.

“That’s a goddamn werewolf!” he cried.

“Get in the truck!” I shouted.

He bolted into the driver’s seat and tore away
from the loading zone without a second thought to his open cargo
door. Gray and brown sacks of mail tumbled from the back of the
truck as he fought for second gear.

The one-armed, headless Wolf had been mauled
long before it’d crossed paths with me. There were holes in its
stomach, torn clean through, ventilating the rotten stench of its
intestines.

The main thoroughfare was littered with Wolf
corpses, from the petrol station to the Sugar Market, but I found
no survivors. The residential parts of town would be gamier—more
shadows, more places for the wounded to hide.

Houses burned from some unannounced, secondary
chaos. The flames leapt to neighboring roofs, kindling a village
wide inferno.

Half a Wolf pulled itself by its arms from
between two doublewide trailers. Its legs had been gnawed into
putty, but it was intent on making me its last meal. It would have
to do without.

There was a light burning in the second floor
window of an apartment building. The curtain was pulled to one
side, and a woman’s silhouette peered out into the street. I
couldn’t actually see her face, much less read her eyes—better safe
than sorry.

The pane shattered and she dropped away from the
sill with a bullet in her head.

I was on Cardinal Lane, as indicated by the
green street sign, when a Blazer rumbled into the street. Its
headlamps were dark as it tore in my direction—Wolf, or fleeing
human local? I asked myself. And then answered: Better a handful of
innocent people die tonight than one werewolf escape.

The windshield exploded and the radiator spewed
bright green as the vehicle keened out of control. It rode onto the
sidewalk with red spatter sinking down the driver’s glass, clipped
the rear end of a parked dune buggy and bashed into the side of a
garage.

I went door-to-door, and shot anything that
showed its face. I was drunk on whisky and my own death wish. I was
ready for it—waiting around the next corner, lurking in the next
shadow.

Solitary house fires had pooled their flame, so
that an hour before sunrise it created its own blazing dawn. The
flames forced me from the residential neighborhood, back to the
square and the thoroughfare.

The Sure-Value had become engulfed in flames as
well, and the radiance roasted the remains of the butchered
Wolves.

I climbed inside the Silverado, and another wail
pealed across the desert, but it wasn’t the cry of a Wolf. The
high-pitched, rolling sound collected into a chorus, and a
cavalcade of red and blue flashing lights lined the back road.

One hundred Wolves had lived in Harwintowne, but
I hadn’t seen that many bodies. I tossed my weapons onto the bench
seat and rolled down the main drag for the last time, in search of
survivors I knew I would never find.

 


 



Chapter VIII:

 


I drove southeast that strange December, moving
up and down the radio dial, listening for something about
Harwintowne. Though I knew better than to expect a werewolf expose,
I thought I’d at least hear some back-page, cover-up commentary
about the fire. But the town had been buried without a whimper, in
the same obscurity in which it had lived. As for me, I still had
graves to dig.

 


The black waters of Lake Pontchartrain stretched
out on either side of the twenty-four-mile Causeway Bridge. It was
an inky Louisiana night, and New Orleans waited in the distance.
With any luck, so did Silas Piper. If my “seed-corn” theory was
right, the Spaniard had dispatched his first convert to the
Crescent City to establish a pack there.

I admit I didn’t know much about New Orleans at
the time, except about Mardi Gras and that Cajuns had originally
come from Nova Scotia. But the city’s mystique preceded itself, and
painted it as a mysterious, sensual, and somewhat perilous place:
the ideal habitat for an urban werewolf.

I took a motel room in Orleans parish around ten
p.m. I gave my weapons a thorough cleaning before falling asleep in
my clothes to the lullaby of television static.

 


New Orleans. The Big Easy. It was as modern as
any other metropolis, with one defining difference: it kept one
foot staunchly grounded in the past. It was a mosaic of sights,
sounds, and smells unlike any other city I’d known. Groups of
visitors on walking tours heard tales of murder and ghosts, as they
strolled through the historic French Quarter. Other sightseers,
with less sensational palates, admired the distinctive beauty of
Garden District architecture.

I must have seemed the tourist myself, wandering
the numerous one-way streets and soaking up the city’s ambiance.
But I wasn’t basking in the sounds of jazz that shuffled down
Bourbon Street, or savoring the spicy aroma of Creole cuisine. I
was hunting, always hunting…

Along Rampart Street, a particular storefront
caught my eye. Mama Proudfoot’s Voodoo Emporium featured an array
of exotic miscellany behind its hand-painted, red-lettered glass. A
plump, light-skinned black woman with a straw hat sifted herbs into
a canister, while another younger, much darker woman sat at a
folding table and tallied up receipts on an adding machine. Bins of
powders and jars of roots lined an entire wall. Bundles of flowers
and long grass dried from the ceiling like giant twists of tobacco,
while bottles of green glass, strings of beads, statues of saints
and the Virgin stared from every corner. Candles burned at a
cluttered, eclectic shrine, which was decorated with everything
from a fuming cigar and a fifth of Jamaican rum, to feathers and
animal bones.

“You lookin’ for somethin’, chile?” said the
older gal with the straw hat. It wasn’t a question.

“I don’t think it’s in here,” I said, smiling.
“If you’re Mama Proudfoot, I like what you’ve done with the
place.”

Her lips parted in a toothy grin of ivory and
gold, and the other woman chuckled without looking up from her
keys.

“Ain’t no Mama Proudfoot no mo’, not on ’dis
earth anyhow. What ya need help wit’, chile?” she asked, dusting
her hands together. “Money or love?”

She reached under the counter and brought up a
pair of gris-gris bags and put her hands around them. One was green
velvet and the other was red. They looked like flashy medicine
bundles to me.

“Neither,” I commented. “Just thought I’d stop
in and browse.”

She curled her lip in disappointment and put the
charms away.

“Never met a living soul who wasn’t interested
in money or love,” said the younger woman, still calculating her
numbers.

“ ’Dis chile’ got hisself bigga crabs in da
kettle. Somebody done ya’ dirty, ’zat it? What ya name?”

“Sylvester,” I grinned, impressed with her
persistence.

“’Dat’s not da name of ya’ soul,” she said with
confidence, and then turned to put away the canister she’d just
filled.

I perused the shop’s esoterica without further
conversation, but felt compelled to buy something before I left. I
chose a random bag of magic sitting between a deck of tarot cards
and an incense display.

“How much for this one?” I asked the fat woman,
holding up the pouch.

“Fifteen dolla’s,” she said with a sideways
glance.

I put it on the counter and opened my
wallet.

“How fierce is ya enemy?” she asked as I handed
her the greenbacks.

“Pretty damn,” I said, after considering my
answer.

“Then ya need mo’ than ’dis,” she claimed. ’Dis
is fo’ da tourists, an’ ya ain’t a tourist is ya’, Mr.
Sylvester?”

 


There was earnestness in her voice and sobriety
in her sparkling black eyes that transcended her hard-sell style. I
wasn’t as appreciative of her insight, as she was willing to
demonstrate it.

“Magic bags don’t work that well for me
anyway.”

“Ya’ don’ t’ink,” she retorted, just as
quick.

“Keep the money. Call it a donation.”

Obviously offended, she sputtered something at
me in French-Creole, as I walked out the door. I wasn’t sure if I’d
been played, or if I was just easy to read.

 


Native American wisdom says that when the Earth
and all its inhabitants are dead, the coyote will walk through the
ashes. Coyote is a trickster, and a survivor. He can adapt to any
environment, eat most anything, and when his life is threatened, he
will intensify procreation to compensate. He, like us humans, is a
survivor—we too can get used to most anything. That’s how we’ve
survived as long as we have. I suppose the same things could be
said of the Beast.

Most of the time, hatred is a very cut-and-dried
condition. It’s non-pretentious and exact. It neatly classifies
your life. But sometimes the lines blur, and you can step away from
yourself to see an unflattering reflection. It’s a view not many
ponder too long because the caricature looking back is either
neurotic or a fool. Fortunately, hatred is stronger than ego, and
pretty soon everything becomes simple again. Do something long
enough, no matter how terrible or silly it might seem, and it
becomes acceptable, even ordinary. It doesn’t matter if it’s only
fiction to the status quo. Live with a monster in your belly for
twenty years, and the rest of the world becomes the deluded
fool.

 


It was just before dawn, the bustle of the
Quarter had subsided, and I could almost hear the birds in the
crepe myrtles across the way. Cafe Du Monde never closed or stopped
making beignets, but in the small hours it seemed enchanted. Soon,
the hubbub of Decatur Street would resume and the open-air tables
would be jammed with locals and tourists. Until then, I was content
to finish my chicory-laced coffee.

The day’s edition of The Times-Picayune pointed
out that the winter solstice began today, and so far it had been
the coldest December on state record. The editorial section of the
paper was still talking about October’s landslide victory in the
governor’s race, and it seemed to me that these people took their
politics very seriously. The New Orleans Saints had just closed an
8-8 season against the Rams, finishing third in the NFC West. I
remember these things only because of what happened after them.

 


As I turned deeper into the pages, my stomach
became queasy, and a cold shiver went up my neck. Opposite the
story of a Rolling Stone’s wedding, was a concise, two-column
article with a headline that read: “Brutal slaying yields no
suspects.” It was nothing unusual or worthy of prime time, but it
stank of Wolf spoor. The killing had taken place in the city’s
oldest graveyard, St. Louis Cemetery No. 1. The article was short
on detail, and the identity of the victim was withheld, but I
figured that was because there wasn’t much left to identify. The
byline was Remy Gramercy, staff writer/The Times-Picayune.

 


“New Orleans doesn’t have cemeteries. It has
cities of the dead.”

That much was clear as the reporter and I walked
through the gates of St. Louis No. 1. Towering monuments, statuary
and obelisks formed a warren of narrow alleyways that resembled a
city in microcosm. Even the walls were tombs.

“Most haunted graveyard in the city to hear the
tour guides tell it,” Remy scoffed, “But it’s not the restless dead
that’s the problem. These places close down around two in the
afternoon for a reason. I mean, look at it, at this neighborhood,
if this isn’t a mugger’s paradise I’ve never seen one. Still,
plenty of people sneak in after dark looking for a thrill. A lot of
them end up as statistics.”

Remy was about five-foot-eight and well fed. He
wore a gold stud in his left ear and had either forgotten to shave
for a few days or was trying to grow a beard to complement his
heavy-metal hairdo. His Mardi-Gras T-shirt featured a cartoon
squint-eyed sailor exclaiming, “Blow me down!” while his toothpick
of a girlfriend kneeled in front of him.

“So you were here when the police took the body
away?” I asked.

“Yeah, well, I showed up about the same time
they did; I keep a police scanner at home. But they wouldn’t let me
close enough to get the picture.”

“But you saw the body?”

“Like I said in the article, I saw lots of
blood. The crime scene techs bagged up what I assumed was a body,
but when those guys show up a reporter might as well go home
because no way are they talking to you. I called the Eighth
District later, and they confirmed the homicide but said they
didn’t have any suspects yet. That’s about all I could get out of
them.”

As he led me through the interlocking corridors,
we passed a crypt whose door was marked with hundreds of
hand-scrawled Xs. At the threshold of the crypt’s door were coins,
wreaths, candles, a bottle of water, and a pound cake.

“Marie Laveau,” Remy said, noticing my
curiosity. “Voodoo queen. People make those marks with pieces of
red brick, magic markers whatever. They leave her stuff, too.”

“You think the murder was voodoo related?” I
asked.

“I don’t know,” he shrugged. “They off one
another regularly enough. Why is this so important to you?”

He stopped walking when I ignored his question,
forcing me to stop as well.

“Look, I don’t want to be a prick or anything,”
he began, “but you’ve got to see this from my point of view. A
total stranger walks up to my desk and gives me a hundred bucks to
show him a murder site. You don’t tell me your name or what your
interest is, and now I’m standing in the middle of St. Louis No. 1
with you. No offense man, but you’re creeping me out a little.”

“Are you the kind of guy who gets creeped
out?”

He stuffed his hands in his pockets and cocked
his head at me, trying to get a handle on the conversation.

“Relax,” I told him. “I just want to see where
it happened.”

We continued through the necropolis until he
spread his arms in a gesture of presentation.

“This is it,” he said.

It was just an open spot between two tombs, with
nothing special to signify a killing except for a lingering tatter
of plastic police tape, and no evidence to suggest a werewolf
except for the needles in my neck and the suspicious tang of urine
in the air.

“Who found the remains?” I asked.

“A caretaker for the archdiocese—they’re the
ones who keep the place clean,” he replied.

“Did he see the body? I mean, you wouldn’t be
much of reporter if you didn’t interview him.”

There was a brief moment of awkward silence as
he propped an elbow against a marble monument, and softly knocked
his head against it as though the impact would jar his thought
process.

“The caretaker’s account was apparently too
sensational for my editor. That asshole has made a hobby out of
gutting my articles and breaking my balls.”

 


“Rascal” Benez was a square-jawed individual
with washed out red hair, and freckled, leather skin. He was
resting on a marble bench, having his lunch, when Remy introduced
us. At first, he struck me as the strong, silent type, but I
offered him a chew of loose-leaf tobacco and he became quite the
conversationalist.

 


“I’ve been a groundskeeper at the St. Louis
cemeteries since I was sixteen,” he said. “In forty years I’ve
found seven bodies. One of ’em had himself an aneurysm, but the
rest were killed. None of ’em compare to that mess I found the
other day.

It’s like I told the cops, and this guy,” he
indicated Gramercy. “I got here about seven that mornin’ and saw a
bunch’a birds hangin’ around. They eat the food the voodooists
leave. But these was big black crows, and that put me in mind that
they could be eatin’ on a body, which they were—if you wanna call
what I found a body. Looked like a whole gang had cut him to pieces
with hatchets or somethin’, and then pissed all over his body.
Still smells like a urinal over there. Sons of bitches.”

“Tell him about the white stuff, Rascal,” Remy
said.

“Yeah,” the caretaker remembered. “Along with
all the blood was this transparent white stuff on the ground and
the vaults. Ever see two dogs fight? It kinda reminded me of the
slobber that winds up everywhere. ’Course, by the time the cops got
there it was all melted down.”

“Any idea who the victim was or how long he’d
been dead?” I asked.

“I don’t know who the poor son of a bitch was,
but I heard some of the lab cops say he’d been layin’ there since
the afternoon before.”

“They thought he was killed before dark?”

“That’s what they said. Takes a real maniac to
tear somebody up like that, and in broad daylight no less. But
that’s why we close these places down early.”

 


It’s a peculiar werewolf who hunts by day—one
driven either by necessity or abandon. Their transformation isn’t
limited to the night of course, but the devil walks in darkness—the
devil for a father, the moon for a mother.

 


Five of us sat around an open fire. Samantha
snuggled under my arm while Papa sampled a jar of corn squeeze.
Michael sucked on a slice of tobacco twist and showed a young man
how to put an edge on his pocketknife. Papa’s face was creased with
wrinkles, and Samantha’s hair had started to gray. It was a while
before I recognized the young man as Joshua, my son. Everyone was
older than I remembered, except for Michael who was exactly as he’d
always been. He told us stories about his life with a carefree
spirit I’d never known him to have. Papa tilted his head and
laughed out loud—a man content with his life. I looked over at my
wife, at her eyes that mirrored the soft firelight.

“This is a wonderful dream,” I said to
her.

“Is there anything more real?” she
replied.

But, even as she spoke, a shadow drew across
our company and blackened the fire. The darkness obscured the faces
of the people I loved, and they drifted away into an abysmal void.
The keening of the Beast, and the echo of its footfalls widened the
chasm between us until all I could see was Michael’s hand reaching
out for me through the blackness.

 


Dazed and soul sick, I dragged myself from the
tangled nest of bed sheets and shuffled to answer the pounding at
the door. Daylight washed into the room, hindered only by the
silhouettes of strangers with badges.

“You Sylvesta James?” asked one of the
silhouettes in a distinctive local accent.

“Yeah," I mumbled, still aching inside from the
dream. They could have been werewolves or mob assassins, and I
wouldn’t have lifted a finger to save myself that morning.

“Dis is Detective Mulligan; I’m Detective
Sanford. We’d like a word.”

I stepped away from the door and sank to the
edge of the motel bed as they followed me in.

“Mind if I open ’da blinds?” Sanford asked,
while pulling the drawstrings, flooding the cramped little room
with light.

“Are you alone, sir?” asked the black detective,
Mulligan.

Again, I nodded, but he checked the bathroom
anyway.

“A reporta’ for the Times-Picayune says you gave
him a hundred dolla’ bill to see a murda’ site. Dat’s not what I’d
call average tourist behavia’. Dis reporta’ also says you didn’t
want to give up your name.”

Sanford stood in front of me with his hands in
his pocket, his .38 Special and crescent shield shining from his
belt. He was a balding, large-framed man with a lazy left eye. Both
policemen wore plain clothes, but Mulligan was dressed smarter than
his buddy.

“What do you want from me?” I asked. “I haven’t
broken any laws that I know of.”

“We’ll have to see about ’dat,” Sanford said,
yawning.

“What’s your interest in this homicide, Mr.
James?”

“Would you believe morbid fascination?” I said,
beginning to recoup my senses.

“That’s what we’d like to determine for
ourselves,” Mulligan said.

“Don’t play jump rope with da ’Nawlins P.D.,
friend. Obstruction of Justice is a serious offense.”

If I’d had all my wits about me, I might have
continued to play dumb, but the dream had been too profound to
forget. It didn’t matter what I told them, they wouldn’t believe it
anyway.

“I came here looking for a man named Silas
Piper. He’s probably the one who killed the guy in the
cemetery.”

Sanford leaned forward.

“Is that right?” he asked. “And who’s Silas
Piper?”

“He’s a werewolf for starters,” I said,
apathetic to the response such an assertion demands. If they
thought I was crazy, maybe they’d leave me alone. If they thought I
was dangerous, maybe they’d shoot me.

“Oh, I see,” Sanford said. “You think you’re
funny. We’ve found ou’selves a smart-ass Yankee ’dis morning,
Mully.”

“He’s a werewolf,” I repeated with more
conviction. “And I could give two shits if you believe it. Did you
see the body? Did you smell the piss?”

“I think he’s convinced,” Mulligan said to
Sanford. “We better find some silver bullets I guess.”

“Not a bad idea,” I grumbled.

“I’ll be outside,” Mulligan said, and strolled
out the door.

Detective Sanford folded his arms and stared at
me silently for moment. I met his gaze in a brief stare down,
before my sincerity was fully appreciated.

“If I were you, I’d recova’ from whateva’ binge
you’ve been on, and head back to Canada. We’ve got enough
home-grown crackpots around here wit’out havin’ to import
them.”

 


I let the line to Silver Bullet Enterprises ring
a dozen times, but there was only a recording of Joanna’s voice. I
tried to call her home, but the phone had been disconnected—the
same was true at the lodge. I was grasping at straws when I phoned
my own apartment, on the slender chance she would be there. I could
barely believe it when her sad little voice said hello.

“Hi Joanna,” I said, almost apologetically, and
she started to cry.

When she’d gotten my letter, she’d feared the
worst, but I assured her that I was fine. Through her tears she
told me she missed me and asked when I was coming home.

“Soon.”

She’d moved into my apartment because she
couldn’t afford to pay her bills, and she had been borrowing funds
from the business account to keep her afloat. I told her to take
whatever she needed, and not to worry about paying it back, but she
needed to move back to her place because mine might not be so safe.
Then I came clean about the night I came home beaten up.

“Remember last Christmas?” she interrupted. “It
was perfect. I want us to be together like that again.”

“I’m afraid I won’t make it for Christmas dinner
this year. But get yourself something nice from me.”

“I just want you,” she stammered. “Wherever you
are, I’ll go—if you’ll let me.”

I explained that as much as I wanted to see her,
I wouldn’t put her in harm’s way. Sweet Joanna, faithful and
understanding as always, said she’d be waiting on me when I decided
to come home.

Once she was convinced that I still cared about
her, she settled down and told me that a Ms. Clemons had called for
me and left a new phone number where she could be reached. I
explained to her who Ms. Clemons was, naturally omitting anything
beyond our professional relationship. She gave me the number, and I
promised I’d see her soon. Sometimes we make promises we’re not
sure we can keep.

 


I was a nomad on Bourbon Street. From Lafitte’s
Blacksmith Shop to the Old Absinthe House, I immersed myself in the
holiday crowds with my wallet buttoned down. Papa Noel, the city’s
own Santa Claus, was dancing through the streets spreading holiday
cheer. A voodooist marched through the parade lines holding a
sluggish boa constrictor on a makeshift cross like a
standard-bearer going to war. Carolers sang to the balconies,
drowned out by Dixieland and zydeco musicians. Street preachers
with pamphlets and transvestites in skimpy Santa outfits joined in
the street party. The bars were so crowded that I cringed to
imagine what Mardi Gras must be like.

A thin man, wearing a hat made popular by an
adventuring archeologist, approached me with a cheap, Pakistani
pigsticker.

“Spare a few bucks, chief?” he asked, making
sure I saw the knife.

I produced my wallet and handed it to him. He
looked down to take it, taking his eyes off me for just an instant.
I put my foot in his jewels so hard, that I swear I heard his
pelvis crack. I scooped up the billfold and brushed his blade into
the gutter—he couldn’t have gotten up if he’d wanted to. I
pretended to watch the parade as I crushed his nose between his
cheeks with my boot heel. If he lived, he’d be enjoying his
Christmas dinner intravenously.

 


The Quarter had no shortage of predators.
Unfortunately, the one I was interested in didn’t seem to be in the
Christmas spirit.

 


She looked like she was waiting for a streetcar,
but she was waiting for me.

“Mr. Sylvester,” she called out, as though I
wouldn’t recognize her without her straw hat.

“Mama Proudfoot,” I answered back.

“My name’s Sarai,” she said, as she stood from
the bench with a pipe fuming between her teeth. “I know what ’tis
you’re lookin’ for.”

“Money and love, right?”

“Damn all that.” she hissed. “You dancin’ wit’
da devil ’imself, chile.”

I met her at the bench, and stared squarely into
those onyx eyes.

“Walk wit’ me, Mr. Sylvester.”

She turned heel down the street without another
word, her pipe smoke trailing behind her. I was uncertain if I
wanted to follow her, but my curiosity won out.

She waddled when she walked, but kept a quick
pace for a woman of her size.

“So, you’re a voodoo priestess?” I asked.

“A mambo,” she said. “Jus’ a daughter of Ginen
who values her soul. But you wear yours on your sleeve, Mr.
Sylvester. A bloody soul, jes’ like what’s chasin’ me…da t’ing you
lookin’ for—da loup-garou.”

I knew enough of my father’s language to
recognize the word for werewolf.

“I’d ask how you know so much, but I guess
you’re in good with the spirits. Can’t say the same for
myself.”

We turned onto St. Peter’s Street and followed
it south while she told me of the sorcerer, the Bokor, who’d fallen
prey to the Beast in St. Louis No. 1.

“He served da Loa wit’ bot’ hands, in a Cochon
Gris societe.”

“Gray pig?” I checked, unsure of my French.

“Human sacrificers an’ cannibals,” she said with
disdain. “Der was anotha’ from da Petro rite killed six mont’s
ago—but da police neva’ heard about it. Da Red Sects, ’dey used to
hidin’ bodies, but da werewolf, he got work left ta do.”

She told me how five years ago a bigger Wolf had
come to the Big Easy looking to break the black-magic cults’
stranglehold over the darkest side of the city, and take it for
itself. This Wolf, a Spaniard who called himself Diego, had a
crippled arm and was hooked up with a satanic murder incorporated
outfit called the Black Cross. According to Sarai, the Black Cross
fielded anonymous assassins and hit teams for cultists
nationwide—disposing of defectors and rivals.

Images from the past came back to me: a crew of
diabolist lifers who called themselves the Order of the Black Ram.
Some of them had worn tattoos of inverted black crosses, alongside
their ram-skull emblem. More importantly, I recalled the night I
wore a woman’s disguise in Louisville, Kentucky, and the arrogant
Beast that burst through the front door. It had been beneath my
notice at the time, but before he transformed, he’d worn a black
cross as well, which was tattooed across his breastbone.

Sarai told me that legitimate vodoun societies
usually ostracized secret sects like Bizango, Zobop, and Chocon
Gris, but they’d banded together to ward off Diego.

“We had more ta fear from da loup-garou,
and more ta lose. We didn’t associate wit’ da red sects, but we
understood them.”

She plucked the clay pipe from her lips and
enunciated her next words clearly:

“Der can be no parlez wit’ a loup-garou.
So, togedda’ we cursed him, drove him away. But now, ’dis new one,
he hungry for revenge.”

She nodded toward the venerable Cathedral of St.
Louis. Its triple Romanesque steeples towered above the
wrought-iron lace galleries of the Pontalba Buildings and the
lingering green of Jackson Square.

“Two weeks ago, I was leavin’ mass. I’m a
Louisiana Catholic, chile, I go to church same as anyone,” she
said, rebutting a question I hadn’t asked. “Den Oya, da master of
my head—my guardian angel—says to me, ‘Get yourself down to da
riva’, chile. Da son of your enemy wants your blood tonight.’ Then
he shows me da slobberin’ t’ing, thin and crazy, foamin’ from da
mouth. ‘Vengeance got a face tonight, girl,’ he says to me. ‘But he
won’t abide da Mississippi’.”

“How does the river have anything to do with
this?” I asked, skeptical.

“Runnin’ water can be used ta run someone away.
Ya see? Da swifta’ da current, da better. We used da Fadda’ of
Wata’s to be rid of Diego, and we cursed his seed to fear it. I
could feel it followin’ me, but it turned away from da riva’ and
let me be.”

“So he’s here to kill those responsible for his
maker’s exile,” I said.

 


As we walked by the statue of General Andrew
Jackson on his bronze horse, and on toward Decatur Street, I told
Sarai how I’d first heard of this Spaniard…in the desert. I
explained what I knew about Silas Piper and his New Orleans
commission. What I thought had been a mandate to colonize, had
become a mission of revenge.

 


“One thing doesn’t add up, Sarai,” I said. “If
your curse against Diego and his seed worked, then shouldn’t this
Wolf have packed his bags by now?”

She silently pondered the obvious question in a
fog of pipe smoke as we walked into the French Market. She took a
seat at an open-air table to rest her legs.

“Workin’ a conjure ’gainst the likes of them can
be hard. Der’s a reason why it took so many to run off jes’ one.
They’re terrible spirits, Mr. Sylvester, and ’dis one’s got powa’
besides what’s in dem claws. Da curse may’a los’ some’a its bite by
now.”

“Maybe,” I said, lighting a small cigar. “I
can’t put my finger on it, but there’s something else going
on.”

“What you mean ta do ‘bout it, chile?” she asked
with all sincerity.

I bumped the ash from my cigarillo calmly, and
looked her in the eyes again.

“I mean to park a silver bullet in his head,” I
snarled. “Your way may have been less messy, but nothing beats the
Great Death Bear—not even the Beast.”

She was too cold and too tired, it seemed, to
argue with me. Or maybe she knew I was right.

“Few people hate a t’ing as much as you, Mr.
Sylvester. It’s a black fog around your head,” she said, like she
was observing the weather. “But, maybe ’dats what it takes.”

 


On the day after Christmas, I returned to my
motel room to find two familiar policemen waiting outside.

“Look who’s home,” Mulligan said to Sanford, who
was resting his arms against the balcony rail.

“How ya’ll doin’, Mr. James?” The white
detective said. “Have a merry Christmas?”

“Downright jolly,” I said. “You guys forget
something?”

“Silas Pipa’, huh?”

“You guys look chilled,” I said, unlocking my
room. “Come in, if you want.”

They followed me inside, and I turned on the
lamp next to a Colt. Both policemen noticed it immediately and I
spread my arms.

“I’m strapped, too,” I said.

They patted me down and disarmed me.

“I don’t suppose you’ve got a concealed handgun
permit?” Mulligan asked, popping the clip from my weapon.

“That’s about a hundred-dollar fine in this
state isn’t it? Who do I make the check out to?”

Sanford shook his head as he unloaded the other
pistol.

“Nothin’ like a .45,” he said. “Colt, no less.
Now, what’choo doin’ wit’ dat kin’a hardware?”

“Werewolf hunting.”

“They in season already? Ya know, ya keep
talking about ’dat shit and ya can’t blame folks for t’inking yer a
slow-coach.”

“I don’t blame anybody,” I said, peeling off my
duster and tossing it on the bed. “You said something about
Piper?”

The detectives seemed fairly relaxed for two
cops who just found a matching set of .45s on a lunatic.

“We’ll get to that,” said Mulligan, folding his
arms over his chest. “You know a Special Agent Grady with the
FBI?”

“Musta left an impression on him, ’cause he
remembas you,” added Sanford.

“He said you helped them find a body about ten
years ago.”

“Idaho,” I stated. Christ, had it been that
long?

“Worked for the RCMP, too, I hear. You stay
busy, Mr. James.”

“Yeah, I was an MP in the service as well,” I
said facetiously.

“Well shit. You almos’ a cop,” Sanford responded
in kind. “When somebody drops a name durin’ a murda’ investigation,
it’s part of our job ta snoop ’round. So I guess the first t’ing
I’m gonna have ta ask is what ya know about dis Silas Pipa’—other
’dan bein’ a werewolf.”

For the moment, they were being cordial, but I
knew I was one smart-ass remark from being taken, “Downtown.”

“The description I got was of a child molesting,
career criminal. By all accounts, he left Nevada two years ago and
came here.”

“The man you’re looking for served a three year
bit in Carson City. He violated parole by leaving the area, and
stayed at-large for a couple of years. He was arrested by some
local boys in the southern part of the state for battery and
sexually assaulting a minor, and apparently escaped from lockup
before he could stand trial.”

“You’re better informed than I am,” I said.

“You’re not afta’ Pipa’ for the reward?” Sanford
asked, his lazy eye was sluggish in the lamplight.

“Is that what you think?” I wanted to laugh.

“It’s a hell of a lot more believable than your
spook-show angle,” Mulligan said.

Back to square one.

“If you’re not a bounty hunta’, then how did you
know Pipa’ was here?”

“So, you found him,” I said dryly.

“Mo’ or less,” Sanford said, peeking between the
slats of the blinds.

“We dug up an old Charity Hospital file from
March 1982,” Mulligan continued. “The patient in this file arrived
at the hospital with a fever of a hundred and four and couldn’t
swallow his own saliva. He was quiet enough during the ambulance
ride, but when they got to the ER, he lashed out at everything in
sight. He broke an RN’s ribs.

“It took four orderlies to restrain him before
he blacked out. They doped him up and iced him down, but he broke
the straps from the underside of his gurney and fled the hospital
on foot before an attending physician could see him. No one saw him
leave, and they never found him. The man who called the ambulance
in the first place was the superintendent where the patient lived.
According to him, his tenant’s name was Silas Piper. Said he’d
moved in a few weeks before and didn’t stay at home much.”

“Now, I might be just an ol’ coon-ass, but I
know a crazy fucka’ whacked out on dust when I hear ’bout it,”
Sanford said. “Except da blood sample dey took, before he went
AWOL, tested negative for nah’cotics.”

“The ER doctors, who were all treating other
patients when Piper came in, thought it sounded like an advanced
case of ‘furious rabies’.”

“In which case Pipa’ would be dead by now,”
Sanford said.

“Did rabies show up on the blood work?” I
asked.

“I guess it don’t work dat way. Dey have ta test
a certain part of da brain. Dat’s why dey always cut the heads off
rabid animals.”

Like a coyote head.

“It reminded me of something the Orleans coroner
said when he first saw the remains of the St. Louis No. 1 victim.
He said it looked like a rabid animal had torn him up.”

“That would explain some things,” I mumbled.

“Just to cova’ the bases, Mully and I paid a
call to Pipa’s old supa’, and ya know what? Silas showed up to get
his stuff last week, outta da clear blue. Da old man let him take a
box of clothes, but dat was it. Said he owed back rent. He told him
he could pick up da rest when he had da money. Pipa’ tried to get
his t’ings anyway, da supa’ called da cops, and Pipa’ took
off.”

When Sanford had finished, the three of us
lingered in a vacuum of silence. They wanted me to admit I was
yanking their chains with my werewolf yarn. They needed something
to allay the nagging thought that’d crawled into their brains—that
there was something to my ‘spook-show’ angle after all.

Mulligan picked up the .45 clip from the bureau
and inspected its contents.

“You’re going to tell me these are actually
silver bullets, I suppose,” he said, rolling his thumb over the top
shell.

“That’s the way it works, Detective.”

 


Werewolves don’t get sick. It’s a fundamental
asset of their super-nature. But as I remembered the story Maurice
had told me, it seemed plausible that if the Beast and rabies
infected a man simultaneously, the resultant horror might be a
rabid werewolf. What kind of a demented nightmare would that be? I
wondered. The rage of such a disease would compound the Beast’s
already unbearable fury with exponential madness.

Sanford had made a point without intending to:
Piper had acted like a junkie lit up on angel dust. Under the
effects of PCP, normal human beings have been known to tear car
doors from hinges and withstand a battery of gunfire without
noticing they were already dead. In a similar state of mind, a
rabid werewolf could soak up silver like it was lead and be as hard
to kill as a Darkest Wolven.

 


I stared at a leaf of motel stationery,
undecided if I should dial the phone number written on it.

Tanya had always scared me, the way a woman
scares a man. Such as my love life was, I needed to keep it simple,
and there was too much potential passion between Tanya and me.
Passion leads to problems I didn’t need, and couldn’t afford…but I
could’ve used her help. As I reluctantly uncradled the receiver, I
remembered the last time I phoned for help and how that
conversation had ended. Sometimes, my audacity surprised me.

 


It would be summer before the Canadian Security
Intelligence Service began its formal existence, but they answered
the phone like they were open for business. When I asked for Ms.
Clemons, the gentleman told me that the director general
couldn’t be reached at the moment. But when I told him my name, he
said she’d been expecting my call.

I waited fifteen minutes while he transferred
me, and fought the temptation to chicken out and hang up every
second.

“Logan?” came the anxious voice, at last. “Is
this you?”

“It’s me,” I replied. “I’m in New Orleans.”

“I’ve done everything but send flowers,” she
said more calmly. “Your secretary didn’t know where you were, but
then…never mind. Are you all right?”

“You know. What about you?”

“Why did you send me that letter?”

It was an accusation.

“I didn’t want to die a complete bastard. I
thought I’d absolve myself, I guess. I had no right.”

I got no argument from her, and the strained
silence made every word seem clumsy and juvenile.

“So it’s director general now?” I said, trying
to find my legs. “Congratulations.”

“They’ve restructured everything, and the
title’s not as exalted as it sounds. Give me your number and I’ll
call you back on an outside line in twenty minutes.”

It only took her ten.

“You made me care about you all over again,” she
said. “The things you wrote…I don’t know if I want to slap your
face or kiss you.”

“Either one would be understandable. I want to
apologize for being such an ass the last time we talked, and for
unloading on you.”

“Since you’re alive,” her tone changed—less
personal—“I’ve got some news for you. The CSIS wants to take you
on; they want to make an agent out of you.”

“Unless I get a handle on my present situation,
the job offer won’t do me any good. I can’t think about it
now.”

“What are you doing down there?” she whispered,
like she was still shielding herself from lip readers.

“What I always do,” I said. “Except this one’s
rabid, and I don’t mean metaphorically.”

“How do you get into this stuff?”

“This thing is in a dense, populated area, not
some juke-joint in the middle of nowhere. I’ve got to neutralize
it, fast. But in its condition, with the weapons I have…I need more
firepower.”

“Great idea, Logan. Open fire on a…werewolf…in a
major U.S. city. That should go over well.”

“I’m not planning the St. Valentine’s Day
massacre. Give me a little credit. I met some cops, and I think
they’re starting to come around. I’m meeting them again this
evening. Things aren’t exactly run by the book down here, and if I
can convince them what we’re up against is real, I think they’ll
come over for the big win.”

“You can’t shoot someone on suspicion of being a
monster, not even in Louisiana. I don’t care how casual the
department is.”

“Will you help me anyway?”

“Help you go back to prison, you mean?”

“Forget it then.” I wasn’t going to push her.
“I’ll just wing it.”

“Why does everything have to be a life-and-death
situation with you?” she asked, as though I was being dramatic.

“It just kind of turns out that way. Listen, I’d
appreciate it if you’d have someone look in on my secretary Joanna
Straum. She’s been living in the upstairs apartment on Barker
Boulevard. It wouldn’t surprise me if some goons started poking
around.”

“That, I can do,” she said.

“Another thing. Ever heard of something called
the Black Cross? Supposedly it’s some kind of satanic-mechanic
crew. Run it up a flag pole for me, eh?”

“Devil-worshipping wet boys?” she said, not
quite laughing. “I’ll see what turns up.”

 


I rode uptown to the Ninth Ward with Detectives
Sanford and Mulligan. At my suggestion, they were paying a second
visit to the Bywater neighborhood where Piper had lived. I was
surprised when they let me come along. Run-down houses and
abandoned warehouses gave the impression that we were visiting the
poorest area of the Arkansas Delta. Homeless people crowded around
trash-barrel fires, runny-nose children raced one another on stolen
bicycles, and addicts wandered the streets like listless
zombies.

“Bywater is a prime example of heroin culture,”
Mulligan told me as we stopped in front of a shambling apartment
complex.

“Yeah, but da rent’s cheap,” Sanford said.

The building’s super was expecting us and led
the way up a rickety flight of stairs to Piper’s old studio
apartment.

“I don’t know why these kids can’t leave the
dope alone,” the old man grumbled as he opened the door with his
key. “All his junk is in them boxes.” He said, pointed to two
cardboard crates sitting on the floor.

The room had been quaint at one time—you could
kind of see its charm through the squalor. Now the ceiling tile
drooped with rusty water blotches, the windows were almost opaque
with grime, and it reeked of old cigarette smoke and mildew.

The detectives sorted through the boxes,
uncrating an assortment of straight and gay jack-off magazines.
Sanford showed one of the latter kind to his partner.

“Ya got this issue, Mully?”

“Yeah, I’m all about you white boys,” Mulligan
replied, glancing at the cover model.

Beneath the more mainstream magazines was a
trove of illegal pornography: underground publications covering
everything from pedophilia to bestiality.

“Yardbird, motha’less fuck,” Sanford mumbled,
disgusted by the find.

Among the hardcore and medley of random crap,
Mulligan produced a well-worn sketchbook with bottle rings dried on
the cover.

“He’s a pretty good drawer,” said the super,
looking over Mulligan’s shoulder.

Sanford continued to rifle through Piper’s
things, but Mulligan took the drawing pad into better light for
perusal. I stood next to him as he leafed through the
moisture-crinkled pages. Blown-out pencil marks and smeared
charcoal had turned sketches of buildings and people into cloud
formations. But the pages became cleaner as he thumbed his way
through, and the lines came into focus.

I caught a loose page that had been folded in
half as it dropped from the pad. I opened it to find lopsided
handwriting angled down the page. The letters were murky from
excess moisture, but legible enough to recognize as a list of
names: Ibchan Oswan, Bethany Savoy, Dr. Thaddeus, Sarai
Theriot-Ivory, Auntie Evangeline, and Simon Arceneaux.

“What ya got there?” Sanford asked, wiping his
hands along his trousers.

“Looks like a shit-list,” I replied, and handed
him the roster. He began studying the names.

“Here’s a sweetheart for you,” Mulligan said,
turning the sketchbook around for us to see.

The page was a masterpiece in charcoal, an
impeccable black portrait that made my temples throb with its
realism. The image was of a man—if you could call him that—with
cruel features partially veiled by a finger-smudged shadow. He
looked like a despot, with eyes like casks of hot wax. It was a
disturbing likeness of a Wolf in man’s clothing.

“Looks like yo’ mama, Mully,” Sanford remarked,
and handed the list of names to his partner. “What’cha t’ink dis
is?”

Mulligan scanned the creased page for a
moment.

“Looks like an entry in the who’s who of
voodoo,” Mulligan said.

“I know,” said Sanford. “Spiritua’ leada’s of da
biggest groups in da Big Sleazy.”

Mulligan handed me the sketchbook as he and
Sanford examined the list together.

I showed the drawing to the superintendent who’d
been cleaning his nails with a pocketknife.

“Is this Silas?” I asked.

“Do you think I’d let a room to somebody who
looked like that?” he replied, waving his knife at the drawing.
“Silas ain’t pretty, but he don’t look like Beelzebub.”

The man in the picture wasn’t Piper. I knew it
before I’d asked. A great deal of time and care had gone into the
charcoal drawing, the kind of reverence with which icons are
made.

“At least two of those people are already dead,”
I said to the detectives, nodding to the list.

“Who says?” Mulligan demanded.

“Someone else who made the list—Sarai.”

“You know Sarai Ivory of Proudfoot’s?” Sanford
asked.

“She approached me a few nights ago, told me she
knew who I was after—or rather, what. She said a colleague of hers
from one of the black-magic cults had been killed in St. Louis No.
1 by a loup-garou. Her words, not mine.”

“Dr. Thad,” Mulligan mused. He had considered
the possibility before now.

“Dat ol’ witchdocta’,” Sanford said with a hint
of endearment in his voice. “Prob’ly out scarin’ up da dead fo’ his
juju. I tol’ ya dat was his mojo dey found.”

“Who’s the other one?” Mulligan asked, folding
the roster into his pocket.

“She didn’t say,” I said, shaking my head. “Just
that they were from the red sects, who covered it up. This isn’t a
dead pool we’ve found, it’s a list of people to kill. Sarai told me
it came after her, too, but she dodged it.”

“Mrs. Ivory is my mama’s aunt,” Mulligan said.
“I grew up around her, and I’ve never known her to open up to any
stranger who wasn’t a paying customer.”

“Ask her,” I replied. “She told me that a bunch
of voodoo leaders got together five years ago to work a curse
against another werewolf that’d come to town. I guess it worked
because they drove it off. But it’s sent some payback this way via
Silas Piper, its progeny. Two down, four to go.”

“Enough wit’ da werewolf.” Sanford said with his
hands on his hips. “My grandpa tol’ me scary tales, too, but that
doesn’t mean Pipa’s the friggin’ wolfman.”

“I’ll let you in on something, fellas. This
situation could blow a lot of people’s reality all to hell—even by
New Orleans’ standards. Now he’s going to finish off his list, and
then he’s going to start with the rest of the population. This is a
creature you’re not supposed to understand, and if we don’t
do something about it, cancel Mardi Gras.”

“What is it you think we should do?” Mulligan
asked.

“You can’t arrest a werewolf,” I said. “I’m
telling you this has got to be handled on the QT, and in
spades.”

Both detectives studied me for a moment, and
then Sanford threw up his hands.

“Get da’ fuck outta my face,” he shouted, and
walked out the door.

Mulligan turned to the super.

“I’m going to send some officers to get these
boxes. In the meantime, if Mr. Piper shows up again, I want you to
call me” he said as he handed him a card.

The old man took the number and nodded.

“As for you, Mr. James, if you’re going to stay
armed in Louisiana, I suggest you apply for a weapons permit.”

“That’s it?” I asked. “You’re not going to—”

“No,” he interrupted. “And neither are you.
We’ve indulged you until now, but it’s gone far enough.”

“You guys came to me,” I reminded him.
“Why would you do that if you think I’m full of shit?”

“Leave this stuff to the professionals,” he
said, then turned down the hall to join his partner.

“I am the professional!” I shouted, insulted by
his warning, but the boards kept creaking.

The super followed Mulligan, rambling about how
he didn’t know there was illegal porn in the room.

After I’d thoroughly cursed the air, I snatched
up the sketchbook and glowered over the face of my immortal
adversary.

“Hola, Diego.”



That night, I stopped by Mama Proudfoot’s
Voodoo Emporium, but it must have been church night—no one was
there.

I’d been an idiot to think I could convince the
detectives of a werewolf, and the few doors that might have been
open, had been summarily slammed in my face. I was sick of trying
to think of ways to maximize my potential, and I was sick of the
horror and the blood. Maybe I’d done enough to avenge Papa,
Samantha, and Josh. Maybe the ache in my bones was their way of
telling me so.

If only it were as simple as that.

 


I sat up in the darkness of my motel room,
startled from sleep by the rude clanging of the telephone. I
fumbled the receiver from its hook; I had no idea what day it
was.

“It’s me,” said the woman’s voice. “Are you
sleeping?”

“Tanya…what’s wrong?” I asked, bewildered. “Is
Joanna OK?”

“I’ve got a Mountie on her. She’s fine. Should I
give you a minute to wake up?”

“I’m awake,” I said, still in a stupor.

“I looked into the Black Cross like you asked.
You were right about them. They’re an obscure, Mafia-style
murder-for-hire group who work the satanic fringe. I wasn’t able to
find much, but I did learn they’re a hardcore faction of the Four P
Movement. Ever heard of it? It’s a splinter group from the Process
Church of Final Judgment that Manson and Berkowitz both had ties
to. How are you mixed up with these people?”

“I’m not,” I said, stifling a yawn. “I just
wanted to know if it was real.”

“I’d like to trust your judgment, Logan, but I
wonder if your own emotions don’t blind you sometimes. You carry
around a lot of caged aggression.”

“Thanks for the diagnosis,” I said. “I owe you
one.”

“You owe me a couple—especially after this. When
we talked before, I didn’t let you explain what you wanted from me
before I said no. Can you talk?”

I turned on the nightstand lamp and draped my
legs over the bedside.

“When we first met, you showed me a diagram for
a prototype rifle, remember that?”

“ ‘Scalphunter,’ ” she said. “That’s what the
ballistic techs named it. That’s the ‘more firepower’ you
were referring to?”

“It’s the first thing I thought of when I
considered how I was going to kill a mad Wolf. I know everything
has changed up there, but can you get it for me?”

“It’s in storage at the concept lab. I still
have some clout with them from the old days. I can probably get it
to you through a private courier, but it might take a few
days.”

“Are you sure you want to do this?” I
wasn’t.

“If you say you need it, I’ll send it. It’s a
stupid thing for me to do, but if it came down to it, I’d rather
see you in prison than dead. I forget what a horrible world you
live in.”

“You could lose your job,” I said.

She laughed. “I could be drawn up on charges and
hung out to dry. But if I thought I couldn’t get away with it, I
wouldn’t take the risk. The way things are, I’d be surprised if
anyone noticed it was gone—it’s not like it gets used. As far as I
know, they test fired it and put it to bed.”

“I’ll be careful with it,” I promised.

“Be careful with yourself,” she said.

 


Three days had passed since I’d talked to Tanya,
and I’d been on the street each night.

I’d limited myself to the Quarter because that’s
what my gut told me to do, and for better or worse, I always
listened to my gut. His trail was here, like little lukewarm
currents in the air. The spoor was stale and frustrating, but at
least I was still on course.

 


I straggled into my motel room on a Tuesday
night, after a twenty-four-hour vigil. I’d barely slept in four
days.

When I woke at 6 a.m., I had an inexplicable and
undeniable craving for a bagel with cream cheese and sunflower
seeds. I’d eaten such a thing maybe twice in my life, so it was a
strange appetite to have.

I remembered seeing a place down Pirate’s Alley
that sold them, and though I could have satisfied my hankering most
anywhere, it was off to the Pirate’s Alley Cafe.

Along the way, a shoeshine guy solicited my
business. When I turned him down, he said: “Betcha’ five bucks I
can tell you where you got your shoes.”

“One of them is going to be up your ass if you
don’t get out of my face.”

I really wanted that bagel.

The morning air was a little cool, so I sat
inside with my breakfast and wondered why I craved the chewy,
unleavened doughnut in my hand—it wasn’t exactly a taste
sensation.

I sipped my coffee and watched people come down
from their attic apartments, and into the work-a-day world. How
could they have known?

 


To me, Bethany Savoy was just a name on a list,
but to many of her contemporaries, she was the city’s premiere
priestess of the voodoo and Yoruba religions. She’d been initiated
in Caribbean and New Orleans traditions, and was often called upon
to mediate disputes between members of the voodooist clergy. An
educated woman, Bethany conducted seminars and lectures on her
faith for the community, and whether it was her pleasant
disposition or her power, she wasn’t known to make enemies. There
was, of course, a single exception.

Each December, voodooists who observed the
Fete Des Membres—The Member’s Feast—returned to their
original society so the whole community could invoke their ruling
loa. Bethany Savoy had just returned from that holiday, on
the island of St. Croix. If she’d only known the homecoming that
awaited her…

 


There was nothing subtle about the warning. The
pain came on like a migraine as it shot through the base of my
skull and burned across my shoulders. My coffee cup spilled and
broke against the floor as I reacted to the sudden shock.

“He’s here!” I cried aloud, like a drunkard,
bolting from my chair into the alley.

A dozen people or more, carried on as normal
when I burst from the café, glaring wildly down the narrow
walkway.

I could barely see the couple making their way
toward Chartres Street. All I saw was the backside of the nightmare
racing upon them. Flags of tattered clothing snapped behind it, and
a cream of rabid froth streamed along its jaws. It bore down on the
woman and her companion with a singleness of mind that made it
oblivious to the daylight, its audience, or me.

Before I could draw a weapon, even before the
onlookers could scream, death made its mark in Pirate’s Alley. It
sacked the woman from the side of her consort, and drove her to the
pavement with its teeth buried in her neck. The Colt was free, and
I took aim and fired just as it sheared off her head and flung it
into the air.

It hardly seemed to notice the silver bullet,
which crashed into its back, and turned for the woman’s fear-struck
companion. I continued to fire when, from the mouth of Chartres
Street, a mounted police officer’s horse spooked and reared as the
Wolf exploded into the morning pedestrian traffic. I gave chase,
and continued to fire until the clip was empty. The Wolf wasn’t the
only one who’d thrown caution to the wind.

I stood next to the black woman’s headless body
and the eviscerated remains of her gentleman friend whose entrails
still smoldered from his warm, open belly.

By the time the patrolman, who’d been felled
from his mount, collected himself, I was making tracks in the other
direction, toward Royal Street.

I’d seen more fearsome looking Wolves in my
time, and I’d certainly seen bigger. But I’d never seen one so
brash, so completely loyal to its purpose. How many times had I hit
it? Was it dead yet? To me, these were the important questions.
Whether I hit an innocent bystander wasn’t even an
afterthought.

 


A motel employee flagged me down as I took the
stairs to the second floor. He said a package had arrived for me,
and that the deliveryman had been waiting for almost an hour.

I’d just signed his clipboard and taken delivery
of the case when Detectives Sanford, Mulligan, and two unfamiliar
uniformed cops stormed into the motel lobby with their weapons
drawn.

“NOPD!” one of the policemen shouted. “Get your
hands in the air! Do it now!”

I laced my hands behind my head and got down on
my knees without them having to ask.

“Lemme guess,” Sanford said. “You’ve done ’dis
befo’.”

 


I wasn’t actually arrested—at least they never
read me my Miranda rights. I was taken to the Eighth District
Station where I watched the clock in the interrogation room for a
little over an hour before Detective Mulligan entered.

“Mr. James Conway?” he asked, like we’d never
met before. “I’m Lieutenant Mulligan. Sorry about the wait, but it
took awhile to sort things out. Been quite a morning.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, unsure of his angle.

“If you haven’t heard, somebody shot up Pirate’s
Alley this morning. You’ve been detained because you matched the
description. We had to make sure. You can understand that.”

“No harm done, I guess.”

“We’ll let you get on your way then.”

Mulligan walked me as far as the front door, and
I left the station and rounded the corner of Conti Street. About
that time, an unmarked police cruiser pulled alongside me with
Sanford at the wheel. I didn’t wait for an invitation to get
in.

“What are you guys—?”

“Shut da fuck up!” he interrupted. “Jes don’ say
no mo’. An’ get down in da seat a little bit, I don’ need no one
seein’ you wit’ me.”

We were miles from the Quarter when he finally
told me I could sit up.

“James Conway?” I asked.

“Fo’get about ’dat,” he said, “and tell me what
da fuck happened in da Alley.”

“Piper happened,” I said. “In full-on werewolf
mode. There had to be a dozen witnesses.”

“At least,” he replied. “Most of ’em seems ta
t’ink it was a movie scene or sometin’.”

“That wasn’t a special effect, and neither were
the bodies.”

“You don’ t’ink I know ’dat now?” he said,
shaking his head. “Dis is da most jacked up t’ing I ever heard’a.
Fuckin’ werewolf. Motha’ a’ Christ. Talk to me, James.”

“You want to know how they can exist? I can’t
help you. All I know is I’ve been hunting them ever since they
killed my father. It’s my birthright.”

“Well, did ya at least hit dis one?”

“Once, for sure,” I told him. “It was over with
too fast, and there wasn’t much I could do.”

He told me who the victims were: Bethany Savoy
and her beau. He explained how important she was to the voodoo
community.

“They’re gonna go ape-shit,” he observed.

Then he explained how the two patrolmen had
arrived at my hotel on a tip from someone who’d seen me
walking.

“You’re damn lucky Mully and I got there when we
did. You’d be cuffed and stuffed right now, ace.”

Mulligan had stashed my weapon and unopened
package into the trunk of the car and convinced the other badges to
keep their mouths shut. I hadn’t been officially booked to avoid
the Orleans Parish Criminal Sheriff’s Office, with whom the
detectives had little pull. A phony ID card and some botched
paperwork rounded out the scam.

“I’d jes’ as soon leave ya in da tank and let da
judge settle up wit’ ya. ’Cept for da hit list we found, and
Mully’s aunt bein’ on it.”

“Sarai,” I said.

“Mully ain’t one ta stand by and let somethin’
happen to one of his family—even a voodoo witch.”

“Where does that leave you?” I asked.

“I’m his partner, ain’t I? Jesus, we’ve been
friends since we were both writin’ parkin’ tickets. We kept you out
of a lineup for one reason, so you can put your money where your
mouth is.”

Before I could respond, Sanford put his finger
up.

“If you don’t,” he said. “If Mrs. Sarai goes out
like Savoy or Dr. Thad, we can work our own hoodoo, like before,
’cept in the otha’ direction.”

 


The fiend had now killed three of New Orleans’
most powerful voodoo leaders. Three remained.

 


Friends and followers of Bethany Savoy observed
her Novena—a nine-day death ritual performed while the spirit was
said to hover over the body. They buried their friend, teacher, and
colleague, and then convened secret councils on the business of
revenge.

Where the layers of plain-brown wrapper had
been, was an aluminum case with a red maple leaf emblem declaring
its contents to be the property of the Canadian federal government.
The detectives stood close by, watching me unwrap the package like
it was a kid’s birthday party.

Sarai Theriot-Ivory and her assistant from the
shop were there, too, preparing the hounfort, or voodoo
temple, for ceremony. They arranged flags on the old mansion’s
walls, traced veves in powdered ash, and organized sacred clay
vessels. They paid little heed to the rest of us.

I raised the hinged lid and peeled away the
oiled cloth to reveal seven separate compartments. The stock and
forearm were a single piece of high-tech black polymer. The
crescent shoulder pad and its custom gas shock absorbers were also
one piece.

The titanium bolt and trigger assembly occupied
the third compartment, while the enormous barrel, comprised of the
same material, spanned the length of the case. In the fifth
compartment was a small assortment of special tools. The sixth
component was a unique shell casing about the size of a saltshaker,
with four chambers to accommodate four elephant cartridges. Four
built-in firing pins protruded like nipples from the base of the
multi-shell. In the last compartment was a full box of .458
Winchester Magnum cartridges, flawlessly cast in fine silver.
Affectionately engraved on the underside of the lid was the single
word: “Scalphunter.”

“I’ve been ’round guns all my life,” Sanford
said with wonderment, “but I neva’ seen nothin’ like this.”

“It’s the only one of its kind,” I replied,
fondling one of the gigantic silver bullets.

“Is there a big werewolf problem where you come
from?” Mully asked, eyeballing the hollow-point rounds.

I put the weapon together slowly; making sure
each piece was tightened and secured before proceeding to the
next.

“It fires four of those things at once?” Mully
asked. “That’ll take your arm off at the shoulder. You’d think
they’d have made it recoilless or something—like a bazooka.”

“Shuddup, Mully,” Sanford said. “I t’ink it’s
go’geous.”

“It’s pretty,” Mulligan agreed. “But what the
hell were they thinking when they built it?”

“Overkill,” I answered, and hoisted the finished
product to my shoulder.

It was a monstrous chunk of hardware, but
surprisingly light for its size, and the shock pad conformed to fit
my shoulder.

“It’s a nice toy, and I don’t care how you got
it, but I just want to know how you plan on using it.”

I looked at Mulligan like he was stupid. He
glanced out the second-floor window, and then took a firm grip on
my shoulder.

“You see that old girl over there?” he
whispered, nodding toward Sarai. “She may not mean anything to you,
but that’s my granny’s little sister. She’s my family.”

“I already got the memo,” I hissed back. “Now
take your hands off me before we go to the floor.”

He unhanded me. We’d both made our point.

 


We were only twenty minutes from the Quarter,
but in that time we’d exchanged an unrepentant civilization for raw
Amazonian wilderness.

The other two names remaining on Piper’s list
arrived at the secluded old plantation house as arranged. Madeline
“Auntie” Evangeline and Simon Arceneaux were striking figures in
their ceremonial regalia, and were quite the spectacle with their
bodyguards and respective entourages. They acknowledged our
presence with a cursory politeness and then joined Sarai in making
the preparations.

When they’d almost finished, Sarai approached
the three of us. She reached up and patted her great nephew on the
cheek with a sad smile. She was still in mourning.

“I don’ know what to say to you, chile,” she
confessed to me. “We can’t run off dis loup-garou like we
did his fadda. But we can work him da odda way.”

She showed me a small, matted clump of bloody
hair sealed in a baby-food jar.

“He left dis behind when you shot him,” she said
with a vengeful grin. “We gonna bring him to you, Mr. Sylvesta’.
“Bring him to die.”

 


For well over a hundred years, the antebellum
mansion had watched the wetlands slowly claim its fields. The
three-story structure was raised on low brick piers and wore a
mildew speckled, side-gabled roof. Its ground floor was little more
than a wet cellar, with its actual living space located on the
upper floors due to constant flooding. Virtually invisible behind
the dark cypress trees, it sat back from anything resembling a
road. The covered galleries and support columns were draped in
hanging veils of dense Spanish moss, which contributed to the
house’s mystique and masquerade.

According to Sarai, the mansion had once
belonged to a wealthy Creole merchant and slave owner named René
Theriot, who was arrested as a Union spy in 1861. Before he went to
the gallows, he willed his estate to his only son, Vincent, a child
born of a slave. Confederate troops seized and held Theriot’s
property until 1862, when New Orleans fell to the north. The slaves
were emancipated and the land, such as the rebels had left it, went
to Theriot’s illegitimate son…Sarai’s grandfather.

In the last century, the swamp had swallowed the
former plantation, and the manor house had become a voodoo
sanctuary.

 


Sanford and Mulligan’s job was simple: They were
damage control. Mulligan wanted a more active role in the trap, but
his great aunt forbade it. She insisted he and Sanford stake out
the levee road leading to the mansion, to run interference for
random trespassers and other policemen. I loaned the detectives a
box of silver wadcutters, and they supplied their own .45
automatics.

Before the trap was set, I warned everyone
involved that we might as well settle in for a long haul. Piper
might come running, I told them, or he might not come at all. We
had to outlast him, and that would mean pushing ourselves to the
limit. If he came, he might do so at any time—day or night.

“Pace yourselves,” I admonished. “Don’t wear
down before he does.”

 


The security men, armed with amulets and
talismans, guarded each level of the manor house. The rest of the
group assisted Sarai, Auntie, and Simon in their rituals.

Generally speaking, a werewolf doesn’t need any
additional incentive to kill its enemies. But since the
hounfort was so close to the bayou, the ceremony was
necessary to entice the hydrophobic werewolf.

 


I took a position in the branches of one of the
cypress trees, which shielded the front of the manor—an almost
ideal vantage point from which to fire.

The steady rhythm of the rada drums, the
rattle of the sacred asson, the chanting of the devotees,
and the aroma of sacrifice continued through the night, and floated
on the cold night breeze. Ritual candles flickered through the
French doors of the second gallery, as the supplicants danced,
clapped their hands, and addressed the spirits in their own sacred
tongue.

It was close to four a.m. when the darkness
started to move. A silent current of shades raced across the manor
grounds as if an army of invisible goblins marched beneath me. A
tapestry of shadows, they moved into the tree with me, up the
mansion’s outer walls and into the second and third floor
galleries. I’d seen this happen once before in the church where I’d
killed the Slasher. What was it?

The creeping, crawling nebula didn’t seem to
hinder the proceedings within, but shortly after their arrival I
heard the wind call me by name. Just like it had in the saloon
church.

Sunrise would usually signal the end of a
werewolf hunt, but Piper had proven to be the exception to more
than one rule. I kept watch throughout the day, while the voodoo
clergy and the hounsi practiced their hocus-pocus.

I reflected on the many vigils I’d kept in my
life, especially those during Reydosnin training. The body would
weaken from deprivation, as the spirit opened to the world on the
other side of visible. It was fair to say I’d become more than a
skeptic since those days. If there was a Great Spirit or a God,
what else had he done besides watch me suffer? My guardians, the
rattlesnake and the owl, had forsaken me long ago. The ancestral
spirits had never lifted a finger on my behalf while I trudged
through cruelty, inhumanity, and death. Yes, I believed in spirits.
They were all agents of injustice, and so be it.

I was never so naïve to indulge in anything so
useless as self-pity. I’d thrown down the gauntlet as an orphaned
adolescent, and there was no taking it back. The hatred, which had
driven my pledge to a futile vendetta, had been refined and
distilled a thousand times. It had been tempered by the madness of
war, hardened by the emptiness of loss, and purified by the
humiliation of prison. There were days when I could have killed
anyone I met without giving it a second thought. What would it
matter? Would I secure a darker place in hell than I’d already
earned? All that was left to take was my life, which had been
worthless for so long that I barely existed at all. No, dying was
the easy part, but what else was new?

It was the second night of their ceremony, and
I’d barely moved an inch in twenty-four hours. I suppressed the
needs of my body and steeled my resolve.

Without intending to, I’d committed myself to
one of the sleepless fasts of my youth.

By morning, I didn’t consider how the detectives
or voodooists were faring; I didn’t think of them at all. All
conception of what was happening around me blurred into a cold,
cramped neverland, and I had to look down to check if I was still
holding the rifle. I couldn’t feel my limbs anymore, and my head
seemed to float among the top branches of the cypress.

And then I felt it. A pain as exquisite and
clear as I’d ever experienced. A cold, piercing sear penetrated
through my flesh and grabbed my spine like death’s own claw.

He’s near.

Every sensation of cognizance I’d ever shared
with the Beast had been a shadow by comparison. Dull. Feeble. This
was how it was supposed to feel. I embraced the pain as an ally,
and focused on his presence. I felt his fear—not of a trap, not of
me, but of the marsh. I could feel his black heart tremble. I could
taste the corruption and spoiled saliva in his mouth.

I’ve been spared an exact recollection of what
he felt, but I remember a feverish, sickening sense of anguish
washing over me as if I were rabid and immortal. He could feel me
too, but didn’t understand the sensation, and his fear of water was
too strong to pay me much heed.

“Over here,” I projected.

Anger welled up. A hot cesspool boiled in my
chest, and then I realized that it was not my own…it belonged to
Piper.

I felt his fear wane, exchanged for acidic
hatred too reminiscent of my own. Through the clouds in his
demented brain, a single sense of purpose stood clear: to kill
three more. Not out of any sense of loyalty, but out of a need as
primal as self-preservation. “When they’re dead, the pain will
end.”

The icy throb in the back of my neck was
pristine, and like sonar. I could feel him come closer. His
heartbeat was chaotic and random, laboring in arrhythmic
palpitations like it was drowning in his chest.

All fear gone, he charged headlong toward the
manor. Everything came back into focus. Blood rushed back into my
limbs, and my vision cleared in the morning light. I bit down on
the hate, and broke it between my teeth to savor its marrow.

He appeared on the front lawn, rushing beneath
the trees and into Scalphunter’s sights as though on cue.

In that instant, I saw the gaping hole in his
back where my bullet had gone in. The wound had become a cadaverous
black ulcer, and silver had eaten away muscle and veins like the
venom of some deadly spider. A section of his ribcage hung through
the hole, as white as if it had been steeped in caustic lye.

I could feel the bullets make a connection
before I ever pulled the trigger. Scalphunter’s roar was as
magnificent as any thunder god’s, and its recoil was perfect
brutality. In an instant, Silas Piper became nothing but a pair of
legs, and I paid the price for the weapon’s devastating efficiency.
The concussion wrapped me against the cypress trunk like Vulcan
himself had wrought me over a forge. My head cracked, my shoulder
snapped and there was a sensation of weightlessness as the world
went spinning. I don’t remember hitting the ground.

 


The graveyard was old and unfamiliar, but I
knew the names on the headstones. I knew them all. Sam and Josh
were buried there, so was Papa, and Abigail, my mother. But there
was a host of markers for people I hadn’t thought about in a long
time. Names like: Salinger, Cooper, and Schaefer—men from the LRRP
heavy team who I’d watch die one by one. Warden Cranough who died
from a wasp sting was there. Every deceased person I’d ever known
was buried here: family, friends, and enemies alike. It was the
cemetery of my life, and I walked among the stones reading the
names, and looking for one in particular.

It was a poignant dream, but I wouldn’t remember
much of it until later.

 


I awoke in an empty hospital room with a
concussion and my shoulder in a sling. It was half past ten, but I
wasn’t sure if that was a.m. or p.m. I was groggy, and my right leg
smarted when I tried to move it, but at least it wasn’t wearing
plaster.

A nurse walked by the room, and seeing that I
was awake, stepped in to check on me.

“Look who’s up,” she said, pleasantly. “How are
you feeling?”

“A little fuzzy.”

“That’s the Darvon,” she said.

“You’re luckier than most. A fractured scapula
can be dangerous.”

Detective Mulligan and Sarai came by a few
minutes later. He closed the door behind them. Sarai was carrying a
flowerpot or something.

“How’s the shoulder, chief?” he said.

“Great,” I replied.

“You’ll be OK,” he said, and chuckled.

Sarai stepped up to the bed.

“I been waitin’ ta say t’ank ya, Mr.
Sylvester.”

“I guess I missed the victory party,” I yawned,
very drowsy.

“That was a nice piece of shooting you did,”
Mulligan whispered. “Two-hundred yards through heavy cover. I don’t
know how you saw him coming.”

“What do you mean? He was in the front yard when
I fired…wasn’t he?”

“No.” he laughed again. “He hadn’t even broke
from cover yet. You don’t remember?”

I shook my head.

“What happened to him?” I asked.

“There wasn’t much left from the waist up,” he
reported. “The whole torso disintegrated. The alligators and gars
are taking care of the rest.”

“I got somet’in’ ta show ya,” Sarai said,
presenting the pot she’d brought in with her. “Dis is a govi—dey
house da spirits of da dead.”

It was a clay urn with a cloth covering fastened
around the rim by a cord—one of the sacred jars I’d seen them
arrange during preparations.

“Dis one is da loup-garou. We took his
soul,” she smiled. “I wanted to show ya da spoils before da
boule zen, when we send him on ta hell.”

I stared at the vessel, wondering if he was
really in there. Then I decided I was too tired to care.

“Anybody get hurt?” I asked.

“Just you,” Mulligan replied. “And don’t worry
about your toys; they’ve been taken care of. Sanford disassembled
your secret weapon and put everything back in its place. He wanted
to fire it before he saw what it did to you.”

The voodoo community was as satisfied as it
could be under the circumstances. They’d captured their enemy’s
soul and their dead had been avenged.

The man who open fired in Pirate’s Alley was
all but forgotten in a few days, and the werewolf, which so many
people had seen, quickly degraded into just another New Orleans
ghost story.



 


 



Chapter IX:

 


Simon Arceneaux put me up in a townhouse suite
at the Bourbon Orleans Hotel for a more comfortable convalescence.
His expression of gratitude was as flamboyant as the man himself.
Simon had connections.

The doctors told me it would take six to eight
weeks for a full recovery, and my arm and shoulder had to be kept
immobile with a sling.

To Tanya’s relief, Scalphunter had made it back
safely to the RCMP’s ballistics lab. Unlike me, it was none the
worse for wear. Tanya found it amusing that I’d faced down a rabid
werewolf, and my only injuries were from my own weapon.

Sanford and Mulligan expected me to provide some
sort of explanation for what they’d seen. I was willing to tell
them what I knew—after all, they’d witnessed a misbegotten horror
from a penny dreadful—but I stopped short of incriminating myself.
They were still policemen. The biggest question on their minds was
if the Wolf who’d created Piper would send another protégé to
finish the list, or if he himself might return. It was in
everyone’s interest to find Diego.

The voodooists were the only ones who’d actually
seen the Spaniard, and they agreed that Piper’s interpretation of
his mentor was an accurate depiction, and drawn with painstaking
attention to detail. So while the detectives utilized NOPD
resources to distribute his likeness, Sarai, Auntie, and Simon used
the image in less orthodox ways.

There were other drawings in the
sketchbook—pictures of people I recognized, like Jackie Drone and
Maurice Godwin. There was a rendition of Harwintowne’s square and
miner statue, and rough sketches of the Spaniard himself, standing
in the desert with his bags. But there were more pages missing than
I’d first noticed—more than were accounted for by the single leaf
on which the list had been scrawled.

When I was in the Marines, I’d been kind of a
detective myself, and any gumshoe worth a damn pays attention to
absent pages. Imprints often linger on the next. In this case, the
drawings on the underlying pages made pencil impressions hard to
determine. I held the tablet under a lamp and scrutinized the
sketches, looking for any indication of what had been on the page
before.

I wore the pencil eraser to the metal rim before
the suspect pages were finally cleaned. I brushed away the tiny
balls of pink dust and tilted the sketchbook under the light again.
I split the pencil, withdrew the lead, and swept it over the
invisible marks gradually. From the relief, a three-headed monster
positioned over a chevron began to emerge. Words encircled the
mismatched heads like crowns, but those impressions were too
shallow to decipher.

Sanford had a police artist reproduce the
rubbing and Mulligan tested the emblem against known gang and cult
signs. All of this amounted to very little before Simon Arceneaux
stopped by the hotel to settle the previous week’s bill.

Simon was a wealthy New Orleans businessman, and
a strange fellow in every sense of the word. He spoke with an
accent that sounded like a hybrid of Louisiana Creole and South
African. He teased his oddly cut beard, and worried his jewelry
compulsively. He made unpredictable facial expressions, and
sometimes he laughed for no apparent reason. He’d been a part of a
vodun community since his youth, even though his mother had been a
Protestant preacher. He represented a less-traditional segment of
the New Orleans voodoo scene, and his followers consisted mostly of
root doctors and hoodoo men. By his own account, he’d been the
essential link between the Rada and Petro sects during Diego’s
banishing rites. He’d also been a friend to the late Ibchan Oswan,
the first to taste Diego’s wrath.

Ibchan had been a Haitian national, and he was
one of the most feared bokors in three parishes. He’d kept contacts
with various secret societies throughout the South, including some
Anglo black-magic sects who Simon referred to as “evil
hillbillies.” Simon recognized the emblem as the sigil of a small
Cainite revival cult called the Chimera Temple. Cainites, as I
learned, were ancient heretics to the Roman Catholic Church because
they exalted men like Cain, Judas Iscariot, Herod, and Pontius
Pilate. He didn’t know much about the Chimera Temple itself, except
that they were from somewhere in the Carolinas.

I asked him what he knew about the Black Cross,
and how Diego was involved.

“The organization you refer to is like Papa
Doc’s Ton Ton Macoute—his secret police have become
synonymous with the bogeyman. The left-handed subculture is often
imagined to be a complex organization of covens and cults. Federal
policemen say there’s not enough evidence to support such a claim.
They tend to depict it as the lunatic fringe: crude and sporadic
pockets of disassociated misfits or lone madmen. The truth, I fear,
lies somewhere between the two extremes.” He laughed as if someone
had told him a joke. “The fact of the matter is, sir, is that
communication and cooperation often exists between these groups.
Nothing complicated like a network, as fancied by the ignorant, but
organized enough to have created the likes of the Black Cross,
who’ve appointed themselves Gestapo among white diabolists.”

“What does that have to do with the Beast?”

“The Beast,” he repeated, rolling it on his
tongue for flavor. “I like that. Diego is no mere enforcer, sir. He
came to New Orleans to facilitate nothing more than his own greed.
His involvement with the Black Cross is in a leadership capacity I
suspect, possibly from the ranks of the 4P Movement itself. Though
I’d be surprised if he were the group’s sovereign. Diego may be
old, but he is not ancient. Not yet.”

“And he won’t be,” I promised.

 


Aside from his insight into the ecology of the
occult, Arceneaux had given us what we lacked—a place to start.

Various voodoo societies in the city began to
use the name, the Chimera Temple, in conjunction with Diego’s
charcoal image in hopes of finding our mutual adversary.

My detective friends fed the Cainite group into
the computer, which produced a smattering of non-related results.
There was one exception: A young man named Brent Carver was
arrested for drugs in ’77, and did a year in the Western Youth
Institution at Morganton, North Carolina. While inside, he founded
or joined a minor-league clique called the Templehead. That
would have meant nothing except for the mention of his tattoo under
the “Identifying Marks” portion of his sheet: a “hydra or
chimera.”

My voodoo friends added Brent Carver to their
cauldron and stirred it into the brew, using the esoteric measures
at their disposal to gain some sense of Diego’s whereabouts.

Sarai repeated her claim that conjuring the
likes of Diego was dangerous business. She’d expected these rounds
of divination to meet with resistance.

Auntie Evangeline had a dream about ghostly
horsemen with torches, but that was about the extent of her
clairvoyance.

 


Full-blown Mardi Gras had come over the city
like a plague of purple, green, and gold. Four million visitors,
from all over the world, flocked to the city in droves. The
carnival, which began on the Feast of Epiphany in January, became
more extravagant as Lent approached. By day, masked parade Krewes
entertained the crowd from lavish floats. They hurled beads and
passed out decorated coconuts. By night, the plastic necklaces were
tossed from balconies, largely to people who would “show them
something.”

Face-painted college kids got drunk and passed
out in the streets, and grown people in ridiculous hats and
laughable costumes scavenged for doubloons like children prowling
for candy. The narrow streets were literally packed with people,
some of whom urinated and fornicated where they pleased. The
revelry wasn’t my style, but there was no escaping it.

 


One week before Fat Tuesday, Madeline “Auntie”
Evangeline suffered fatal cardiac arrest while trying to divine
Diego using a tarot deck. Sarai called the incident a “shock in
return,” a magical backfire of energies that had been leveled
against the Spanish werewolf. But whether the heart attack had been
caused by high blood pressure or sorcery, Diego’s list had gotten
one name shorter. Fortunately, Evangeline hadn’t died alone. Her
goddaughter Rowena, an aspiring voodoo choir mistress, had been at
her side.

Sarai and Simon introduced me to the grieving
young lady at Madeline’s proper Catholic funeral, where she
recounted her godmother’s dying words. Madeline told Rowena that
she’d seen the “old gent”—the devil—trudging around a barren,
circular path in the woods. His hands were folded behind his back
as he contemplated what evil to inflict on the world next. Her
final reading was as cryptic as her dream of ghost riders had been,
but Simon believed she’d seen a real place as much as Sarai
believed she had gone to a better one.

 


I’d just stepped out of the shower when the
phone rang. It was Tanya, and she had bad news. An old Mountie
acquaintance of hers had been periodically checking in on Joanna,
but for two weeks he hadn’t been able to locate her. Tanya urged me
not to jump to conclusions, saying that she might have left town
for her own reasons. I hoped it was that simple—that she grew tired
of waiting on me and moved on. The Mountie had no reason to suspect
foul play, but something was wrong.

It didn’t take much for me to harden myself to
her fate; turning off emotions was one of my greatest talents. But
later that night I slipped into a bottle of rye to drown the guilt
that was beginning to gouge my Heart-of-Scars.

 


I was as drunk as I’d ever been, no better than
the throng of party-mongers who cavorted outside. I vaguely
remember sitting in a chair in the lofted bedroom, facing a window,
and talking to myself. With all the festivities and weirdoes Mardi
Gras had to offer, and given the shape I was in, I didn’t find it
strange to see a black nun standing at the stairway. I must have
left the door open; she heard me talking to myself and let herself
in. She smiled through the open face of her habit and walked to my
side.

Even inebriated, one would think it would have
occurred to me that she was in costume, but I’m glad it didn’t.

“Poor little lamb,” she said, as if she was
speaking to a baby.

I don’t remember how I phrased it, or how well I
enunciated it, but I asked her if she was on a door-to-door mission
of mercy.

She kneeled beside me and held my hand while she
prayed. That, I remember clearly.

“Father, heal this child’s broken spirit and
give him peace. Ease the suffering of his loss and open up the
light of thy love to him.”

I laughed at her, and said something drunkenly
inappropriate like, “Have a drink, sister…I’m buying.” But her
prayer continued.

“Give him strength, sweet Jesus, to face the
road ahead. And walk with him always in thy mercy. Teach him,
gentle Holy Spirit, as he becomes a man, to let go of the hate that
binds his little soul…”

When I become a man?

 


I met Sanford and Mulligan at Brennan’s for
breakfast a few days later. The pink stucco mansion had been a New
Orleans landmark since 1946, and Mulligan had insisted on taking me
before I left town. With all that’d happened, it seemed important
to them that New Orleans didn’t leave a bad taste in my mouth.

As I sat over my Eggs Hussarde, Sanford leaned
into the table.

“What if he comes back while you out lookin’ fo’
’em? What do we do?”

“Keep the silver rounds I loaned you,” I said.
“But I don’t think he’s coming back. Think about it: wouldn’t he
have already taken care of business if he were able? I think the
voodoo curse is keeping him away permanently. He may send someone
to replace Piper, but that could take some time. Don’t worry about
Diego. But in the meantime, you have my permission to shoot any
werewolf that wanders into town.”

“I’m mo’ likely ta shit myse’f an’ say my
praya’s,” he said, leaning back and tossing his napkin on the
table.

“Speaking of prayers,” I said, “you guys see a
lot of nuns walking around during Mardi Gras?”

“See a lot of everything walking around during
Mardi Gras,” Mulligan replied.

“A couple nights ago, a black nun came into my
suite. I admit I was shit-faced, but I don’t think I imagined
it.”

“You sure she didn’t have a dick?” Sanford’s
remark garnished a scowl of disapproval from Mulligan.

“I’m serious,” Sanford said. “I knew this
trannie once…”

“The woman said a prayer for me,” I interrupted,
and continued. “I remember every word of it. But I don’t remember
her leaving. I just fell asleep I guess.”

“Are you on the sixth floor?” Mulligan asked
with a curious grin.

I nodded.

“Simon told you that Bourbon Orleans is haunted,
didn’t he?”

“Haunted by what?” I asked.

“The building was an orphanage for about eighty
years, run by the Holy Family Sisters Convent. It was the first
order of black nuns in Louisiana. Yellow Fever killed a lot of
people in those days, including some sisters and orphans. Since
then, people have seen nuns, children, even a rebel soldier in that
hotel. I never heard of anyone spending quality time with an
apparition though.”

I didn’t need to question Mulligan’s sources or
whether he even believed in ghosts because I knew it was true.
She’d addressed me as a child because that’s how she’d seen me…an
orphaned child.

“You know your town Mulligan,” I said.

“He was tou’ guide when he was a teenaga’,”
Sanford explained.

After what the detectives had seen, a ghost
story must not have seemed so unbelievable. I guess not much
would.

 


No matter how you sliced it, Diego’s trail was
colder than an Antarctic winter. The combination of police work and
voodoo had only produced obscure tidbits of random information.
There weren’t enough pieces to get a sense of the puzzle, and we’d
come to the end of our collective resources.

Crime hadn’t taken a holiday for Diego’s sake,
and the detectives had more mundane cases to solve.

The stress had also taken its toll on Sarai and
Simon. Each had backed off from the search, fearing their mental
exhaustion would make them easy targets for the kind of backlash
they blamed for Madeline’s death. In defense of my allies, I hadn’t
expected them to last as long as they did.

It occurred to me that it took more than silver
bullets to kill the Beast; it took a will indifferent to love,
life, and eternity. It took an entirely different kind of blighted
soul.

 


Dead again, I thought, standing in the vacant
grave of Silver Bullet Enterprises.

What else had died from my neglect?

If I concentrated, I could still smell the
lingering scent of Joanna’s skin lotion. The office was cold but
tidy, right down to the empty waste bins and swept floors. A memo
pad detailed phone messages and enquiries that had come in during
my absence. In her own distinctive handwriting, she’d dated each
message in the right-hand column—the last being 1 February 1984. I
looked around the room again, like I might have missed her the
first time, like she’d been hiding behind a desk waiting to
surprise me.

The upstairs apartment was equally clean and
lonely. The bed was made, clothes were put away, and there was a
gap in the wardrobe where her things had been. Her smell was more
pronounced here, but the mood of the room seemed to say she wasn’t
coming back. Was it possible that she’d come to no harm after all?
My heart said no, and called me an idiot for entertaining so kind a
notion.

There weren’t any lights on in her home, and her
Toyota was gone. I knocked at the door to no avail, and realized
I’d left my key back at the apartment. I stared at the dark little
house, and wondered if she were still alive. I had to know.

 


The Dark Horse nightclub was a second-rate
cabaret/casino. Its house-band was so-so, the liquor a little
watered down, and the clientele less than respectable. It had a
reputation as one of Winnipeg’s better-known mob fronts. Not
Stefano, but close enough for me.

You didn’t have to be up on organized crime to
know who Leo Backlund was—anyone from the ’Peg business community
in the ’80s could tell you. He was half a wiseguy mick, Polio lame,
and had a knack for running a syndicate club. His security man was
a Japanese behemoth named Nakajiro who’d allegedly been a champion
sumo wrestler in Tokyo before dishonoring himself and his
sport.

I dropped fifty dollars at the blackjack table,
nursed a couple of weak drinks, and waited for the cripple to take
a piss.

I presumed his bodyguard wouldn’t follow him to
the head, but the ex-yokozuna stood guard at the door while
his boss was inside.

He didn’t seem so massive with a silencer in his
crotch.

“Back it up,” I said, as I coaxed him into the
john. “Then lie down in front of the door.”

Nakajiro did as he was told. He backed into the
head, quiet as a heel-hound, and rolled his bulk facedown on the
tile—blocking the door as effectively as any deadbolt. I gave him a
quick pat down for weapons. A toilet flushed, and Leo shuffled from
a stall with his trousers still undone. He blankly regarded the
Colt and shook his head. It wasn’t the first time he’d been on the
wrong end of a gun.

“You’re fired,” he said to Nakajiro while
zipping his pants. “And what is your problem, exactly?” he asked
me.

“Let’s talk about yours,” I said.

“Do you mind if I wash my hands?”

“Come here,” I demanded. “Or I’ll be washing
mine.”

“This isn’t the way to resolve things with me,
lad,” he said, following my instructions.

Before he said another word, I spun him at the
shoulder and knocked him off-balance. His left leg, which was
locked with a brace, did the splits across the floor. I put a boot
in his chest and shoved him into the prostrate sumo.

“My name’s Sylvester James. I know you’ve heard
of me, and you know I have nothing to lose here.”

I pushed the silencer between his lips and
squeezed it into his palate. His cold composure melted, and I could
smell the chill of sweat and bowel gas rise through his suit.

“I know you’re a tough guy, Backlund, and being
a gimp I’ll bet you’ve had to prove it more times than the next
goon. So, I’m not going to waste a lot of time: What happened to
Joanna Straum?”

His eyes flickered with recognition; he knew
whom I was talking about.

“Before I take this out of your mouth, we’re
going to pretend that you’ve already denied everything. And we’re
going to act like I didn’t believe you, and that I asked you again,
maybe pulling the hammer back for emphasis—like this.”

Click.

“If I have to put this down your throat again,
you’re going to swallow a bullet.”

I withdrew the Colt, wet with his slobber and
waggled it under his nose like a steel finger. He cleared his
throat and made an effort to gather his decorum.

“I’d better believe the next words that come out
of your mouth,” I said.

He looked me in the eye, trying to disguise his
humiliation.

“As far as I know, your employee hasn’t been
harmed. If she has, I had nothing to do with it. They’ve got an
Indian, bigger than Nakajiro, on your trail. That’s all I know.
Believe it or go fuck yourself. And believe this, too: You’re a
dead mother-fucker.”

I punched the silencer into his left eye
socket.

“Don’t sass me.”

He grabbed his blinded eye and started to
squeal, but the silencer stifled it and broke a few teeth as I
shoved it back into his mouth.

If I’d left right then, left them both alive,
the price on my head would be the same as if I’d killed them. I
made that commitment when I’d pulled my weapon. If I got wet,
people would figure it was underworld related, especially if
forensics revealed the use of a silencer. Either way, the
Calabrians would read this left to right.

“This isn’t over,” I said. “But it is for
you.”

Might as well make a night of it.

 


There was a time—long ago it seemed—when taking
a human life would have been unacceptable to me. If it was kill or
be killed, that was one thing, but my growing disdain for life in
general had made a killer out of me. I couldn’t remember when it
had begun.

People talk about the sanctity of life, as if
human beings were special just by virtue of being alive. If
anything was sacred, it was death—eternal, silent, merciful death.
I’d never intended to be so cold, but it was hatred’s tax. What I'd
wanted was to be a man of honor, like my father was, like Michael
had taught me to be. I remember once telling someone that I’d
managed to save my honor and my sanity; but somewhere along the way
I’d lost my conscience in a werewolf’s shadow. To my shame, I had
become anything but honorable. The commodities of my soul had
become a list of one: I had yet to lose my mind. The rest had
already gone to hell, good intentions and all.

 


As I’d predicted, the Winnipeg Free Press called
the murders a: “Double gangland slaying.” Considering my
involvement, it might have seemed foolish to pay a visit to the
Horsemen, but I'd noticed the police don’t usually get teary over
dead Mafiosos. It wasn’t the law I had to worry about, anyway.

Sergeant Arlin Wheeler was the Mountie who’d
been Joanna’s invisible guardian angel. From our conversation, it
was apparent that Tanya hadn’t told him very much. He was under the
impression that Tanya was a relative of hers, and I didn’t tell him
any different.

“She’d been staying in the upstairs flat,” he
said. “I checked on her a couple of times a week and I could
usually see her through the office window. Tanya wanted me to keep
my distance, so I never actually met her. But she didn’t seem to be
having any trouble. She moved her belongings back to her residence
in December, but she always made it to work by nine or ten. A few
weeks ago she didn’t show up, so I drove by her house but she
wasn’t home. The same was true last week, and the week before. Like
I told Tanya, I don’t know where she went, but I can’t say I’ve
seen anything unusual. If you like, we can file a Missing Persons
Report.”

 


Her kitchen was the same, but the cupboards and
pantry were both empty. A slice of sunlight fell through the window
above the sink and burnished the floor’s winter dust with a yellow
glow. Her things were still there: furniture, utensils,
bric-a-brac, everything was accounted for but her.

I walked through the living room, where we’d
first made love, and picked up a picture of Joanna from when she
was three years old, being held by her mother. It was the only
picture of her she had; she wouldn’t have willingly left it behind.
I examined the partially torn photograph, thinking of how she’d
kept her little girl features. Then a cloud passed over my
shoulder. It wafted in the air like a lazy plume of smoke, and
tumbled slowly down my spine, biting my flesh like the sting of
scattered embers.

Here?

It was an undiluted version of what I’d felt
just before I’d found Magdalena in her root-bound grave. Not only
was the sensation stronger, but the taint of the Beast was
unambiguous. I produced a weapon, though I knew it wasn’t there,
and followed the emanation into Jo’s room.

The bed was unmade and wore light, feathered
brown streaks on the sheets. Something else was amiss, and before
my brain could confirm my eyes, I noticed the brown leather bag
sitting on her dresser.

“He came into town from the desert, with a
leather case in each hand.”

It was the same kind of case Piper had depicted
in the rough sketch of his master, the same kind of case that had
carried a rabid coyote’s head. I glanced back the blood streaks
before approaching the ominous cowhide satchel. It was an innocuous
thing in itself, just an old-fashioned suitcase that had seen
better days, but it was stained with Diego’s musk, his ethereal
stench. As I popped the brass latch and spread open the mouth of
the bag, a faint, cadaverous aroma came from inside, and attested
to the carrion that had once been inside.

A vague, smoky twang mingled with the funk as I
turned the satchel on its side and emptied its content. A single
chunk of blackened metal slid onto the dresser, peppering its
surface with bits of ash. It was melted and deformed but retained
the characteristics of a small pistol—a derringer to be exact—the
same one brandished by the cowboy who turned out to be the
Saskatchewan Slasher.

Friend or enemy, brother or prodigy, he’d known
him; it was the only explanation that made sense. It was why he’d
been in Manitoba. While searching for his fellow immortal, he’d
discovered the most unlikely thing: He’d been killed. I could
imagine Diego shuffling through the smoldering remains of the
sanctuary-saloon, finding the weapon instead of the body. In a heap
of smoke and ashes, he must have found my scent as well. He must
have known, somehow, that I’d been the one. I took the wrong
direction when I left for Nevada. Diego had been in Canada all
along.

He’d taken Joanna the same way he’d taken
Magdalena years earlier, and had left me a souvenir to prove it.
But how much could he know? I asked myself. Unless he was nigh
omniscient, he wouldn’t know what I did to his colony in
Harwintowne or that I’d spoiled his investment in New Orleans. But
if he’d really killed Auntie Evangeline from a distance, and
collected my scent from sterile ruins, what else was he capable
of?

 


I was sitting in the dark long before I noticed.
Like Poe, linking fancy unto fancy, I studied the significance of
my discovery from every angle.

The slam of a car door drew me from my thoughts
and to the front window.

A vehicle was parked behind mine, and there was
a shadowy figure partially illuminated by the headlamps. He crept
alongside my truck, peered through the driver’s glass, and then
opened the door. The dome light revealed a man with a goatee in a
long, black-leather coat, and a leather skullcap.

He was sitting in the driver’s seat, perusing
documents from my glove box when the headlamps of his new Monte
Carlo SS went dim. He pulled a nickel-plated revolver from his coat
and came to investigate, but found the butt of a 1911 in the back
of his head. He didn’t know what hit him.

 


I was surprised that the cabin still had power,
but Joanna had been faithful to the end. I heated a can of chili
while waiting for my captive, bleeding and lashed to a wooden chair
in the garage, to regain consciousness.

His expression was appropriate for a man in his
situation—bleeding and lashed naked to a wooden chair. He gawked
wildly around the garage, straining frantically against the nylon
cords that held him fast. A fresh gloss of blood drained from his
head wound and trickled between his shoulder blades.

“The scalp bleeds like a bitch, eh?” I said,
stepping into the garage from the kitchen, a hot bowl of chili and
stale oyster crackers in my hand.

He continued to writhe against his bonds while I
fired up the kerosene heater.

“If by some miracle you actually get those ropes
off, then what?” I asked, pulling up another chair. “You might want
to save your strength. It’s only nine o’clock, and we’ve got a long
night ahead of us, eh?”

He started by offering the stock responses:
“What do you want from me?” “Why are you doing this?” “You’ve got
the wrong man,” all the old favorites. But I ate my dinner quietly,
until he went into the next phase: “You’ll never get away with
this”; “You’ve signed your own death warrant”, and so forth. Still,
I pretended not to hear him, and by the time my bowl was empty, his
teeth were chattering uncontrollably—more from the cold than the
stress. I directed the heater toward him. Freezing him to death
wouldn’t benefit anyone.

“I’d offer you something to eat, but I don’t
have anything else here,” I apologized.

It took a few minutes, but I finally found my
tool kit, buried beneath a pile of old roofing and cleaning
products. I rummaged through the red metal box and set aside a
screwdriver, some pliers, a ball-peen hammer, and a fresh hacksaw
blade still in its paper sleeve.

“I’m not going to bullshit you,” I said, as I
tossed the assortment of tools at his bare feet. “This is not going
to turn out well for you. Eventually, I’m going to cut your fucking
head off, but you can decide if it’s sooner or later. See where I’m
going with this?”

He lit into a string of profanity too blue to
repeat. He ranted about what he would do to me, and how he had
friends who would eat me alive.

“I know all about your friends,” I said,
plugging in a battery charger and fitting it with jumper
cables.

“Were you in Vietnam?” I asked, changing the
subject. “Probably not. You’re not the valiant type. Well, I
was—the valiant type I mean. Charlie taught me a thing or two
during my stint in Indochina, so I can appreciate what you’re
feeling right now.”

I drew some water in an empty cement-mix bucket,
and while it filled, rounded up a couple of sponges from Samantha’s
old car-wash crate. I sat the bucket next to the trickle charger,
and clamped the dry sponges between the teeth of the jumper cables.
Then I took a plug of chewing tobacco and sat down to face my
shivering guest.

“Do you have any idea who my sponsor is?” he
hissed through wrinkled lips.

“You still have a big mouth,” I said. “We
haven’t actually been introduced, but I’m the one who followed you
to Galgier and killed your werewolf friends almost ten years ago.
You got away of course, but then you were always just a
wannabe.”

Again, his expression was predictable. His
pupils dilated, his face fell, and his head shook in fervent
denial.

“He’s doing life,” he croaked.

“Some lives are shorter than others,” I said,
and picked up the hammer. “Broken kneecaps won’t kill you, but
you’ll sure wish they did. You can scream if you like. I won’t
mind.”

I drew back my arm and brought the steel head
into his left knee. His cries filled the garage and faded into a
whimper before I asked my first question.

“Where’s Diego?”

 


I rinsed my hands in the water bucket while my
uncooperative subject gagged for breath through his own vomit. He
now sat in his own feces—high voltage will do that to some people.
It was quite a mess, but it was to be expected, so I didn’t let the
stench bother me.

During our first rounds of Q&A, he told me
things I already knew. He was working for Diego, who had taken
Joanna away with him. He’d been told to watch for a man to come
looking for her, and was ordered to kill that man. He was a durable
subject, and by his own admission, was more afraid of his master
than of me. But the here-and-now always takes precedence over a
distant threat, no matter how superior. Sometimes it just takes a
while to make your point—it wasn’t even midnight yet.

 


I tied a tourniquet around the stump where his
right thumb had been and washed him down with the water bucket,
complete with blood and tobacco spit. The bath must have been a
relief; he’d sweat puddles on the cement floor in spite of the
March mercury level. Both of his knees were the size and color of
eggplants, and somewhere under the black-and-purple swell were
fractured patellas.

“I didn’t have time to work up an interrogation
profile for you, but I’m doing the best I can,” I said. “We can
call it a night whenever you want. But I have nowhere else to be,
so if you want to keep going.”

I bent down into his face and whispered.

“I’ll put you back together again and start over
if I have to.”

I had to pace myself through the night, so as
not to kill him with the sheer trauma of the interview. I had to be
satisfied with his answers first.

Around three a.m., after he’d lost most of his
teeth to a hammer and screwdriver combo, it became clear that Diego
was exerting some right of ownership over his slave. He was
bolstering his will with superhuman endurance. No one can take that
kind of pain.

The pliers marks where his nipples used to be
had begun to fester by sunrise.

 


“We’re going to start on your toes this
morning,” I announced to deaf ears as I stepped back into the
garage. Unconsciousness was an inevitability I’d prepared for, and
I wafted a bottle of ammonia under his nostrils until he choked
awake.

Since I’d left him last, he’d struggled against
the cords so fiercely that he’d worn deep, meaty ruts in his wrists
and ankles.

“For a werewolf’s bitch, you’ve got a lot of
heart,” I remarked, washing off the gummy hammer handle.

A wheeze of air sputtered through his bloody
gums as he tried to lift his head. It sounded like a word. I took a
fist of moppy brown mane and cocked his head back.

“Say it again,” I demanded, hoping it wasn’t
more guff.

“Halloween,” he said, too faintly to be a
whisper.

“What about it? Where’s Diego?”

“Chimera…Halloween…United States…” came
the languid reply.

“Where in the United States?”

I took a second clutch of hair and shook his
head between my arms.

“Where?” I shouted into his face.

Red drool seeped down his chin as he tried to
open his mouth again.

“North…”

His mouth froze on the single syllable. His
weight sagged against the ropes, and I felt a peculiar, tangible
chill rush into his body. I released him quickly and stepped away,
watching his eyes spin into his skull. My palms and fingers had
gone numb from the inexplicable shock of cold. Diego had invoked
his final prerogative.

 


Fastened to cinder blocks and the same yellow
cord that had kept him in his chair, I pulled the corpse into the
cesspool behind the cabin, wading into it myself to be sure the
body dropped deep.

I doused sponges, clothes, and the pieces of a
broken chair with kerosene and struck a blue tip. While I watched
the evidence burn, I thought about how I hadn’t expected things to
reach the pitch they did. I hadn’t counted on his fear working
against me, or a sustaining preternatural influence.

I should have been horrified of myself, or at
least doubtful of my mental stability. But I was as rational as the
Viet Cong who’d crushed out cigarettes in my privates. I was as
sane as the Massauga bulls that had brutalized me for days at a
time.

Regardless of what else the night’s inquisition
had yielded, it had verified a long-suspected truth: It takes
one monster to fight another.

 


After a little more than a year, the second
advent of Silver Bullet Enterprises had come to an end. An attorney
handled the sale to a competing outfitter. I moved my personal
things into the country house, but knew I couldn’t stay there long.
At some point, the Stefanos would settle up with me, it would have
been escapist to think otherwise. But until then, I had other debts
to pay.

 


The night before I crossed the border again, I
placed a call to Tanya’s residence from a phone booth in Rosa,
Manitoba.

“I’m on my way south again,” I explained. “But,
I didn’t call to ask you for anything. I just wanted to say thank
you.”

“Why don’t you come in and talk to me,” she
said. “Face to face for a change.”

Her voice sounded particularly soft that night,
like it had in the car before I went to Mount Baldy. Maybe she felt
sorry for me because Joanna was gone, or maybe she picked up on my
self-loathing.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said. “I
doubt I could look you in the eye.”

“I’ve never heard your voice like this,” she
said, spooked. “Are you frightened?”

“Yeah.” There, I said it. “But not for
the obvious reasons. That’s not even the point. I used to worry
that if people got too close to me, they would find out why I
bother to get up in the morning and then run for their lives. But
it had to be that way. The only way to keep that kind of danger
away from others was to keep my distance.

“So the cold shoulder became a gesture of
endearment. Even Samantha had no idea what was happening the night
she and Joshua died, and every year since then, when I look at
myself, I understand the Beast a little better. That’s what scares
me…here I am ten years later, no better than the thing I wanted to
protect them from.”

“Logan,” she said in a strong, maternal voice.
“You said you didn’t call me for help this time, but you’re on the
edge—anyone can see that. Let me help you.”

Now I sensed fear in her voice.

“For whatever it’s worth,” I said, skirting her
offer, “I want you to know I meant every word in the letter I sent
you last year.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, after a long
pause.

“I know our relationship has been touch and go,
but I’ve always trusted you. I don’t even know why I’m telling you
all this, except that I owe you—even if it’s just an explanation.
But I won’t come see you. Not just because I have to finish what I
started, I don’t want you to see firsthand what I’ve turned into.
I’m not so gorgeous or fearless anymore. I know you think I have a
flare for the dramatic, but on my soul, it’s important that
you remember me fondly when I’m gone. And one way or another, my
time’s about up.”

“Then you better get your head and your ass
wired together, Marine.”

Her voice fluttered just above a threshold of
tears. She choked back her stammer and cleared her throat.

“Go to the U.S. Do what you have to do. When
it’s over, we’ll see what can be done about your other
problems.”

“OK,” I said to placate her. “When it’s
over.”

 


In twelve hours of torture, I’d only extracted
four words from Diego’s errand boy. It was a paltry harvest,
considering the severity of the interview. But it added to what I
already knew, and it seemed a sufficient confession. “Chimera” and
“United States” were of obvious significance. He’d been referring
to Simon’s Cainite cult. “Halloween” appeared to be a
self-explanatory term as well, but how it related to Diego’s
whereabouts wasn’t as clear. Simon had said the Chimera Temple was
in the Carolinas, and though death had cut short my prisoner’s last
words, he told me which one.

 


I’d seen Minnesota, Wisconsin, Illinois, and the
better part of Indiana in less than two days before the feeling of
flying blind hit me with all familiarity. I remembered Auntie
Evangeline’s visions of ghost riders, and Satan marching around in
a circle. I thought about how little I knew about the Chimera
Temple, Diego, and North Carolina for that matter. Any knowledge I
might acquire on these subjects would have to be done the
old-fashioned way. After all, I was fresh out of people to
interrogate.

I’d never been an educated man. A sixth grade
education and a high school equivalency were all I could claim in
the way of formal schooling. Experience and what I’d learned in the
Marine Corps made up the bulk of what I knew.

I’d read several books on history, philosophy,
and other such topics. I chewed through books like Sun Tzu’s Art
of War, the Bible, and Machiavelli’s The Prince.
I read Bulfinch’s Mythology and Beyond Good and Evil
by Nietzsche while incarcerated, and studied Lewis Spence’s
Encyclopedia of Occultism and Gray’s Anatomy after I
got out.

When I read, it was always with the intention to
better arm myself against the Beast. I didn’t want to be thought of
as an ignorant mountain boy, so I always made an effort to
enunciate my words and expand my vocabulary. But I was rarely
comfortable around learned people, whom I imagined saw me as either
stupid or pitiable. So it was with some reservation that I took a
guest parking spot at the University of Indianapolis and took a
stroll across campus. I expected to see thoughtful young people in
tweed, not in bandannas and pleather jackets.

The Krannert Memorial Library was a welcoming
three-story building with an entrance hall decorated with flags
from all nations, and portraits of former university presidents who
looked over the copy machines by the circulation desk. I stopped a
student librarian who was happy to show me where everything was
located from the reference area with its microfilm readers to the
older periodicals on the third floor. I’d never been in an academic
library before, and was admittedly overwhelmed by its collection.
And for a guy who hadn’t used the Dewey Decimal System since he was
a fifth grader, I found my way through the index cards fairly
easily.

 


It was ten-thirty p.m., and the library would be
closing in half an hour. Alone on the third floor, sitting at a
study carrel piled with books, I sat back in my chair and rubbed
the headache between my eyes.

Since that afternoon, I’d hunted through hives
of microfilm and scores of periodicals in search of anything
remotely associated with the Chimera Temple or the Black Cross. I
scoured the occult section for every book on Satanism, Diabolism,
and Luciferianism I could find, but only managed to dig up some
information on the Cainite heresy and the Process Church of Final
Judgment as it related to famous serial killers—things I already
knew. I browsed through The Werewolf by the Rev. Montague
Summers and The Book of Werewolves by Sabine Baring-Gould,
before setting them aside as spurious, laughable accounts of the
Beast. I pored over everything from crime journals to folios of
mythical monsters, everywhere from the rare-books room to the
university archives.

Exasperated, I sent a copy of Strange Sects
and Cruel Cults peeling across the floor. It toppled a metal
wastepaper basket with enough noise to wake the dead, and struck a
return cart with an impetus that felled an assortment of books
waiting to be re-shelved.

The ruckus drew a few students from hidden study
nooks; it seems I hadn’t been as alone as I thought. With no
apparent cause to the noisy interruption, they resumed their
studies without paying me much mind. Mildly embarrassed, I got up
to stretch my legs and to pick up the result of my outburst. One of
the unsettled books wore a faded red canvas cover with frayed
binding. The title, handwritten in white up the spine, read:
Legends and Ghost Stories of North Carolina. There’s a
coincidence for you, I thought, but then remembered how a bagel
craving had led me to a Wolf that until that point had evaded
me.

“You’ll find each other,” Michael had
said. “As surely as a man finds his mate.”

I sat down with the battered old volume next to
a window and perused the index. Nothing under “Chimera” or
“Cainite,” but as I dropped a finger down the D’s, a single line in
bold print stood out. The entry was “Devil’s Tramping Ground” and
there were numerous references to it.

According to the book, the Devil’s Tramping
Ground was a forty-foot ring about a foot wide where nothing would
grow, even though it was surrounded by forest. Hunting dogs
wouldn’t go near it, and when rocks or other such objects were
placed in the way, they were found brushed aside the next morning.
Late seventeenth century settlers in Chatham County discovered it.
The mysterious site, a few miles east of Siler City, was believed
to be a haunt of the Devil, who retired there at night and walked
in circles with his head down in thought, and his expression
intense, plotting sinister schemes. The Prince of Darkness’
footprints had left the soil infertile, and the area was shunned as
his nocturnal retreat. Ripples of gooseflesh crawled down my arms.
Southern legend or not, Auntie had seen more than she lived to
realize.

 


When I reached North Carolina, I decided it was
time to let the Silverado go. It had been reliable, but was heavy
with miles and more importantly too many people knew I drove it.
Anyway, the last thing I needed was to stand out because of
Canadian tags.

I bargained with the old man for thirty minutes
before we reached a deal. Originally he’d only wanted to sell the
’77 Dodge, three quarter-ton pickup, but I talked him into a trade
after convincing him that he could easily sell the newer truck for
more money. The replacement wasn’t a beauty queen, but was
mechanically sound with new tires and the only action it had seen
was in the Winston-Salem area.

US Route 64 brought me into Siler City, the
largest town in Chatham County with a population of about six
thousand people. It seemed to be a nice all-American community with
its churches and schools and well-maintained streets—not the kind
of place you’d expect to find a werewolf.

I’d driven almost two-thousand miles, and now I
wondered if I was any closer to Diego than I’d been in Nevada. I
needed to validate some of the information I’d gathered, and the
first logical thing to do was to have a look at the Devil’s
Tramping Ground.

It wasn’t an easy place to find. Even my
directions needed directions, but I found Harper’s Crossroads as
the sun was going down and made a jog onto State Route 1100. There
was a gravel pull-off on the left, marked by a bullet-pocked sign
indicating the site. The notorious barren circle was a hundred and
fifty feet down the path.

It was a peculiar thing to see, and just as the
book described it: a naked ring of earth in the middle of the
woods. I lit a cigarillo and began to walk the circle myself,
mindful to any sense of the Beast that might have lingered.

“Howdy,” said the man coming from another path
through the trees.

I nodded at him and stepped off the ring. The
only sensation I was feeling was foolishness.

“Tryin’ her out?” he asked. From the tone of his
voice, it must have been a common practice.

He was an average-size fellow with a green cap,
bib overalls, and muddy work boots, carrying a plastic garbage
sack. He opened the bag and proceeded to collect the litter other
visitors had left.

“This your place?” I asked, unsure if I was
standing on private property.

“Yeah,” he replied. “I come out to pick up the
grounds every now and again. I don’t mind folks comin’ here, but I
sure wish they’d clean up after themselves.”

“The devil’s quite a litterbug,” I said. “Let me
give you a hand with that.”

I helped the owner collect cans and wrappers
while he made small talk. He introduced himself as Harold Williams,
and I as Foster James. I used our conversation as a subtler
information-gathering technique than my previous session of
Q&A.

“Kids come here at night and wait on the devil?”
I asked.

“They like to party back here sometimes. Adults,
too,” he said. “Kids are kids, but you’d think grown folks would
know better.”

“I guess a place called the Devil’s Tramping
Ground might attract some weirdoes and whatnot.”

“Nah,” he said. “I don’t think anybody takes it
that seriously. It’s just a tradition.”

So much for that.

“You’ve got a lot of wilderness in this part of
the country,” I said.

“The county’s about sixty percent trees,” he
told me. “Big timber industry around here. Where ya from?”

“North Dakota,” I lied.

“I got a cousin lives in Fargo,” he said.

We gathered up the last beer bottle, and he tied
a knot in the bag.

“Appreciate the help,” he said, and bid me good
night.

But before he went very far he stopped and
turned around.

“I don’t mean to be nosy, but are you lookin’
for work, or just passin’ through?” he asked with the bag over his
shoulder.

“Just passing through.”

He turned back down the trail and trudged into
the woods, leaving me to reconsider my answer. I’d intended to make
camp in North Carolina, but poking around in a little town like
Siler City might create a problem, and if Diego were around, he’d
be the first to notice. I might accomplish the former without
risking the latter if I blended in, which I didn’t think would be
much of a chore. I’d always been a country boy, even if it was in
another country.

“Harold!” I called after him. “Hold up a
minute.”

I heard him stop, and jogged to catch up with
him on the trail.

“You know, maybe I could use a job.”

 


With a bounty of 300,000 acres of woodland,
Chatham County was a prime timber supplier for railroad ties,
palates, and yellow pine decking. Harold’s friend Gene Duncan was
owner of the Siler City Lumber Co., and he was looking for a man to
round out a crew for a harvesting contract. Gene offered me the job
providing I was willing to be paid “under-the-table.” He didn’t
know I was Canadian and I could only infer his reasons for avoiding
paperwork, so neither of us could have asked for a better
setup.

Mr. Duncan’s brother Glen rented mobile homes
outside of town, and cut me a deal on living arrangements. It was a
cracker box of a trailer; the inside was little more than a hallway
divided into compartments too small to call rooms. It suited me
fine.

 


It was summer in the Piedmont, and a damn hot
one. Five other men and I—two of whom were Mexicans and also on the
cash-only system—worked dawn till dusk to stay on schedule of our
mid-October target date. It was hard work, some of the hardest I’d
ever done. Some days I cleared brush and split logs, others I took
my turn at the forklift. But whether I was sawyer, faller, or
bucker, I got to pretend I was an honest man, earning a day’s
wage.

At night I parted company with my surly
co-workers and did my best to melt into the demographic. I
frequented taverns in the neighboring towns of Pittsboro, Bynum,
and Chapel Hill. I wanted my face and assumed name to be familiar
to the community even if it was only temporary. I even went to the
Siler City Presbyterian Church some Sunday mornings.

The good people of Chatham County were only
aware of the person I pretended to be, but the Beast wouldn’t be so
easily deceived. Diego had my scent, and it was that certainty that
vexed me. To mask my spoor and counter his uncanny perception, I
didn’t spend two days in the same clothing if I could help it. I
stocked up on apparel bought from rummage sales and resale shops,
used strong deodorant soaps, fragrant shampoos, and even splashed
on aftershave. I switched my brand of chewing tobacco, smoked plain
cigarettes, and stopped drinking whisky altogether. But given how
he’d picked up my trail in the first place, I knew the efficacy of
all this was doubtful.

I picked the brain of most everyone who’d sit
still, from the man across the bar to the women who shared a back
pew with me. I learned who were of dubious pedigree, which wives
slept around, and who the closet homosexuals were. I was privy to
all the tedious gossip you’d expect to find in dog-patch, but never
gleaned a thing to indicate the existence of any cult in this neck
of the woods. I was beginning to think I was on a fool’s
errand.

 


During the dog days of August, my logging crew
and I were felling trees in some of the thickest brush I’d seen on
the continent. We could barely take a step without competing with
the rhododendron for a place to stand. During a lunch break one
day, I excused myself to answer the call of nature when I noticed
the ground had become particularly damp. I scouted ahead to make
sure it was firm enough to support our equipment. As I pushed
deeper into the brush, the soil became soggier until reddish-brown
puddles of standing water covered the dead underbrush. There were
dark stains on the tree trunks, markers of former floodwaters.

The vegetation had thinned enough to reveal the
remnant of a house just ahead. An old stone chimneystack and a
partial wall rose out of the groundwater like a forgotten idol from
an African jungle safari. I waded toward the ruins in water just
above my ankles, and discovered a rusted assortment of warped
folding chairs peeping from the waterline.

There was a discoloration in the center of the
standing half-wall that I couldn’t make out from my parallel
position. As I sloshed closer to the wall, I realized it was red
paint, diluted to a dirty pink. It looked like graffiti of some
kind. It had a definite shape and seemed to have been rendered in
aerosol paint. I faced the blurred image, and three heads looked
back at me like I was staring at Piper’s sketchbook.

I told Gene Duncan about what I’d found in the
woods, and described the site and the weather-beaten image. He
seemed as clueless about the whole thing as I pretended to be, but
there was something about the way he held his mouth that stopped
short of convincing me.

 


Getting together for a “few beers” was a daily
routine. The evening of my thirty-fourth birthday was no exception.
Glen Duncan, my landlord, pulled me aside and put his arm around my
neck. I was still in character, so I resisted the inclination to
knock him down for it. Glen was drunk, but serious, as he led me to
a table near the back of the bar.

“You’re a good man, Foster,” he said. “Good
logger, too. Ain’t you gettin’ a little tired of workin’ with them
wetbacks and white trash they got you crewed up with?”

Usually, any response to a drunk’s questions is
wasted breath because drunken people don’t care what you’ve got to
say. However, they also have a tendency to tell the world
everything they know. So I played along.

“They’re not bad so long as you keep them in the
woods,” I said, and popped the tab on my fourth lager.

“How’d you like a promotion?”

“Shouldn’t your brother be the one making the
offer?” I asked.

“He will,” he said, playing with a nudie pen he
found on the table. “That’s not what I wanted to talk to you about
anyway. Foster, I’ve been watchin’, and I’ve noticed you carry a
gun sometimes. Don’t get me wrong,” he said as he held up his hand.
“I salute you for it. World needs more people like you.”

“By God, I’ll drink to that,” I said.

“You’ve been here since…what? April? What do you
think about all these spics around here?”

“The wetbacks?” I asked, using his term just to
play it safe.

“Pretty soon we’re gonna be the minority.
The jungle bunnies and the chinks and the greasers are gonna take
it all over unless we stand up for our country.”

“Don’t forget the Jews,” I added. “And the
Indians.”

“Shit, don’t get me started on the damn Indians.
Red-skinned niggers, that’s all they are.”

I just nodded, feigning total agreement.

“White people gotta stick together. Know what I
mean?”

“Absolutely,” I said with all sarcasm disguised
as all conviction.

“Now, I can tell you’ve had some trouble. But
I’m a Christian forgiver, and I want to give you a hand up.
Startin’ with a better place to live than that piece of tornado
bait I got you holed up in.”

“You don’t have to do me any favors,” I
said.

“No, I insist. But I’ll be the first to tell
you, when Gene first brought you to me, I wasn’t sure if you was on
parole or just a good-ol’ boy down on his luck. I know white trash
when I see it, and you’re not it. You’ve got a sense of purpose,
and I respect that.”

If you only knew.

“Me and Gene was hopin’ you might settle ’round
here if we gave you a reason. With a new job and a new place, you
could be right snug in Chatham County.”

“That’s quite an offer. What can I do for
you?” I asked. Nobody gives you something for nothing.

A puzzled expression knit across his brow
wrinkles—my role-playing may have slipped.

“Where I come from, when someone helps you out,
you do the same for them,” was my off-the-cuff recovery.

“You girls makin’ out over here?” said Gene, who
walked up on us. “So, how come you ain’t married, boy?” pressing
his palms against the table.

“I’m not exactly the marrying kind,” I replied,
borrowing a line from Ms. Tanya Clemons.

“I told you he was smart,” Gene said to his
brother.

By two in the morning, only a handful of us were
still drinking. Everyone else had either gone home or fallen
asleep. The Duncan brothers, Harold Williams, and I were slowing
down as well; Glen was barely coherent.

“Ever heard of the Knights of St. Andrew’s
Cross?” Gene asked proudly, out of the blue.

“Like the Knights of Columbus?” I asked, a
little tanked myself.

“Issa fuggin’ klavern,” Glen sputtered, as
though I could understand him.

“The Ku Klux Klan,” Harold clarified.

I took another drink of beer and sat back in my
chair, grinning, thoroughly pleased to have blended in so
well—and the Oscar goes to…

“What’s funny?” Harold asked, on the verge of
being insulted.

“Do you get to go out and lynch the colored
sometimes?” I whispered, though there was no one else to hear.

“If you’re not gonna take this seriously…” Gene
said.

“I’m sorry,” I said, dropping my sarcasm and
getting back into costume. “I don’t know if we have the KKK in
North Dakota. I don’t know much about it except from
television.”

“Then you don’t know anything about it,”
Harold said. “As far as the left-wing media’s concerned, the Klan’s
a home-grown terrorist organization. Don’t you believe the
hype.”

“We don’t hate blacks and Jews—” Gene
started to say.

“Speak for yourself,” Glen interjected.

“I don’t hate anybody,” Harold made clear.
“There’s a big difference between that and protecting your
heritage.”

“And your future,” Gene added. “Like I was
sayin’, we don’t hate these people ’cause they’re different than
us, but their culture belongs to itself—”

“You’re preaching to the choir,” I interrupted.
“I know exactly what you’re talking about. Keep the blacks in the
ghettos and the injuns on the reservations. I know what you’re
saying. You don’t have to be a card-carrying member to see that.” I
was really feeling my oats.

“That’s what I thought,” Gene said, obviously
proud of his character-deduction skills.

Harold had less to drink than the rest of us,
and his relative sobriety was pristine among the present
company.

“Before we get off on the same rant we’ve heard
a thousand times, I think we should point out to our friend here
that the Knights are about more than defendin’ white, Anglo-Saxon
democracy. We take a stand against drugs, crime, and political
corruption. We help families in crisis in the community, pick up
litter on the highways, and volunteer our time the same as the Elks
or Kiwanis.”

“Not for self, but for others,” Gene
agreed, reciting the Klan’s mantra. “We’re law-abiding citizens who
love our country enough not to let it go down the toilet without a
fight. And that fight starts right here at home.”

A silent exchange passed between Harold and Gene
as I peeled the wet label from an empty bottle of lager and Glen
nodded off.

“Are you a religious man, James?” Harold
asked.

“As much as the next guy, I guess. I’ve been
meeting with the ‘frozen chosen’ down at the Presbyterian
Church.”

“Then you believe in the devil?”

“Yeah, I hear he’s kind of fond of this area.” I
winked at Harold.

Gene took the burning cigarette from between his
brother’s fingers and took the last drag.

“You know that old homestead you found a few
weeks ago? I told you I didn’t know about that markin’ you told me
about, but I wasn’t bein’ square with you. It’s the symbol of a
warlock coven.”

The effects of the booze drained from my head,
and I sat up and paid attention.

“They call themselves ‘Chimera,’ ” Harold said.
“People who’ve heard of ’em don’t like to talk about ’em. You know
what adrenochrome is? It’s a hormone from the human adrenal gland
that can be turned into a drug. They sell it in the Southern black
market. You can figure out for yourself how they get the
stuff.”

“Nobody can prove this of course,” Gene said.
“The cops act like they don’t even know who they are. But trust me;
they’re connected to people more dangerous than themselves.”

“How do you guys know about them?” I asked—maybe
overstepping the boundaries of decorum.

The question drew a few moments of ill-fitted
silence.

“The thing is,” Gene said, “we’re gonna take
care of it. We know where their next get-together’s gonna be…and
when.”

 


The entire region was a filigree of streams,
creeks, and rivers, and they accented area maps like blue static.
One of the community’s most endearing bodies of water was the Rocky
River. Located east of Siler City, it had once been home to
water-powered mills of every sort, and thriving communities that
had long since disappeared. Along these banks the Chimera Temple
intended to hold its next ceremony. According to Gene, the
gathering would be at the headwaters of a place called Tick Creek,
precisely where a Quaker church had stood two hundred years before.
The intentional sacrilege was obvious, and it was reminiscent of
another desecration to the point of being portentous.

It’s accurate to say that Glen Duncan trusted me
more than most. He confided in me the means by which they’d come to
know so much about the Chimera and their itinerary.

Harold’s only daughter, Peggy, had married a man
whose last name was something of a pariah in those parts. He also
had a criminal record and Harold, quite naturally, forbid their
courtship. The paramour’s name was Carver, Brent Carver. But, as is
typical in matters of love and parental forbiddance, Peggy defied
her father to be with the man she claimed to love.

She came home less than a year later, a shell of
the young farm girl she’d been. As she sobbed in her mother’s lap,
she confessed that everything her daddy had said about Brent was
true. He was a drug dealer, and worse than that, he was part of
something called the Chimera Temple, which catered to human
sacrifice, child slavery, and all those things associated with
satanic ritual abuse. Although Brent had never physically harmed
her, he’d strung her out on intravenous drugs and threatened the
life of her family if she ever left him.

Harold was nearly blind with rage, like most
fathers would be. However, unlike most fathers, he didn’t go
to the police. He went to his fellow Klansmen.

After Peggy endured the hell of going cold
turkey in a Raleigh detox clinic, her memories became more lucid.
She began to recall details of the Chimera, like its harvest of
adrenaline and that they’d managed to “pull a fast one” on a larger
secret society. The last thing she remembered with any clarity was
the scheduled meeting time and place of their next congregation:
Tick’s Creek headwaters, 31 October.

 


I hadn’t been offered membership with the
Knights of St. Andrew’s Cross, but had been invited to participate
in their vigilante justice. Was I willing to get my hands dirty?
The Duncans didn’t need to explain that by lending a hand, my life
in Chatham County could become very comfortable.

The idea of associating with the likes of the
KKK was anything but palatable, and I guess my Cheyenne blood had
escaped their notice. But my hatred was stronger than theirs, and
this was the steppingstone I’d been waiting for. I didn’t know what
business Diego had with the cult, but I knew where they were going
to be. If the testimony of a tortured Wolf-slave were worth
anything, Diego wouldn’t be far behind.

 


It woke me from a sound sleep—the sizzle of a
thousand hot needles in my neck. I yanked the Colt from between box
spring and mattress and thrust it into the darkness of my room. My
heart was about to pound through my chest. By the digital clock it
was three-eleven a.m., the second of October.

I threw on some clothes and laced up my
steel-toed work boots to the tune of thunder. I fastened my
shoulder rigging, loaded the ten-gauge and moved out into the
rain.

My new house was five miles from town,
surrounded on every side by forest—from where Diego seemed to call
me out.

Hunting a seasoned werewolf in a dark forest was
like following a cobra down its hole. In either scenario, the roles
of predator and prey aren’t so clearly defined.

The storm soaked me to the bone, and I made
little effort to be silent between the gust and squall. Diego knew
I was here anyway, and there was no point in pretending otherwise.
My only hope was that he was arrogant enough to waive his right to
an instant kill. But Diego was wise enough to know silver and
resolve made a dangerous marriage.

Both of Sounder’s hammers were cocked tight as I
approached the remains of an antiquated gristmill, wobbling among
black trees on the banks of a swelling creek bed. The main grinding
house leaned against branches that had grown through the gaps in
its boards. A flash of lightning through a sieve of foliage and I
could see the massive millstone and the shambles of the water wheel
that once turned it. With the prickles in my hairline still warm, I
parted the folds of my drover’s coat and straddled a fallen tree
trunk from which a dozen saplings had sprouted and now danced in
the tempest. I would make myself suitable prey, and wait for the
Death Bear to take its best shot.

I closed my eyes and concentrated on the world
around me—the velvet moss beneath me, the mud at my feet, and the
wind that tore through my hair. I focused through the storm,
beneath the smell of bark and the furious taste of rain. I
collected the sounds and scents of that shy undercurrent: the one
that hums just below the threshold of human perception. It’s hard
to decipher the difference between a smell and a sound at such a
level. They blend into an undefined sixth sense—the product of both
with the accent of neither.

There’s something out there that doesn’t
belong.

The pangs of the Beast had neither receded nor
intensified when I felt the shadow fall over me. I opened my eyes
to the rain, losing all sense of focus, knowing only that it stood
before me.

The blast of silver double-ought buckshot
coincided with a clap of thunder as something slammed broadside
against the dwarf barrels. There was a groan at the other end as
the second hammer snapped against a dead primer.
Misfire.

Broad knuckles met my face with wild imperative,
airlifting me from the log and into the cold forest pools. I’d not
finished reeling from the impact when I skinned a Colt and fired
into the blurry theater of storm and pain. I stumbled for my legs
too quickly and found myself standing face to chest with a human
fortress of flesh. The Colt was out of position, and my strength
was nothing to him as he wrested it from my fingers and brought it
soundly into my ear. My legs faltered from the blow as massive arms
knotted around my trunk. It was like the embrace of a Kodiak bear.
His breath smelled like sour cream and whisky as he winched his
granite fists into my kidneys and huffed into my face.

“Remember me?” he snorted.

Hoisting me from my feet, he put me eye-to-eye
with him, so I lunged my forehead into his face. As long as he had
me in a bear hug, there was no avoiding my head butts, and I kept
them coming. Blood spurted from his broken nose and mashed lips,
but my spine felt like a rubber band stretched to its limit. It was
an endurance contest I was losing. My strength began to cool, and
my hands turned clammy. I couldn’t tell the blood from the rain as
they coursed down my face. He favored his left side some, which
indicated that the buckshot had snagged him.

Running short on breath, I dove into his face
once more—not to continue my regimen of head butts but to take his
broken nose between my teeth. I bit down hard and tore back like a
lion at a carcass until his arms released and I sank away from him.
I saw the open wound just above his belt where Sounder had taken a
much bigger bite. Nothing lethal, but good enough to dig into with
open fingers. In a flash of lightning, I saw Jericho recoil from
the attack and bring the instep of a size twenty-one boot under my
chin.

Most of what follows are grainy frames of broken
film in my mind. I wasn’t unconscious, but so close I could hear
Air Cav rotors swooping to medevac me from the jungle. I was flying
at one point, and the next moment drowning in mire. It seemed I’d
fallen through a wooden floor and into an icehouse. I didn’t black
out, just lingered in purgatory.

 


It seemed like I’d been lying about for hours
when I pulled my nostrils out of the mud hole. I remember thinking
that the rain had let up, but actually I was inside the old
grinding house. Judging by the hole in the wall and the slivers of
wood protruding from my flesh, I’d made quite an entrance. I was
too hurt to move, and my brain was giving orders but my body wasn’t
listening. When I saw Jericho swagger through the fresh opening in
the wall, I realized I was picking up only seconds from where I
left off. I could still feel the weight of my second .45 in its
holster, but I couldn’t grab it.

The bounty hunter’s face was a slab of London
broil, and his side was tattered with buckshot, but none of this
seemed to concern him much. He un-slung a cut-down 12-gauge from
his back and pumped a shell into the chamber. It looked like a toy
in his hands. Lightning still flashed, and it illuminated the open
rear of the grinding house where it emptied into the flooded
creek.

“You’re a mean cocksucker, James. My hat’s off
to you,” he wheezed through a mangled nose and pulpy lips. “But
life’s as short as a buffalo’s breath in winter.”

“That’s it then?” was all I could say.

“To give credit where it’s due, I’ve had enough
of the old-school shit for one night.”

Another volley of lightning flickered through
the open-ended building. It sketched an inhuman shadow in its
white-yellow glow, moving silently up the creek bank and stealing
into the grinding house.

“You got anything to say before you meet the
sweet by and by?”

The Wolf was a phantom in Jericho’s blindsides,
and the dapple of rainwater that dripped from its fur was the only
sound it made. I dared not writhe, nor wriggle for breath as the
werewolf rose up behind the big Indian, sizing him up for the
kill.

“Man of few words, eh?”

Jericho pulled his weapon alongside what
remained of his face.

The Wolf pulled a spider-like claw back. I
closed my eyes.

“So long then.”

I thought to myself, Yeah, so long,
Jerry. It wasn’t warm rain that splashed over my cheeks. His
shotgun discharged harmlessly into the ceiling and the Blackfoot
hit the mud like tall timber.

The Wolf wasn’t as large as the body it hovered
over. In fact, it was small for a werewolf. It sniffed Jericho like
he wasn’t fit to eat, and turned him over to sniff up and down his
other side. It purveyed the suitability of its fare without a
glance in my direction.

My body began to respond as the Beast examined
its kill. I eased one hand into the drover’s coat and pulled my
last pistol, slow and easy. But my hands were still clammy, and
quaked beyond my control. I pointed the weapon, but the element of
surprise had timed out, and the Wolf jerked its head back sharply
at the movement. Its amber eyes flashed, and its muzzle narrowed
toward me, more curious than voracious it seemed. The weapon bore
winking back at it didn’t alarm it. Its lack of fear saved my life.
The first round hit its torso, and the Wolf squawked in panic. The
second took a chunk out of the great millstone behind it. The third
fared no better. The rest found its flesh in spite of my trembling
hands.

Unless he had grown breasts and gotten stupid,
this werewolf wasn’t Diego, but a tawny, newborn She-Wolf. I sat
next to her body and plucked wooden shards from my arms and legs,
blood oozing like jam down my cheeks. I stared at her dead lupine
eyes—glassy, blank, and familiar. I counted my regrets like a miser
tallying his treasure, and added a new one. If I’d only broken
Joanna’s heart, I wouldn’t have had to take her life. This
was the kind of thing I used to have nightmares about.

I paid a visit to the local emergency room that
morning, where they cleaned and stitched my wounds. The X-rays came
back negative, so Gene drove me back home. I told him I fell down a
hill while sleepwalking. It was the best lie I could come up with
in the shape I was in. I don’t know if he bought the story, but it
didn’t really matter. He gave me a few days off anyway.

 


It was close to noon when I ventured back to the
scene of the crime. Most of the rainwater had soaked up or dried
out, and left a soft, brick-red mud for me to trudge through. The
antibiotics running through my system had made me sick to my
stomach, and I stopped to vomit while following my own tracks back
to the gristmill. The previous night’s battleground was less
forbidding without the stormy darkness.

The autumn sun streamed through branches—mostly
stripped of their leaves by the storm—and sparkled over the freshly
vital creek. Weary and still a bit addled, I stepped into the
grinding house via the wall Jericho had hurled me through. There
were still scraps of my clothing snagged on the splintered edges,
but there was nothing on the other side. Both bodies were gone, and
there didn’t seem to be any additional tracks to mark their
departure. It was like they’d soaked into the ground with the rain.
The nausea gorged up through my belly again.

 


All I could do was watch my corn flakes float in
their milk. I sat at the kitchen table in my briefs, my head
throbbing from the beating it had taken. The wooden shard wounds
were warm and pulsing. I hadn’t been able to keep much down since
beginning the regimen of antibiotics, but I knew I had to eat. The
robotic stammer of the battery-powered wall clock was the only
sound in the house. A legion of troubles stamped single file
through my mind, and Joanna led the march. Like Maggie Jiminez,
Diego had taken her and made her his concubine. To be killed by the
mob would have been a much more merciful fate. That I pulled the
trigger on her didn’t distress me much—she died a Wolf after all.
The only thing that really bothered me was that the Beast had
corrupted and claimed her gentle soul.

The disappearance of her body and Jericho’s was
still an enigma I couldn’t unravel. Even by the most ridiculous
hypotheses, neither of them could have walked away, much less
without a trace. Not even a helicopter could have carried them away
given the dense tree cover and the roof of the gristmill. I could
only chalk it up to non-human agency…the likes of which I couldn’t
bring myself to imagine. What I did believe in were the seeping
gash in my scalp and the loose teeth in my mouth. To the Stefanos,
this was only round two. Everybody wanted me dead, and Halloween
was still to come.

 


I went back to work Monday morning, and took no
small amount of ribbing from my colleagues for having taken a
tumble in my sleep. The jokes kept coming, but at least they didn’t
question the unlikely tale.

With only a week and a half left in our
contract, the boys and I pushed our equipment and ourselves to the
limit to finish on time. But despite the distraction such effort
should have afforded, I couldn’t help but keep looking over my
shoulder. The missing corpses disturbed me for more than one
reason, but not the least of which was the notion, however
impossible it seemed, that Jericho might still be alive. Twice he’d
caught me off-guard and nearly killed me, and as much as I believed
he was dead, I couldn’t be entirely convinced without a body. Until
then, I’d be expecting him. I was less skeptical of the missing
She-Wolf because I’d killed her myself. I’d seen the death in her
eyes, and refused to believe that raising the dead was within
Diego’s power.

 


A week before Allhallows Eve, I was invited to
sit in on the preparations. Eight men, half of whom I barely knew,
and I gathered around a billiard table in Harold Williams basement
like redneck Arthurian knights. There were maps where the balls
should have been, and some of the collaborators fondled weapons
instead of cues, as if they were going to war that evening.
Everyone at the green-felt roundtable was a member of the klavern,
except me, but it was more of a brainstorming session than an
official meeting. While Harold and Gene discussed the fastest route
to the Tick Creek headwaters, Glen loaded the cylinder of his
single-action .45. The hollow points were bright with a familiar
metal. With a raised eyebrow, I inspected the box of rounds:
225-grain Winchester long colts, tipped with silver, presumably for
accuracy.

“Pretty swank, ain’t they?” Glen whispered.

I nodded and put the box down. I’d never heard
of them before.

“Here’s the deal, people,” Harold announced like
a teacher to a distracted classroom. “We’re not gonna be ridin’ in
like the Wild Bunch. We’re gonna take our time and do it right.
We’ll move in slow and strong, surround the bastards, and put the
fear of God in ’em. I don’t want anyone with us who isn’t
one-hundred percent willin’ to kill a man, but nobody gets
trigger-happy either. Glen, you hear me? We’ve gotta remember the
kind of people we’re dealing with and expect them to be armed.
Whatever happens, that Carver son of a bitch belongs to me.”

“You think they’re gonna turn tail and run?”
asked Jim Hardwig, a motel owner from Pittsboro.

“No, I don’t,” Harold answered. “Not these guys.
But I’ve been wrong before.”

“Suppose we ride in like you say, and nobody
touches a gun. Then what?” asked Oscar Ward, Chapel Hill patrolman.
“We’re gonna look like a bunch of faggots sittin’ on our thumbs. We
gotta put some teeth in this; otherwise they’ll come right back
when the scare wears off.”

“I don’t think we’re gonna be that lucky,” Gene
replied.

“But if we are,” Harold said, “we’re gonna
disarm ’em, and beat ’em like red-headed stepchildren. So bring
your ax handles.”

“What about the new guy?” asked Gary Bennet, a
Siler City electrician who always wore a Klan insignia ring.

“His name’s Foster,” Harold said. “What about
him?”

“Why is he here?” Max Carpenter asked bluntly.
He repaired small engines in Bynum.

“He’s a good man,” Glen said.

“We vouch for him,” Gene said, nodding his head
at me.

“How do we know he’s not a Fed or somethin’?”
Gary said.

“The same way we know you’re not queer, Bennet!”
Glen shouted, annoyed by the insinuation.

“Go to hell, Duncan,” Gary spat back. “And you,
too,” he said to Gene. “If I’m gonna be bustin’ heads, I wanna know
who’s watchin’ my back.”

“That’s right,” Max agreed. “Just ‘cause you
guys are friends with him don’t mean we trust him.”

“If the Duncans say he’s square that’s good
enough for me,” said Cole Williams, Harold’s cousin.

“And hey, if you don’t like it, stay home,” Glen
barked at his critics.

More words were exchanged as I folded my arms
and let them have at it. Finally, Harold pounded his fist against
the table.

“Shut up.” he said. “My family’s tryin’ to sleep
upstairs, and if you wake up my wife I wouldn’t want to be
you.”

Everyone cooled down immediately. I guess they’d
met his wife before.

“As far as Foster goes, I invited him along,” he
said, pointing to himself. “He wants to help us out, and in case
you haven’t noticed we’re a little short-handed.”

Gary and Max looked at Harold for any
flexibility in his decision.

“He goes with us.” It was his final word on the
subject.

“You’re the Dragon,” Gary said with a sigh.

 


We’d finished our contract without a day to
spare and collected our wages from Gene. He walked across the
lumberyard with the sun behind him and joined me in leaning against
a forklift.

“See you got your stitches out,” he said,
chomping off the butt of a cigar.

“Yesterday,” I said, and then checked my
shoulder to make sure no one else was around. “What are you
bringing to the party tomorrow night?”

“A stiff piece of hickory and my Remington,” he
replied. “I’d rather use the hickory to tell you the truth. The
last time I took a shot at a man was during the evacuation of
Saigon.”

“That was a rodeo or two ago, eh?” He looked
like he was dreading it.

“At least we know what we can expect,” he said.
“That counts for something I guess.”

He drew fire from his lighter then snapped the
cover shut.

“Think you could handle the yard?” he asked,
changing the subject. “I need a new foreman, and you need a
job.”

I pretended to be impressed and appreciative of
his offer, even though in real life I’d turned up my nose at a CSIS
position.

“That’s quite a promotion. Thanks.”

“I like to hold on to a good man when I find
him, Foster. You are a good man, ain’t ya?”

I didn’t know what to make of the sudden shift
in his voice or spark in his eyes.

“How do you mean that?” I asked.

Before he could answer, Harold’s pickup came
bouncing through the sawdust.

“Hop in, you two,” he said through an open
window. “I got somethin’ to show ya.”

Gene and I obliged him, and we took a ride out
of town. Harold talked about the coming winter as predicted by the
Farmer’s Almanac, and the conversation drifted to horoscopes,
fortunetellers and other such prognostications. It was normal
chitchat, but neither Gene nor I asked him where we were going, and
the dialogue never strayed to the coming confrontation.

It was well after dark and miles from anything I
recognized, when we turned off the gravel road, down an overgrown
trail that barely accommodated the vehicle. Tree limbs scraped over
the windshield and scratched past the headlamps and mirrors as we
delved deeper into the forest road. Finally, Harold brought the
Ford to a stop and killed the engine—to follow the path any further
would have risked substantial damage to the truck and its
passengers.

The three of us squeezed from the cab. Gene
fished a pair of flashlights from the truck box, and Harold pulled
a .222 rifle from behind the bench.

“C’mon,” he said, beckoning, leading the way
into the woods.

Gene shrugged his shoulders at my inquisitive
glance, and we followed.

Only a wide-eyed novice would have believed that
a ride into the boondocks at night with two avowed Klansmen was an
innocuous event, and I kept an eye on both of them.

We trekked down a gully with Harold’s beam
lighting the way. We came to a creek where a rusted automobile had
come to rest after apparently sliding down the hill decades ago.
The big sedan was crumpled and rusted, buried to the wheel wells in
the soft creek mud. Gene shone his flashlight over the form of Gary
Bennet who sat on a rock smoking a Camel cigarette with a .22
automatic Ruger at his side.

“What’s going on?” I asked, only because it
seemed normal to do so.

“Show him,” Gene said to Gary.

Bennet splashed over to the derelict automobile
with a light of his own and raised the wrinkled trunk lid that had
stood ajar.

“Have a look,” Harold said, gesturing to the car
with his light. His rifle was perched over one shoulder like a
sentry.

Reluctant to turn my back on him, I stood my
ground and stared him in the eyes. It was what the character would
have done.

“He thinks you’re gonna shoot him, Harry,”
Bennet called out.

Harold skewed his brow with a broken smile that
looked sinister in the shadows.

“You do?” he asked, with a laugh.

“It crossed my mind,” I said.

“I never thought about how this must look,” Gene
said. “Didn’t mean to give ya a scare.”

“Take the Savage,” Harold said. “I insist.”

He handed me the rifle, and I stepped into the
creek water toward the trunk. It was open, but it wasn’t empty.
Lying supine under Gary’s light, was a Mexican man probably
twenty-three or twenty-four years old. He was tied and gagged with
duct tape, had leaves in his hair, and dried blood under his
nostrils that turned the silvery tape to red metal.

“Who is he?” I asked, monitoring my response to
the scene change.

“I think his name’s Oliver,” Gary said, leaning
a forearm against the trunk lid with his cigarette barely clinging
to the corner of his mouth.

Harold and Gene gathered around the trunk as
well. Oliver’s eyes were wild with fear as the three lights
converged on his face.

“He’s been stealing from the mill,” Gene
explained. “Glen searched his trailer and found some cocaine,
too.”

Oliver shook his head frantically, but his
objections were incoherent hums beneath the adhesive mask.

“You going to kill him?” I asked.

“Not exactly,” Bennet replied, even though I
wasn’t really talking to him. “You are.”

I fired a steely glare at Harold; his face was
sober as steel.

“This some kind of initiation?”

“It’s OK,” Gene said. “He’s a thief and a drug
peddler. Besides, he’s illegal.”

“These greasers bring their coke up from Mexico
and poison our kids with it,” Bennet snarled, and slapped Oliver
across the face as hard as he could with his Klan ring turned the
other way.

“And I get to do him because I’m the new
guy?”

“Because we wanna see what you’re made of,” Gary
said, a little too close to my face to be civil.

“Breathe down my neck one more time, asshole,” I
hissed over my shoulder.

“Back off, Gary,” Gene said.

“There’s a round in the chamber,” Harold said.
“Strike a blow for the race. This isn’t just a test because you’re
the new guy. It’s a ticket to fellowship with the Knights of
St. Andrews Cross.”

“We’ll leave his body where it is. Nobody will
ever find him down here,” Gene said.

“Quit baby talkin’ him, Duncan,” Bennet snapped.
“He’s either got the balls or he don’t.”

I had the rifle aimed at Oliver’s head before
Gene could retort. Bennet stepped away from the car, but kept his
flashlight beam squarely on the sacrifice. The smell of feces
churned from between Oliver’s legs as I put the bore between his
eyes.

As far as I knew, I was taking the life of a man
who’d been abducted and slated for execution for no other reason
than the color of his skin. I sympathized with him, but that didn’t
change anything. After seven months of lying in wait, I was
twenty-four hours from Diego. The terrified Mexican at the edge of
the rifle sights was just one more stair to climb. I kept waiting
for something like pity, no matter how feeble, to bubble up and
give me some lingering sense of morality.

“Nothing personal,” I said. It was the best I
could come up with. I’d let innocent people die before, even led
them to their deaths, but murder had never been quite as
cold-blooded as it was that night, and innocence and guilt were
designations that meant nothing to me.

If Oliver had been praying for his life, God
answered with the reprieve of a simple hammer snap. I opened the
bolt to an empty chamber.

“There’s nothin’ in the magazine either,” Harold
said, without emotion.

“I get it,” I said gruffly, tossing his weapon
back to him. “Real cute.”

“Sorry, son,” he said. “We had to know.”

“Happy now, prick?” Gene asked Gary, who nodded
with satisfaction.

“Happy enough,” Gary replied. “No hard feelin’s
huh, James?” he asked, offering his hand.

Protocol demanded I take it.

As Harold, Gene, and I climbed back up the hill
and into his truck, a series of small caliber pistol shots
resounded through the woods. I wouldn’t have to wonder how Oliver’s
story would end.

 


Halloween fell on a Wednesday that year, and
while folks in Siler City prepared for evening prayer meetings or
took their kids door-to-door begging sweets, there were those of us
making more somber preparations.

By seven-twenty p.m., I’d checked the clock a
hundred times. Glen was to pick me up at nine, but I was as ready
as I was ever going to be. Both Colts were cleaned and loaded with
extra clips standing by. My medicine pouch was safely around my
neck, and a bandoleer of 10-gauge shells was strung across my
chest. I’d gotten a batch of bad primers the last time I’d
reloaded, so I discarded every shell made from that stock to
prevent future misfires. Sounder was strapped to my thigh; the
Bavarian Bowie was snug inside my right boot, and the Model 94 lay
across my lap like I was the Law West of the Pecos.

If Diego killed me tonight, it wouldn’t be
because I hadn’t prepared for war. The Spaniard, who’d sown his
seed in Harwintowne and flexed his muscle in New Orleans, was a cut
above the kind of Wolf I’d come to accept as ordinary. He
was sly, ambitious, and patient. He manipulated Faustian forces and
pulled strings from behind curtains of his own design. He was
cautious, shrewd, and delegated his authority by creating a brood
to do his bidding, and the worst part of it was that he’d been
doing it for centuries.

In the back of my mind, I began to doubt, for
the first time, if silver was a deadly enough potion for the likes
of Diego. Silas Piper had walked away from a silver slug—true he
was mad with sickness—but wasn’t it likely that his master was at
least as durable? I’d been in over my head before, I reasoned.
Until a few years ago, I’d never seen a Darkest Wolven or faced a
whole community of wolves. Before last spring I’d never considered
the idea of a rabid werewolf, so couldn’t Diego be another rung in
the same ladder, another escalation in my experience?

The logic made sense, and I began to think in
terms of survival instead of giving myself last rites again. Time
and again I’d proven to be a poor prophet of my own demise. Why
should this night be any different? It was the first time in recent
memory that I waited through the calm with a mind to surviving the
storm. I missed the taste of death in my throat.

 


Eight Klansmen, cloaked in white from head to
horse, waited for the signal to ride. The sheen of their shrouds in
the amber torch glow, and the surreal silence in which they waited,
painted a picture worthy of Goya’s brush. They were ghosts instead
of men—spectral Templars on the cusp of a crusade against the
spirits of Samhain. My skin crawled at the recollection of Auntie
Evangeline’s first vision: ghostly horsemen with torches. It
dispelled any latent doubt that I was at the right place at the
right time.

Narrow-minded hate-mongers, they may have been.
Racists and bigots of the first order, no doubt. I had no illusions
that their creed and mandate were anything but warped, but on that
night I could not detract from the quest before us. I could not
condemn that quest or their commitment to an uncertain fate. We
opposed a greater evil than ourselves, but there weren’t any
good guys afoot that Allhallows Eve. Ultimately, I was in no moral
position to judge the men who rode with me.

I wasn’t willing nor permitted to wear the cloak
of the Invisible Empire, but I was assigned the duties of the Klan
station known as Nighthawk—guerilla fighters in short black robes
that engaged the enemy on foot. It was a task for which I was
suited.

Tonight would be the final act in my parody of
Foster James, but using Papa’s name had reminded me that my hatred
had come from my love—an unlamented and predestined casualty. One
way or another, Foster James would die once more, and the rest of
the world could go to hell.

 


We rode in slowly, listening for voices through
the trees. It had rained that evening, just enough to muffle our
horses’ hooves in wet leaves and soft earth. Half a mile from the
old Quaker church grounds, I dismounted and proceeded on foot while
the others formed a semi-circle and closed in. I stalked away from
the horses and torchlight, wielding a Colt in each hand. Tongues of
a golden bonfire appeared through the dark, damp forest and lolled
in the chilly air. I picked my way through brambles and vines until
I could hear the crackle of the ceremonial blaze.

The slow burn of Diego’s presence was lethargic
smog in the air. It was the same sensation I’d felt in Joanna’s
house, but fresher. Torches moved in on all sides as the White
Knights advanced, but I could discern no other movement from the
bonfire that would indicate a ceremony. Even when the ten-foot
cross erupted in a rush of flames, only shadows moved in its roar.
The blazing crucifix swallowed the glow of bonfire and torch,
revealing a dozen black figures lying among timeworn foundation
stones. Whatever proclamation Harold had prepared was pointless.
The Cainites were all dead.

One by one the Klansmen climbed down from their
mounts to investigate the open morgue before them, but I stayed in
the shadows just beyond the reach of the firelight. Diego had
already conducted his business with the cult and was gone, leaving
only dead men and the taint of his aura behind.

“Diego,” I said as though he were standing next
to me, “you forgot to kill me.” If his sense of smell was any
indication of his other senses, he could hear me. “You know who I
am, and if you don’t settle up with me, I’ll keep killing your
brood as fast as you can infect them.”

The Klansmen kicked over the ebony-cloaked
bodies, vicarious victors on a chessboard. They prodded at them
with their ax handles and rifle barrels.

“There’s no blood,” I heard Cole Williams say,
as he dangled his torch close to one of the decedents.

“I don’t see blood on any of them,” Gary Bennet
reported.

“Looks like some kind of Jim Jones thing,” Gene
said.

A suicide pact would have explained the absence
of blood, but I wasn’t buying it. Diego had done his work with the
same dark magic he used to kill his snitch. Only this time he’d
shown up to do it.

“Why bring guns to a mass suicide if you aren’t
going to use them?” Jim Hardwig asked rhetorically, regarding the
well-armed status of the dead.

“Somethin’ else got ’em,” Max Carpenter
said.

“Then why didn’t they shoot?” Glen shook his
head, removing his hood. “We’d have heard them if they had.”

“I don’t see any brass,” Cole Williams said.
“You’d think…”

His words were cut short by the rapid beating of
steel wings, a sound that preceded his own death rattle. Cole
grabbed for his throat with red sparkle dribbling between his
fingers and streaming down his arms. He wilted to the ground like
someone had let the air out of him. The sparks on my neck sharpened
at that very moment.

“Cole?” Harold said, squatting next to his
cousin with his hood in hand. Just as he realized that the man was
dead, the burning cross descended on the pair, driven by a force
stronger than mere gravity. Harold and Cole flattened against each
other with their robes ablaze. The Grand Dragon’s flesh melted with
his red-satin robe—an inquisitor consigned to his own stake.

Diego’s presence became even more
pronounced.

“That’s it,” I said to myself. “Kill them all;
then you and I can dance in their blood.”

Gene, Jim, and Max raced to their commander’s
aid, but stopped short of a heroic rescue when they saw what had
tripped their sacred emblem. It was a living shadow as tall as the
fallen cross; it glowered over the would-be rescuers with
incandescent garnets for eyes.

On the other side of the bonfire, Glen, Oscar,
and Gary saw the vision as well, and Glen screamed just before his
throat came open. Oscar and Gary fired on the shadowy fiend with
everything they had, unaware of their brother’s demise. In the
frenzy of gunplay Max Carpenter caught a bullet in the back and
another struck Gene in the right shoulder. The friendly fire
pitched him into the motley of flaming wood and bodies, and he went
up like a Roman candle, flailing and screaming for me to
help him.

Poor bastard thought I was his friend.

Jim Hardwig collapsed in panic while trying to
draw his pistol. It dangled from his fingers momentarily then he
clutched his chest and died.

The demonic creature was only a phantasm, and it
literally vanished in the heat of the gunfire.

“Let’s get the fuck outta here!” Gary
shouted—his last words before staggering to the ground in a deluge
of blood.

Oscar trembled next to the bonfire; playing
blindman’s buff with something even I couldn’t see. He followed his
invisible target through the trees with his shotgun, but before he
could unwittingly level his weapon at me, and thus fulfill the
illusion’s purpose, I shot him through the chest.

The cross went out like a matchstick snuffed
between the devil’s fingers. A single figure appeared through the
silent plumes of smoke and the nest of charred corpses.
Introductions were unnecessary as the grand master surveyed his
checkmate.

Both Colts froze on the trigger, no matter how
hard I squeezed.

“A word, Mr. James,” came the dark baritone
voice. “At this point, what harm could it do?”

Sounder’s hammers had also been welded into
place.

“You’ll find you’re effectively disarmed,” he
said, his voice like Hell's bells. He was a silhouette in front of
the bonfire.

I didn’t bother with the Winchester before
stepping among the toppled pawns.

“I’ve had my weapons pinned down before,” I
said. “But you already know how that turned out.”

“Stephen never made a good study of the things I
taught him,” he replied.

The Spaniard was shorter and thinner than I, but
with baleful eyes set beneath a tyrant’s brow. Silas’ drawing had
approached photographic, but it failed to capture his unholy
reverence, which clung to him like buttered death.

Diego wore modern attire, and his white shirt
and pleated trousers confounded my expectations of a medieval lord.
His brown hair was cropped short and groomed to a widow’s peak on
his forehead. His olive complexion, pinched nostrils, and thin lips
gave him the distinct look of a foreigner; but he was dark
majesty.

“You’ve aged well,” he said, pretending we’d met
before. “It would have been enough to have survived so long.”

“I’ll let you know when it’s been enough,” I
said.

“Let’s not ruin this with diatribe,” he said
opening one hand. “I wanted to see your face again before our game
concludes, to tell you how rare a worthy adversary has become. Not
that I’ve ever been a sporting fellow, but I can appreciate a man
of will. Other than the likes of this rabble of course,” he
gestured to the dead.

He kept his left arm close to his side, and I
remembered the accounts of his wounded limb.

“I hadn’t forgotten you, Mr. James, but this is
hardly anyone’s business but ours, and I prefer less of an
audience. We’ve been trading blows for long enough I think.”

“Trading blows?” I said. “I wiped out your
colony, blew your enforcer to pieces, and made your errand boy
scream like a punk. The only thing you did was make my secretary
your whore, and then I killed her, too. At what point did you
consider that an even trade?”

“You killed Stephen as well, and he was my
firstborn. And lest we forget, Veronica,” he said, seeming to
commend me.

I remembered the name.

“She was the lustiest bitch in my concubine
before you killed her. But I took your woman, too, even if things
didn’t go precisely as planned.”

“Joanna only wanted to be my woman, so
you haven’t even tickled me up until now.”

The dark corners of his mouth twisted into
something like a grin as he peeled back the sleeve of his left arm.
The forearm was swollen in a single mottled bruise, and random
clumps of Wolf hair hung in patches from his elbow to his wrist.
The whole arm reminded me of an untreated snakebite.

“There’s silver lodged in this arm,” he said.
“Just a piece or two, but you can see what it’s done. Dum-dum
bullets are wicked things, the way they flatten and break apart in
the meat. I haven’t ascended to my true self since the night you
put it there. You can’t know what it means to lose such a thing. I
was quite a horror in my day. So score another on your side of the
board, Mr. James. Not only have you killed my children and brides
down through the years, but you’ve maimed the master as well.”

I combed my memory for a time when I’d left a
Wolf with such a superficial wound, then decided he was lying.
Diego and I had never met, I was certain of it. He was playing mind
games.

“I thought you got my scent from the church
house. I guess I overestimated you.”

“You must have been twenty or so when Veronica
took you to bed,” he said, rolling his sleeve back down. “So I’ve
had your ‘scent,’ as you put it, for over ten years. She didn’t
come when I called for her, so I went looking. Imagine my
disappointment to find her where I did. Her blood was cold by then,
but the pheromones in your sweat were still fresh, and provided me
with your smell.

“Since you and I measure time differently, and I
can afford patience that you only dream of, I waited a few years to
come for you; you weren’t going anywhere I couldn’t follow. If you
overestimated me, then I underestimated you—a common failing among
immortals. Had your bullet veered a little to the right it may have
struck my heart, but instead I survived. I understand your wife and
son weren’t as fortunate that night.”

He cut me to the quick. In my mind’s eye, a Wolf
claw shore through the cab of a truck, and inverted trees jogged
through a bloody windshield.

“I don’t take full responsibility of course.
You were driving.”

My insides became liquid, and my hatred went
numb. He’d saved the killing blow for last, and turned me into the
same zombie who watched his wife and child go into the ground. I
could do nothing but stand cataleptic before him.

“You hid behind your family,” he said in a
shaming hush, “when all I wanted was you. Your guilt must be
fantastic.”

I deserve whatever he’s going to do to
me.

“You don’t protect your women very well, do you?
The shadows of our game have grown long, and only now do you
understand the rules. I might have considered letting it continue,
but you have nothing else to wager…and no one left to lose.”

Fully aware of what he’d done to me, he
continued to gloat. I’d become his victim, like all the rest. My
head was too heavy to look at him, so I watched his feet draw
closer as he explained why he’d decided not to make me his
slave—something about being dramatically incorrect. I was too
broken to resist his advance. And then the shades started to
crawl.

“Sylvester,” they seemed to whisper,
while scuttling over the bonfire flicker, melting into its gray
shadows then sliding back out again. They embroidered everything
they touched with their own distinct darkness, and even the glow of
the fire shrank away as they seemed to eat its light. Diego was as
distracted by the phenomena as I, and cut short his self-exalting
monologue.

As the shades stormed the clearing, a certain
clarity returned through the scream of old wounds. But among the
guilt was the old voice of vengeance—my master’s voice.

Diego was studying the rolling shadows when I
took the Bowie from my boot and stabbed for his belly. The tip of
it barely dented his clothing, and he caught my wrist with a speed
and strength undivided by the silver poison in his blood. He
diverted his attention from the shadowy pestilence to look me in
the eyes.

“I didn’t think you had it in you,” he said, the
multiplicity of shades traversing his face like the pattern of a
glitter ball.

I deliberately released the Bowie, and as it
fell I drew an intercept course for the handle with my left hand.
Before I could complete the exchange, he pulled the blade from the
air, drew back with the pommel against my chin, and slashed
forward, all in the blur of a single motion. Without a moment’s
hesitation, he planted a foot against my chest and sprawled me
beyond the bonfire’s waning halo.

“I don’t suppose you know what the hell this
is?” he asked, conversationally. “Perhaps we’ve disturbed the
residents of the churchyard."

He briefly regarded my knife before tossing it
aside.

He’d cut a diagonal stripe from my shoulder to
my nipple. My shirt was saturated with blood, and the warm surplus
followed gravity and pooled in my waistline as I sat up. Glen
Duncan was laid out in death just beside me.

“Our fire is dying from the outside-in,” he
observed. “Shall we finish before your light is gone? Or perhaps
you’d rather die in the dark. I’ll leave it to you.”

Glen’s face was a wax mask of terror, his throat
bitten out by those macabre wings. He wore his blood like a red bib
over his white cloak. His Italian-made peacemaker lay beside him,
unfired.

He was so proud of those bullets, too.

I dragged the Western-style pistol from the
clinging leaves.

“If I have a choice,” I said, holding the pistol
to my temple.

He pulled his good hand over his chin, teasing
whiskers he didn’t have.

“Back to suicide again,” he remarked. “It does
have a certain oriental charm, but do you have the courage to
finish the job this time?”

I thumbed back the hammer and met with no
resistance, then slowly pointed the barrel at him.

“Sad,” he said. “I was hoping that you, of all
people, wouldn’t resort to such a desperate gesture. Frankly, I
consider it rude, given my generosity.”

The silver-tipped long colt exploded into his
lame arm like fresh fire on a burn wound. His painful reverie
afforded the time for a second shot, which exacerbated the first
and made him cry out. Between hammer actions I made for my arsenal,
while timing my shots to keep his aggression subdued with pain.

The darkness was nearly sovereign by that time,
and Diego screamed curses in a tongue not of this world. The shades
seemed to aggravate him as much as the bullets, but neither
prevented the return of those netherwordly wings.

“You get to go down fighting after all!” he
shrieked to the sky, gesturing at me with his right hand while
shielding his left.

Three more rounds splashed against his face like
pellets and left only welts. My rifle was barely within reach when
I abandoned Glen’s six-shooter. The clash of bladed wings came in
low as I ducked to all fours, straining for the Winchester. As I
took hold of the stock, a Colt peeped from the leaves beneath my
shadow.

There was a cold snap against my throat like the
sting of a winter wind, and my medicine pouch dropped into a coil
of severed rawhide.

I gurgled and gasped for air. The rifle tugged
from my fingers. I writhed in the damp leaves, spitting and
sputtering in the dark. My breaths were shallow and quick, and I
could barely hear Diego’s approach over the murmur of the
retreating shades. The tide of light returned, rippling from the
bonfire in a crucible of dusky orange.

“Can you still hear me, Mr. James? If so, have
the dignity to look at your betters when they address you,” he
demanded, rolling me from my stomach with his foot.

I clutched my chest wound beneath my duster, and
held my throat with the other hand. One arm covered the other. He
was standing over me when I released my throat, which bore no death
wound. The left hand made a simultaneous journey from my coat
folds. Between heart ticks and the flare of his pupils, the weapon
locked again…but a split second too late. The receiver gaped like
it was empty, but the silver bullet was away. It penetrated his
furrowed brow. He lurched to the ground and into a seizure among
the litter of bodies, which convulsed like frogs wired to a current
when he touched them. In his death throes, images of demons and
hags cavorted around us, gnashing their teeth, groaning and
wailing.

The Winchester’s lever yielded slowly as if
taken by rust, while ghastly apparitions shambled and slavered on
all sides. Gibbering ghouls, horned hellions, and slobbering
abortions that defied index, faded in and out—cells from a runaway
slide projector.

The 30-30 round loaded, the trigger caved, and
Diego’s heart erupted out the back of his shirt. He jerked in a
full body stretch, then stopped thrashing. His parlor tricks
vanished, and the frozen Colt completed its delayed action.

With the rifle in working order, I emptied the
length of the tube into the Spaniard who’d taken my family
away.

The culmination of ten years of fury possessed
me as completely as any unclean spirit. I unloaded both Colts and
two 10-gauge barrels into him before recovering my Bowie and diving
into the pulp that remained. The blade met little resistance by
that time. It was like stirring a kettle of porridge. I carved out
his eyes before gashing off his head.

After a while, when the initial fury had
subsided, I cut him to pieces, and when I couldn’t hack through the
bones I blew them apart with bullets.

When he was thoroughly discarnate, and beyond
all semblance of a “living” thing, I stoked the bonfire into a
small blast furnace using the lamp oil the Klansmen had brought to
ignite their cross. I stripped off my dripping rags and fed them to
the flames with butchered parcels of Diego’s meat. With any luck,
the blackened, semi-solid charcoal would become the remains of
Foster James from North Dakota.



The sun was coming up, and I’d just finished
scrubbing off the gore in the Tick Creek. I donned the bloodless
clothes of a Chimeran who was about my size, and packed my weapons
into the saddlebags on Harold William’s gelding. I followed our
trail back to the vehicles, and sent the horse running before
borrowing Glen’s truck. I was so numb inside that I barely had the
presence of mind to cover my tracks, and so exhausted I could
barely hold the steering wheel without trembling.

 


 



Chapter X:

 


We never really know where the end of our rope
is. Once we think we’ve reached it, most of the time we really
haven’t. I’ve been there, more than once, when the metal kiss of a
pistol was the most comforting thing in the world. But if you don’t
pull the trigger, take the jump, or swallow the pills, you’ve still
got rope left. Which is proof of creation’s indifference to
suffering.

I’ve met people who were in love with death. To
some of these people, dying for a cause was their only mission in
life. The Marine Corps had more than its share of noble-minded
martyrs. Then there were those with a rapacious appetite for
disaster, to which death was the grand finale. I knew of a Canuck
in Massauga named Alphonse who referred to death as his: “Pale
lady.” She was his sweetheart.

I guess I fell somewhere between those extremes.
My cause not only required a willingness to die, it demanded
the sacrifice. Death was a certainty, like springtime and harvest,
to be neither dreaded nor cherished. It had been that way from the
beginning because it was the Cheyenne way.

Fate is a more harrowing mistress. She has no
regard for circumstance or effort, and could care less about what
is just and fair. For those she doesn’t like, she knits a knotted
skein. From cradle and grave, you won’t escape a stitch. My life
was such a tapestry, tangled with other people’s deaths.

When I went to North Carolina, it was as a
hunter. I left as Diego’s last victim, too weak to lick my wounds.
Though his body was compost, his accusations had burned away the
last of my anger and drained my fathomless hatred to the dregs.

 


With my weapons reduced to the sum of their
parts, I abandoned Glen’s truck in a parking garage in Indiana, and
bought bus fare north.

Somewhere in Manitoba—I don’t remember where—I
booked rail passage far away from Winnipeg and anywhere else I’d
ever been. Without a destination or a purpose, the only thing I was
certain of was that I had to get as far away from mankind as I
could. It was a decision that Michael Winterfox must have made at
some point.

There were forces in the world beyond the pale
of reason. I’d seen them at work all my life. I didn’t care by what
names they were called, or if they were infernal or divine. In the
depths of myself, I wanted to stand before them, accountable to a
higher power. My own heart was a stranger to me, and I was tired of
second-guessing it. The time for asking questions was over; I
needed a verdict.

 


In the Northwest Territories, I threw myself on
the mercy of the wilderness—the most severe and impartial court at
my disposal. I secured no provisions from the trading post outside
Yellowknife, except for a camp ax and some blankets, before
surrendering myself, unarmed, with neither compass nor map to guide
me.

For thirty days I walked her avenues of hemlock,
spruce, and fir. Each sunset found me deeper in the bosom of
unredeemed wildness, as the forests of the Taiga took me whole into
its belly.

Moose, ermine, and hare tracks were dots and
dashes on the new fallen snow, and gray, nameless summits rose from
the horizon as earth’s first monuments.

With each passing day, the wilderness grew
older. She beckoned me ever deeper into her sanctum, toward the
Nunuvut, where few white men had ever been. Even in my childhood in
the Canadian Rockies, I was never so thoroughly immersed in
solitude.

The sanctity of such a forest, virginal in its
antiquity, filled me first with a silent awe. But somewhere on my
journey I crossed the threshold into the cradle of creation. The
primeval labyrinth of snow-laden poplar and birch transcended deep
wilderness; they were hallowed grounds watched by ancient gods. The
sacred hush of temple and tomb saturated the air with reverence,
and it humbled me with my own smallness.

From jungle to tundra, I had trodden dark
corners of the world and had always been at home in those wild
places. But here it was different, less comfortable. I was not only
out of place, but unfit to walk the ground beneath me. I became
lost in the mystery, and my holy wonder ripened into a sense of
foreboding, rippling in my stomach.

To be frightened of the woods was a phobia for
children, urbanites, and those untutored in wild things. I reminded
myself of this while my pulse quickened and scalp prickled.

From the corner of my eye, I saw something brush
among the trees, but when I looked there was only unbroken snow.
The sensation that bolted down my spine wasn’t the Beast, but
something far more fundamental, and yet less familiar. It came down
from the Arctic with the wind, and whistled down my back.

My breaths came in choppy clouds, and the
flutter in my belly became a thrashing. I’d known fear before, as a
child holding a Henry Rifle, but this was different. At fourteen
I’d been afraid of death; now, I couldn’t explain why my hands
quaked or why my brow was damp. I told myself there was no reason
but the cold for my teeth to chatter.

Again, behind me this time, something moved—I’d
seen its very shadow. I turned to the rear, and found only a
listless aspen branch with its ghost a gray reflection across the
snow. I’d become skittish as a greenhorn, and I shamed myself for
it—but that didn’t shake the fear away.

My courage drained away with each second I
tarried. A heat began to rise from the soles of my feet, and one
leg quivered at the knee. The fear was beyond my control. It rose
up as a burning panic in my esophagus. My modest bundle of gear
fell from my grasp, a thousand pounds heavier than it should have
been.

A pungent, sickly, sweet odor moved in on the
next wind with the flavor of rotting cadaver and wild animal.

The disembodied watcher moved once more, kicking
up a flurry of white powder to mark its wake. I told myself it was
only the wind, but the word “only” didn’t seem to belong.

My eyes welled up with warmth, their contents
spilling down my cheeks and into the snow as crimson asterisks.
Fear became terror, and I could stand still for it no longer.

And so I ran, my arteries compensating frailty
with adrenaline. My feet cooked with a Promethean fire inside my
boots, as the red tears skated across my cheeks like rain on
glass.

Its footfalls were the winds…its panting the
rustle of conifers. I could feel its frigid breath on the scruff of
my neck as its stench ripened. I challenged my panic long enough to
check my shoulder, but only the long shadows of December gave
chase. It galloped with the wind among the treetops now, and sang a
weird hymn that called out my Cheyenne name:
“Heart-of-Scars.”

I raced with the terror as it choked out the
last of my intuition and scattered my thoughts of being judged by
the gods. I’d been reduced to mankind’s most primordial
fear—prey.

The pain in my feet, which blistered as though
the snow were brimstone, was excruciating. My legs became a tangle
of overzealous escape, unable to match the intent of my pace. One
foot caught on the other, and I tumbled into winter’s carpet where
I dashed sharply against a hidden stone. Blood leaked behind the
torn fabric at my calf, but it was the roaring fire in my feet that
tormented me. With the pain marginally more inspiring than the
terror, I tore at my boots until they came free. I staggered to my
feet, clumsy as a foal, but the ice beneath them was of no
relief.

The cold air had become knives thrust between my
ribs, and every breath was torturous. My pursuer was everywhere and
nowhere at once; it skulked in the ochre gloom of twilight, and hid
among the rocks and arboreal steeples.

I left a trail of bloody stamps embossed on
ivory parchment, as my socks became red scraps of wet wool. A
frozen mask of blood tightened against my cheeks, and the
semi-healed knife wound on my chest burst open again. I ran, even
though I couldn’t feel my legs, and even though the salt of fear’s
sweat put out my eyes.

The horror of the ages, the blood and the burn
wadded me into a ball and pitched me off the edge of a flat planet.
Ice packed my nostrils and mouth as creation did somersaults. At
the mercy of gravity, I gathered momentum into an avalanche of one.
I was a human landslide of blood and snow caught in a slow-motion
dream, which was only interrupted by glancing pinball blows from
opposing obstacles.

In the maelstrom I could see the hunter take its
shape, a murky vision of frozen bones with a heart of ice beating
in its gigantic ribcage. Its face was feral and grotesque, with
jaws that could swallow the poles and frosted talons like long,
narrow rapiers. A golden firebrand flickered between its amorphous
eyes like a yellow star, and its breath was the north wind. Its
wrath was upon me. Judgment Day had come.

The world came back into orbit. The fear and
burning were gone. I stared up at the slope from where I’d fallen
and at the gray marbled skies above. My legs jutted at angles that
they had no right to take, but I relished the warmth between my
fingers. Raising my head just a little, I saw steam rising from
just above my belt where my hands were gathered. What am I holding?
I thought I’d try to sit up, but when I did the slickness between
my palms tried to wriggle free. I was unwilling to release my only
source of warmth, and rolled to my belly with my hands in
place.

“It’s a nice day,” I seem to remember mumbling,
face down in the snow. “You couldn’t ask for a better day.”

I think I may have smiled before I closed my
eyes, pleased to sleep in a bed so soft.

 


With all the confusion of lights and voices,
part of me remembered what it was like to be born, and I trembled.
Being robbed from a warm womb was reason enough to resist the
process, but I also knew my mother wouldn’t be waiting.

I ascended through countless curtains of black
cobwebs, like slipping the prenatal caul.

The light quivered until it separated shadows.
It pulled them apart like the sun at dawn, rendering images without
symmetry or substance.

Moonlight brimmed through the thinning veil of
webs, and the moon wore the face of a Devil-Wolf.

“Do yourself a favor,” it said to me.
“Stay dead.”

Unmapped images began to constitute solid shapes
and resolve to definite forms: a ceiling, bed sheets, and a woman.
The room smelled familiar and so did the woman, but nothing made
sense. I must be at home in bed with my wife, I thought, and worked
to remember her name.

“Samantha?” I croaked aloud, I think.

The woman next to me was not lying at my side, I
found, but slept in a chair by the bed. She stirred for an instant,
adjusted her legs, and then settled back down.

There was a soft white glow and hushed words
from the bedroom hallway; only…it didn’t really look like my house.
I couldn’t put anything in order, and it aggravated me.

“God damn,” I moaned, frustrated.

Wordless, the woman stood from her seat and
leaned over me.

“Logan?” she whispered, pulling her hair back
from her sleepy face.

“Shh,” I said.

She toppled the chair as she bolted to the
doorway, firing her head into the hall and shouting, “He’s
awake!”

In the next instant, she was squeezing my hands
and beaming down at me with her pretty porcelain face swollen with
a tearful smile.

“Can you hear me?” she whispered again.

“Was I deaf before?” I asked, with no sarcasm
intended.

I was certain that some miracle had happened to
warrant this kind of reaction.

More women came from the hall. They wore white
smocks and blue scrubs, and romped around the room checking my
blood pressure and vital signs. The red-haired woman stood back
picking teardrops from her cheeks, but wouldn’t take her eyes off
me.

Samantha was a brunette. Samantha is
dead.

That recollection opened the levy. A tide of
memories—places, and names, and people’s faces—flowed into my head
like a flood. The torrent was a jumble of jigsaw tiles at first,
but they began to sort themselves out. Thoughts and recollections,
opinions and feelings all began to take their places until my
collective memory fell into place like schoolchildren returning to
their seats. By the time the nurses stepped aside, I knew the woman
who’d waited her turn.

“Hello, Tanya.”

“Hi,” she whispered again, a long tear sliding
down the fold of her nose. “You’ve been asleep a long time.”

Actually, I’d slept for about five months. It
was 11 May 1985. I’d been in what the physicians called a hypoxic
coma, the kind caused by oxygen deprivation to the brain. My blood
loss had been severe. According to the doctors, I’d been blessed
with a relatively low occurrence of dead brain cells, many of which
had served no function to begin with.

I’d been nearly disemboweled during my fall,
though no one could explain the surgical sharpness with which the
wound was made, or exactly what had inflicted it. Had I not turned
face down, the tightly packed contents of my belly would have
surely spilled. They explained how the natural ice compress had
managed the blood loss and slowed my bodily functions.

As a postscript, I’d also broken both legs, my
collarbone and slipped a disc in my back, but during my hiatus
those injuries had all but healed.

My head was intact, but I had trouble speaking
and expressing myself. I was assured this was normal for a person
in my condition, and that with the proper therapy my chances of
full recovery were excellent.

I faced a lengthy physical rehabilitation as
well, to recover my former strength and fine-motor skills.

Like Rip Van Winkle, I’d grown a beard during my
deep sleep, and my hair had grown long. I’d lost more than thirty
pounds on my intravenous diet, and part of my daily regimen was
learning to eat solid food again.

 


Tanya was never far from my side during those
weeks at the Rehabilitation Centre, just as she’d been while I was
comatose. She and Dan Rogier had altered my identity for my own
protection, and had arranged my transfer from the Stanton Regional
Hospital in Yellowknife to the coma unit at the Royal Ottawa
Hospital.

“We haven’t actually talked about what happened
in the Territories,” Tanya said as I walked the treadmill. “I don’t
even know why you were there, or where you were before that.”

I looked at my feet, cycling the rubber mat,
surprised that this moment hadn’t come sooner.

“This is going to be weird,” I said, warning her
as well as myself. “The last thing I remember was five months
ago.”

“Take your time,” she said. “I know it feels
strange.”

“I spent most of last year in North Carolina,
trying to find a Wolf named Diego. When he finally showed up on
Halloween night, he killed more than twenty people. He saved me for
last. He told me that he was the one who attacked my family and me,
and he still carried one of my bullets in his arm as a souvenir. I
tell you, Tanya, that was the last thing I expected to find out,
and it just sapped me.”

As I searched for the words to continue, Tanya
sat with a stunned look on her face, waiting for me to form my
thoughts.

“He said I hid behind Sam and Josh, and was as
responsible for their deaths as he was.”

“You know better than to fall for a guilt trip
like that,” she said. “You tried to protect them. Anyone would have
done the same thing.”

“I want to think so,” I replied. “But his
accusations hurt too much not to be true. I was lost in my own
mind, questioning every motivation I’d ever had, and I couldn’t
decide if, or how long, I’d been lying to myself. I can’t describe
the feeling of emptiness.

“I mean, there was always something inside me,
even if it was just anger. I came back home and lost myself in the
deepest wilderness I could find. I figured if I passed the buck to
the powers that be, things would take care of themselves.”

“What does that mean?” she asked, blinking. “You
went into the woods to die?”

“If that’s what it took. I know it sounds flaky,
but I really thought that whatever gods there were would either
strike me down or exonerate me. So I submitted to their
judgment.”

My physical therapist helped me into a chair and
gave me rubber ball to squeeze. Tanya pulled her seat closer to
mine; she held a water bottle for me as I sipped through a
straw.

“You’re going to tell me that this was
your sentence?” she asked, when we were alone again.

“I don’t think it’s that simple.”

“If you went before some kind of spiritual
tribunal, I don’t think it matters what you think,” she said. “If
the gods, or whatever it was you went looking for, wanted you dead,
they could have easily fixed it. One more hour in the snow would’ve
been a death sentence. But that’s not how it happened, whether you
like it or not. Face it, babe, you’re paid up. God, we should all
be so lucky. People roll through broken glass, and set themselves
on fire looking for absolution. It cost you exactly a hundred and
fifty-five days.”

She made a convincing argument using my own
judicial paradigm.

“That’s a pretty good pitch—for an Anglican,” I
smiled. “You counted the days, eh?”

“Want to see my journal?”

“We’ve sure spent a lot more time apart than
together,” I said.

“I’ll say,” she said, and grinned. “We’ve seen
more of each other these last six weeks than we ever have. Of
course, you’re kind of a captive audience.”

“I have to ask you something," I said. "I know
we’ve had our romance, and you’ve practically made a cottage
industry out of doing me favors, but…why did you take care of me?
There are feelings between us, sure, but five months? And you’re
still here…never mind.

“You don’t have anything to answer for. I’m the
one indebted to you.”

“Indebted?” she repeated, shaking her head. “You
don’t owe me anything. You may be keeping score, but I’m not.
You’ve known for a long time that I care about you. It’s too
complicated to explain why, but your letter from Harwintowne was a
definite turning point.

“Your honesty and your guilt tore me up, Logan.
A woman with my position can’t be vulnerable. My gender is an
automatic strike against me, and any display of emotion can be
construed as weakness. I’m expected to be this man-eating gorgon,
so I play the part, but that’s not me. With you, I don’t have to
pretend it is. Maybe it’s because you’re not intimidated by me—most
men are—or because you’re so tragic you can’t help but be
genuine.”

“You don’t think I’m intimidated by you?”

“Don’t interrupt; I’m trying to say something
here.”

“Sorry.”

“I flew to Yellowknife the night I learned about
a partially eviscerated John Doe, because somehow I knew it was
you. When it turned out I was right, and they told me how much
blood you’d lost, I almost choked. They didn’t expect you to make
it. I went to the chapel to pray, but all I could think about was
the despair in your voice the last time we spoke, and how you
wanted to be remembered fondly. You should have known how much I’d
miss you, and I should have told you anyway.”

“We’re an honest pair, eh?” I said, taking her
hand. “Thank you.”

“Thank the North Slave Metis; they saved your
life.”

“That’s the part I don’t understand. I was days
from civilization of any kind.”

“You thought you were. You were lost, that’s
all,” she replied. “Four men on a religious quest found you six
kilometers from their village. Apparently there was some debate
about whether to leave you to die. The forest where they found you
was holy ground; it’s like a tabernacle to them. I guess some of
them thought you were a bad omen, but they taped you up, and hauled
you back to their elders on a body sled. A search-and-rescue
chopper did the rest.”

“Sacred forest. I knew that,” I muttered. “I
went looking for the gods and ended up in a temple. Or was that
just a coincidence?”

“Your world is beyond me, Logan. All I know is
that something nearly tore out your insides, and the most likely
theory I’ve heard so far is that you fell on your own knife.”

“That would’ve been some trick,” I said.
“Especially since I didn’t have one.”

“Then what cut you? Do you even remember?”

I remembered it clearly. Its face was branded in
my memory, and if I tried I could still smell its fetor. Papa and
Michael used to tell stories of the manitou, and of the snow walker
who personified winter death. It was a myth common to the northern
tribes: Cree, Chippewa, Lakota, all the Algonquin people, but it
was the Ojibwe who called it windigo. It was a creature born of
nightmare and storm—the voice of the wilderness and the incarnation
of everlasting hunger.

A First Nation ghost story to keep children in
line, descriptions of this aboriginal bogeyman varied with
tradition. In some tales it was a giant fire-breathing Indian, or a
man turned hobgoblin, damned by an act of cannibalism to a ravenous
appetite for long pig. In other versions the windigo was the
manifestation of all ills, and it fed off the world’s barbarism. It
grew fat from its evil. But, like the Beast, the windigo was more
than a superstitious folk tale. It had heard my call for judgment,
and had been happy to oblige.

“Hello?” Tanya said in a lilting voice. “You’re
trancing out.”

I tucked my fingers against the red scar tissue
that crossed my belly like a highway map in relief.

“What did this to you, Logan?”

“A fairy tale,” I said. “Story of my life, eh?
Let’s just say I asked for it this time.”

 


I’d always found it hard to know how I was
supposed to feel about things, as though human emotions could be
arranged and worn like hats as needed. Once upon a time, it had
been important to believe in pat answers, even if I didn’t know
what they were. That illusion had shattered. If I should have been
thankful to be alive, I wasn’t. Nor could I conjure anything but
superficial gratitude for the identity blackout, which kept me from
Calabrian bullets. I was an invisible man existing just short of a
forged death certificate—an appropriate status for someone who’d
lost all sense of himself.

 


My muscles strengthened and my balance returned,
but I missed my hatred like a lost appendage. I waited for some new
sense of purpose to plug the hole, something gleaned through
osmosis from my wilderness trial and long sleep. But the cold void
remained unfilled, and without the slightest spark of redemption,
regardless of Tanya’s musings.

For twenty years I’d lived by the feud. My
vendetta had been the altar at which I prayed, and the throne at
which I kneeled. Without it, I was the prophet of a false god and
knight to a dead sire. My existence was not only pointless but also
ridiculously grotesque.

 


 



Chapter XI:

 


It was Saturday, 20 July, and there wasn’t a
cloud in the sky over Edwards Park. Tanya and I strolled through
the picnic grounds like an old couple on holiday.

“It’s something I have to do by myself,” I told
her. “That’s basically the point.”

Judging by the scowl behind her Foster Grants it
wasn’t what she wanted to hear. She gathered her hands together
like she was polishing her fists.

“I don’t want to pretend to know what you’re
going through, but you know what it looks like? Like you're running
away from me.”

“I’ve done all the running I care to do,” I
assured her. “Besides, you’re my best friend.”

“Who you’re leaving.”

“But I’m coming back, and after that…I’m in your
hands.”

“Don’t make me those kinds of promises if you
can’t keep them—you’ll piss me off.”

“I just need to make peace with some things
before I can move on.”

The July sun was a yellow glitter on her red
hair, and it was plain to see that she wanted to take me at my
word.

“Look,” I said, touching her hand, “I know the
CSIS is expecting a return on their investment, and they’ll get it.
Indulge me just a little while longer?”

She turned her hand into mine.

“Do I get to know what you expect to find in
Alberta?”

“Nothing in particular,” I said. “But just being
there again…I’ll have come full circle.”

“And you’re up to the trip?” she asked.
“Physically?”

“I admit I’m still a little tender, and some
things aren’t as clear as I’d like them to be, but I think I can
handle a plane ride.”

“How long are you planning to be gone?” she
asked, smiling. “I think I have a right to know.”

“Give me a month?”

“Your case goes under SIRC review again at the
end of September, so I’ll give you two. If you’re determined to do
this, then do it right and be done with it. Come to terms with your
past, Logan. Work through it. You’ve got more willpower than anyone
I’ve ever known. Use it to exorcise your demons; then come back
without them.”

“That’s my intention.”

But it wasn’t my expectation. There were things
I held back from Tanya, like the fact that without the anger
demanded by any true sense of vengeance, my only motivation against
the Beast was to stay alive, which was definitely not my strongest
instinct. Houseflies would be outliving me. Besides that, and
despite intensive therapy, I was more than “a little tender.”

My joints were still rusty, and my reaction time
was poorer than it had ever been. I hadn’t regained my full range
of motion either, nor was I as strong as I should have been. At
times I lost equilibrium for no reason, and had to play it off as
fatigue to keep it a secret. But aside from my physical
limitations, a certain degree of mental atrophy had also become
apparent.

Whether from the coma or the blood loss, my
memory—which had always been excellent—suffered lapses of more than
just the months I’d spent comatose. I couldn’t remember details,
like why I called a 10-gauge scattergun “Sounder,” or where certain
scars had come from. So it was with a certain sense of fatalism
that I boarded a flight for Calgary. Even though I had every
intention of coming back, keeping the promise just didn’t seem
likely.

 


Cole’s Creek was never much of a town—just a few
acres hewn from the woods, with a tavern and a steel rail running
through its middle. But with the bar boarded up, the depot torn
down, and the rails uprooted, even Cole’s Creek was a sad shadow of
itself.

I left the rental car on the same overgrown
access road where Papa used to park when we visited Michael. The
forest had claimed all but a strip of it, so it was fortunate that
cars had become smaller in recent years.

I felt like the forest’s own prodigal son that
morning, and just like in the parable it seemed to welcome me home.
All my years of roaming had brought me back to where it all began,
when my love for Samantha was brand new and I couldn’t wait to tell
Michael my plans to marry her. I thought he’d be happy for me, but
Winterfox wasn’t the type to put his head in the sand. He knew what
I was risking, and he tried to warn me in his own way. For that, I
had shut him out of my life. It was chief among my shame—one of the
most callous things I’d ever done.

 


The stones, which comprised my father’s grave,
had become a lumpy carpet of green felt over the years. The forest
had accepted his tomb as part of itself, and mountain wildflowers
grew between the rocks as nature’s own memorial.

“Hello, Papa,” I whispered, as though I might
disturb him. “It’s Sylvester.”

I put down my backpack and produced a bottle of
Lord Calvert whisky.

“I brought you something,” I said. “The only
whisky worth drinking, right?”

As the toast splashed over the stones and
drained between the cracks, I recalled a dream where I walked
through a cemetery in which everyone I’d known was buried.

When the bottle was almost empty I sat next to
the mound and sloshed the last of it around the bottom.

“To you, Papa,” I saluted, and finished the
bottle just to say I shared a drink with my father. “I came back
home to see you. I’ve been gone so long, but…” A loaf of old sorrow
swelled in my throat and I choked to gag it back down. “…I’ve been
busy.” I forced myself to chuckle at the oversimplification.

“I’ve thought about the night you died more
times than I can tell you. I’ve thought about how terrified you
must have been for my sake when the Wolf was closing in. I had a
son that made me understand that.”

My face became warm and tight at the temples.
From a part of me I didn’t know was there, something moved.

“You were the reason for it all,” I said into
the mossy rocks. “The first reason in a string of them from one
part of my life to the next, until love and hate were the same
thing…I’m done, Papa. I’m used up.”

Underneath where my hate had been, just south of
my soul, was the grief of my life. The tears I thought I’d
alchemically transmuted to anger came rushing to the surface with a
vengeance all their own. I didn’t have the strength to hold them
back, and even less of a will to try. I lurched away from the grave
like a man at dinner, trying to find a suitable place to vomit. To
cry at my father’s tomb seemed just as inappropriate.

I dashed into the trees, and folding myself in
my own arms, sobbed through the woods until I’d mourned for twenty
years.

 


It wasn’t quite noon when I finally came to the
hermitage. If the house had seemed small when I returned from
Vietnam, it was now Lilliputian.

I was half-surprised to find it standing at all.
As far I knew, it had gone the way of Cole’s Creek. I was glad to
be wrong, even in its ill repair.

The wooden shingles, which remained on the roof,
were rotten, and the timbers beneath the front stoop sagged with
age. The porch swing had been pitched over the rail in a nest of
rusted chains. The storage shed swayed at a dangerous angle, its
walls defying gravity and hoping for the strength to weather the
next stiff breeze.

The clearing, which served as a front yard, had
been mostly overpowered by forest, and the old warning pole with
the gigantic Wolf skull was wreathed in ivy up to its eye sockets.
Michael’s familial totem pole had been broken off in the ground and
lay forlorn among saplings and creeping undergrowth.

I absorbed the place, quietly marveling at the
memories it stirred. It seemed unbelievable that I’d come of age
here. Right there, I thought, was where I told Michael I was going
to enlist in the service; and over there was where I became blood
brothers with the rattlesnake. I walked through weeds and briars to
the back of the house and saw what remained of the root-cellar
door, where I’d once hidden from Mounties. The back porch had
buckled, and its screen curled in flaps of rotted mesh. Still, the
house hadn’t deteriorated as much as I might have expected; it was
salvageable.

I completed my circuit around the shack and
approached the totem pole, fallen from its place of honor. I looked
down at the somber wooden faces and the vines that jealously hugged
it to the earth. It was far too heavy for one man to lift. I
contemplated how I could set it upright, but first, I decided to
clear the yard. With a rusted hand sickle from the dilapidated
shed, I set about reclaiming the cabin in the name of Michael
Winterfox.

I worked until dark, and then built a campfire
in the clearing. I ate my rations and stared at the house for
hours, wanting to go inside but dreading to the very notion. It was
likely that Michael’s remains were in there, perhaps settled in his
bed or withered on the floor. It was also possible that he’d died
in the forest—maybe on his trap line one winter—but I imagined a
skeleton sitting in a rocking chair just behind the weather-beaten
walls. I wasn’t up to finding out for sure; I’d had enough for one
day. In the morning, I told myself, I’d finish chopping weeds,
start making the repairs I could, and venture inside. If he were
there, I’d take him to sacred ground and erect a proper burial
scaffold for him.

 


I’ve been told that dreams, no matter how long
they seem to go on, only last for a minute or so, but the one I had
that night just wouldn’t end. I dreamed my whole life from front to
back. Maybe it was the ground, soaked with memories beneath me, or
it might have had something to do with the misery I’d vented that
afternoon. Either way, the events of my life and times unfolded
with the kind of abbreviated clarity only possible in a world where
two minutes take all night.

I watched my life as a disembodied third person,
as though reviewing a documentary bereft of its narrative. It was
an ideal perspective from which to observe the mistakes I didn’t
know I’d made. I was like a critic scrutinizing a piece of amateur
cinema, pointing out flaws and critiquing bad dialogue. I shouted
warnings at myself, like people do in theaters, during the part
where I spelunked into the Viet Cong tunnel that would collapse on
me. I winced at the scene where I took a She-Beast to bed, and
later pleaded with myself not to cut loose on the prison guards
like I did. I didn’t realize I was dreaming at the time, or that
the things I watched were indifferent to my matinee advice.

But then, the film broke.

 


Someone was dousing my fire with a pail of
water. Blue bubbles of imaginary light popped and flickered behind
my eyes as I tried to discern the shadowy figure now stirring the
wet coals with his stick.

“You trying to burn the place down?” he asked
angrily, scattering the soggy pieces of fuel. “You can finish the
night since you’re already here, but next time you get lost and
make camp, keep your fire contained. You could’ve torched the whole
woods.”

“Do you live here?” I asked, holding a pistol
under the cover of my sleeping bag. I wasn’t sure why.

The silhouette poised both hands on his stick
and seemed to look down at me behind the wet smoke.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“My name’s James. I used to live here,” I told
him. “I didn’t know anyone still did.”

The man who’d inherited the hermitage didn’t
respond at first; he only drew a staggered breath.

“What are you saying?” his voice crackled.

The marker I couldn’t find—the one in my
graveyard dream—it was his.

“Michael?”

The one word barely made a sound through the
weight in my chest, and the figure didn’t move.

I tossed off my blanket and stood, without the
Colt. I couldn’t decide if I was still dreaming or if I was having
a conversation with another ghost.

“Gods of my fathers,” he breathed. “Look at
this.”

I dared to step closer to my shadowy host, too
agog to believe it could be true. But as my eyes adjusted to the
night, and focused on the man with the stick, I saw his pale white
hair, wrinkled face, and ploughed brow.

“Michael,” I said again, louder this time and
with more certainty.

“I never…” he stammered as the stick fell away
from him.

I latched my arms around him in disbelief that I
was embracing anything but a figment of my own imagination. But it
was flesh and blood that I held, and which held me in turn. His
thin, small frame seemed to tremble in my arms as I wept once more.
It was unreal to discover that my long-dead hero had never died at
all. It was as close to a resurrection as you could get—for both of
us.

 


I didn’t have the first clue where to start. Did
I ask his forgiveness first, or tell him why I’d finally come back?
At what point was it appropriate to tell him that I was a widower,
an ex-convict, or that I’d just come out of a coma?

“It takes me longer to get back and forth from
Jessup’s,” he said pouring coffee, “ever since I had to put the
mare down. That’s why I wasn’t here.”

“Jessup’s,” I repeated. “I haven’t thought about
that place in years.”

“A man named Brewster runs it now,” he said.
“Not much else has changed up here except the totem pole broke in
an ice storm three winters ago.”

We sat at the same table where I’d seen my first
silver bullets, and I thought about what had changed for me.

“I can’t believe I’m here with you. If I’d
thought you were still alive…”

“My grandfather lived to see ninety-six years,
and his father ninety-eight,” he reminded me. “But if you’d come up
with that pistol, I’d have punched you with my stick and then
neither of us would have gotten any older.”

I nodded and smiled at his perception. His body
was feeble, but his senses seemed as sharp as ever.

“What’s wrong with you, Sylvester?” he asked,
turning up a lamp wick.

“So much,” I said, shaking my head. “In a
nutshell, I’m burned out. I guess the Beast took its last bite of
me, just like you said it would.”

“Hate burns hot and fast,” he observed. “A man
can’t live on it for long. The truth is, I figured it gave out on
you a long time ago.”

“Every Wolf I killed made it stronger,” I said.
“Except the last one.”

From there, the story unwound. I told him about
Diego and the sequence of events leading to our showdown.
Frequently it was necessary to digress, to recount the loss of a
family, and how I’d come so close to taking my own life. It was a
scattered tale whose climax and storyline often tripped over one
another.

Through the night and into the small hours, he
appraised my account. Sometimes he’d raise an eyebrow, and other
times he’d offer an almost imperceptible nod. He digested every
word right up to the end, when I explained my encounter with the
windigo, my resultant coma, and my present condition.

“I don’t blame you for staying away,” he said.
They were the first words he’d spoken all night. “I don’t blame you
for calling it quits, either. You’ve earned the right. But if
there’s a part of you that wants to live, pay attention to it. You
can’t change your mind under six feet of dirt.”

“If I really wanted to die, I’d have done it by
now,” I confessed. “I just don’t have what it takes to fight
anymore.”

“That’s because you think you’ve lost your
gumption,” he said. “You’re addled in the head and in the heart,
boy. You don’t know which way is up, and you’re too sick in the
soul to know better. Besides that, you’re looking peaked. You’re
uncoordinated and drowsy, Sylvester. I’ve seen sharper reflexes on
a box turtle.”

“You should have seen me a few months ago,” I
said.

“Listen to me. I taught you to hunt and fight,
but I never taught you to hate—that came from you. It was only
natural, but you took it too far. I thought it would burn itself
out during your training, but you wouldn’t let it go. You sucked on
it, and did everything you could to make it grow. It was like a
scab you kept picking at.

“You wrapped your determination to kill the
Beast inside your anger so tight you couldn’t tell one from the
other. A man can possess hate, so long as it’s not the other way
around. Your conviction is still there; the question is: Do you
want to find it? I’m asking because, whether you know it or not,
you’re at a place you couldn’t find when you were seventeen.
Remember what we left undone?”

“Spirit combat,” I muttered. “The fourth
degree.”

“Regular fighting is all I trained you for, so
you walked into the next theater practically unarmed. It’s not an
accident that you’ve come this far, no more than it’s a coincidence
that you came here and found me alive. The Great Spirit wants you
to live; it’s as plain as that sunrise,” he gestured out the
window. “Why didn’t the windigo strip your bones? —Because even
that nasty snow walker answers to Maheo. Of course, if you throw up
your hands, then there’s not much can be done about it.”

“What you’re saying makes sense,” I said, “but I
don’t have anything left.”

“Yes, you do!” he shouted, as he planted his
fist against the table. “You’re still under this Diego’s thrall,
but if you still trust me I can help you shake it off.” He took a
breath and drew his feelings back inside. “When the spirits used to
shut you out, it wasn’t because they were entertaining themselves
at your expense, son. Your hate separated you from them—like a
wall.”

“That might’ve been nice to know in 1967,” I
said, scowling. “I almost went nuts wondering why they scorned me,
and you knew the reason all along.”

“It was pointless information to you,” he said.
“There was nothing you could’ve done about it then. But there is
now. When that Wolf took your hate, he took your prized
possession—the next best thing to your life as far as he was
concerned. But he really did you a favor if you’ll take advantage
of it. He busted you up inside by bringing back all those memories.
He stripped your ego, your will, and killed your heart all over
again. Your body and soul are soft as mash, Sylvester—just the way
the old fellas had to be to finish the training.”

The thought of submitting to the kind of
discipline he suggested turned my stomach, even though it was my
last and only chance.

 


For four days we cleared brush and made repairs
around the place. The back porch was a death trap, so we tore it
down and boarded up the doorway with the pieces we could salvage.
We also managed to hoist the totem pole with a pulley and set it in
a temporary anchor hole.

While I was under the front porch bracing it
with new timber, a bout of vertigo came over me. Even flat on my
back it seemed I might roll down the mountain. My breaths were
labored, my face was cold, and my palms were too slick to keep hold
of my hammer. Just when I thought the dizziness would subside, a
horrible, booming pain exploded beneath the scar tissue in my
abdomen.

Between privates and navel, my bowels turned to
concrete and weighed like a quarry stone against my pelvis. I drew
my knees to my chest and squeezed them together while gagging on my
own drool. The excruciation was like a sustained clap of thunder or
the wail of a siren. It was as though the windigo’s hand had
reached into my innards again and knotted into a stony fist.

Then, as suddenly and unceremoniously as the
episode began, it was over; it left me dizzy and breathless in the
dirt.

I said nothing about the spell that evening.

Michael had prepared some stew, but I could
barely eat a spoonful.

“You’re practically a bag of bones the way it
is, boy,” Michael said. “Food’s not that bad.”

“I just don’t have an appetite.”

“You don’t look good,” he said. “Maybe we should
slow down tomorrow. No sense in making the place too pretty.”

“I have to go back to Ontario in September.” It
seemed like a good time to let him know.

“Being in the east has given you a soft belly,”
he accused. “Made you civilized. If you want to go back there go
ahead. You’ve helped out enough around here.”

“September, I said.”

He put the spoon in his bowl and pushed it
away.

“What are you doing here, Sylvester?” he asked,
with disappointment in his voice. “You’ve got two months and we’ve
already wasted a week of it on bullshit. You should be tending to
your life instead of this shack.”

“I’m all done, Michael!” I shouted—the first
time in my life I’d ever dared. “Can’t you accept that I’m too
tired to do things your way? I want to spend this time with you,
then go back to Ottawa and let the chips fall where they may.”

“I can tell you exactly where they’re going to
fall, boy. You’re going to end up as Wolf-shit or as a Wolf
yourself. That’s the last bite.”

“Don’t you think I know that?” I said, standing
up in obedience to my anger.

“To die is one thing, you meet it head-on, but
you’re playing with damnation.”

“I’m already damned!” I spat through clenched
teeth.

“Not like this,” he said, referring to the only
hell he believed in.

The room started to wobble, and I took hold of
the table to ease myself back into my chair.

“You thought I was dead anyway,” I said, calmed
by my sudden loss of balance.

In Michael’s eyes was the closest thing to pity
I’d ever seen from him.

“You’re right,” he said, rising from the table.
“And you’ve been mourned all you’re going to be.”

He walked out of the kitchen and into his
bedroom without another word. He came back brandishing the iron
frame Henry Rifle. He moved back across the table and chambered a
.44 cartridge.

“What are you doing, Michael?” I groaned.

“Call it prevention,” he said without a trace of
his former emotion. The barrel was pointed at me. “If you don’t
care which you lose first, your life or your soul, then I’ll make
the decision for you. Better to get it over with now.”

“If you think you’re making a point,” I
remarked.

“I’m a Northern Cheyenne Dog Soldier of the
Reydosnin order, boy,” he growled. “I make my points in blood, like
you used to.”

I’d misinterpreted the gesture and dismissed it,
but icy pearls of sweat beaded on my upper lip at the tone he’d
taken. His eyes were as steely as the rifle barrel, and they meant
killing business.

“Put it down, old man,” I demanded in an
ill-contrived superior tone.

“Old man?” he echoed. “Boy, your whole body
wouldn’t fill the seat of my britches. I’ve forgotten more than
you’ve learned about pain. I’ll put you next to your Papa.” He put
the rifle along his cheek.

He intended to shoot me dead—a proactive
werewolf killing. I put myself in his shoes and knew I’d do the
same thing.

Without thinking, I lunged across the table to
disarm him and landed belly down among the tableware. I’d touched
the barrel just enough for the bullet to blast over my shoulder.
Michael calmly stepped back and pulled the barrel beyond my grasp,
leaving me overextended and grossly off-balance. He twirled the
Henry like a quarterstaff and, before I could amend my awkward
position, clipped me under the chin with its stock. Stew splattered
and the chair behind me collapsed under my weight. He hadn’t hit me
hard, but I was as stunned as I’d been by the fists of Jericho.

While I was still horizontal, Michael rested the
rifle bore on my forehead.

“You aren’t fit to carry a Dog Soldier’s piss,”
he said. “And you’re not leaving me any choice.”

“Don’t do it, Michael,” I said calmly.

“Better me than the Beast, any way you cut it.
You’ve mistaken me for someone else if you think I’m going to stand
back and watch you commit slow-motion suicide. When Foster died, I
took you in because I knew what you were feeling, and because you
had nowhere else to go.

“But there were other reasons, too. Your father
wasn’t some Wolf’s random victim; the one that killed him wanted
me. I never told you that because you would’ve hated me,
too—for being selfish enough to let him be my friend. He knew all
about why I was up here, and he knew the risk. There hadn’t been a
whiff of the Beast in these mountains until that night. But that
didn’t count for much when I had to bury him.”

When the Henry bore lifted from my skull, so did
the cloud of apathy that had blurred my judgment since leaving
North Carolina. I didn’t realize how murky my perceptions had been
until it was gone.

Michael put the Henry on the table and sat down
in his rocker. I pulled myself from the floor and took a moment to
process the things he’d said, and what he’d almost done before
going over to him.

If I’d truly been under Diego’s post-mortem
thrall, I wasn’t anymore.

“When I was telling you that story, I knew I was
as guilty of giving up as you are. Except I did it years ago.” He
sighed, as though it was yesterday.

“You didn’t give up on me,” I said,
standing next to his chair. “I don’t think I’ve got anything left
you can work with, but if you say I do, then I’m willing to go look
for it.”

 


Two months. I’d given Tanya my word on it. It
wasn’t enough time to learn the mystic rites of the fourth degree,
but at least it was a start.

 


Neither of us mentioned the incident in the
kitchen; we both understood the situation. To discuss it would have
been a waste of time and a distraction from more constructive
endeavors. Michael reintroduced me to his own brand of physical
rehab the day after that confrontation: Reydosnin 101.

A blend of tobacco, sumac leaves, bearberries,
and willow bark comprised the knickiknick we smoked to the Wise One
Above. But when the prayers were over, the instruction began.

Through exercises as simple as standing on one
leg or walking through the forest blindfolded, Michael began laying
a foundation to work from. The goal was to teach my senses to work
in tandem with one another, and to recapture the focus of
equilibrium. So I walked over logs and fell into the creeks they
spanned. I bumped into trees, split my lip, and acquired a
collection of scratches and bruises any seven-year-old boy would
have been proud of.

I quickly appreciated how blunt my skills had
become, but Michael was the whetstone I sharpened myself against.
Despite his age and apparent frailty, he was still a force to be
reckoned with. He’d come from a cultural era where, by modern
standards, men were expected to be supermen and discipline governed
every aspect of life.

Prayers of smoke and baths of sweat served as
markers along my journey to self-reconstruction. The black drink
opened the spirits to me, no longer taciturn or loath to receive me
into their fellowship now that the wall between us had fallen.
Their presence instilled within me a sense of kinship, and
encouraged me to persevere.



By the second week of August, I wasn’t falling
down anymore. My coordination, endurance, and flexibility were on
the upswing, and as my belly got tighter, so did my determination.
A somber focus settled on my shoulders with the kind of serenity
and self-control I’d often envied in others, but in its vintage
form, the hatred still remained like a quiet black brook. Diego had
only drained the fatty cistern that had collected its excess. Now
that the anger was in check, it was only a factor in the equation
instead of my life’s formula. The realization was an important
milestone, but it was rudimentary to the path before me. I was a
cripple who’d learned to stand, but not to run.

 


Michael stood with his arms raised as the
darkness retreated. He greeted the dawn with a prayer to the Great
Mystery, spoken in a tongue I did not recognize as
Tsitsistas, which is the true name of the Cheyenne
people.

The mountains girded the skies above us while
the faces of silent bluffs blushed with morning color. The
wilderness was swaddled in misty emerald glory and the presence of
supernal life filled the thin air with a perfume all its own.

The eastern ranges were trimmed with gold as
they gave birth to the sun. The flaxen outline thickened and spread
into a liquid fire burst across the powder-blue skies. It smiled
down on the New Life Lodge Michael and I had erected during the
course of my oxheheum—Sun Dance. Built from straight young
saplings and thatch, it was where I would ask the Great Mystery to
make the world over again for me. The lodge door faced east, and
behind its open entrance waited the sun pole, a forked tree that
Michael and I had ceremonially “defeated” in figurative combat.
Soon I would be tethered to that post, to pledge my sincerity and
petition Maheo for a vision. Only if he accepted the sacrifice of
my pain, would I be allowed to proceed into the spiritual mysteries
of the Reydosnin Warrior.

Michael presided over the ritual in the
venerated tradition of his order, which differed from the annual
Sun Dance observed for the sake of the whole tribe. Those rites
required several individuals and more ritual than two people could
reasonably facilitate.

I’d experienced the eight-day Sun Dance in my
youth, and had chosen the self-torture of peg and rope in search of
direction. But back then, I was just going through the motions; I
knew exactly what I wanted to do and where I wanted to go. Now
things were much different, and I needed guidance in a way I
couldn’t have realized at fourteen.

Adorned in ceremonial hues of blue and yellow,
Michael fanned his prayers into his face with a spread of eagle
plumes. My stomach was empty, and it kicked the back of my spine as
I trembled from the fatigue of the last four days of
preparation.

I wore a loincloth made from buffalo leather.
Owl feathers and rattlesnake tails hung as sacraments from
ceremonial ankle bands, also made from the sacred animal’s
hide.

The lodge itself was replete with buffalo
imagery—icons of the plains tribes. The sweat lodge’s buffalo skull
altar now hung from the sun pole’s shaft, and even the ceremonial
drum was stretched with its skin.

Michael took the skin just above my nipples and
pinched it tight between his fingers. He held it until the blood
had retreated, then skewered the fold with a sharpened piece of
buffalo horn. His hands were deft as a surgeon as he inserted
wooden pegs through the holes.

My head swam with a lazy rush of adrenaline as
he fastened the ropes from the sun pole to the pins beneath my
pectoral muscles. I stared at the crux of the pole where cottonwood
and dogwood brush padded the thunderbird’s nest, and remembered
Michael’s explanation of this ritual. Flesh represents weakness,
and to pull myself free from the sun pole, to tear the tether from
my flesh, was to escape its confines and submit to the spirits.
This was my sacrifice of pain and my pledge of sincerity.

Rum-like warmth washed through my veins as
Michael drummed out the tempo and sang the old songs. Every
drumbeat was perfectly orchestrated with the electric throb, which
chimed up through my soles, shot through my spine, and bounced
inside my skull. I threw my weight against the fetters, my passion
limited only by my lack of physical energy. I tugged and strained
against the sun pole until the buffalo skull became an ivory
pendulum. The flesh is not an easy thing to escape.

The tension stretched my chest into twin
hillocks of flesh, and somewhere in the hypnotic rhythm of song and
drum, the pain dulled into an intoxicating broth of religious
ecstasy.

Basted with sweat, I became very much like a
marionette on the strings of gods. I hardly moved of my own
volition anymore…my steps had been ordered.

The New Life Lodge blanched into a vaporous
cocoon, and I was its translucent larva. The drum strokes sounded
more like heartbeats now, the kind a fetus hears beyond the walls
of the womb.

I had the impression I was stepping through the
corridors of time, of climbing stairs year by year into the past.
At the end of the staircase were bluish-gray clouds, bruises on
black drapery, which broke apart as the curtains were drawn.

I saw an ancient tree with mostly barren
branches. It was the size of a sequoia, but not of that family.
Many of its limbs were broken, some had been pruned, and a few
seemed to belong to an altogether different species. Bodies of the
Beast, like moldering fruit, were crowded beneath them. A Great
Horned Owl lighted in the lower branches, wearing its wisdom like a
dark crown.

The scenery shifted in a flux of shade and
color, until focus returned and a native youth kneeled beside an
Anglo girl who’d been bitten through the chest. He tried to smother
the bleeding with his hands while, in the distance, a Wolf also lay
bleeding. Its own death was like an anchor tied to the girl, and
when it went under, so did she—death drowned the pair.

The voice of thunder bellowed through the
painted sky, and I saw a naked half-breed woman on a white horse.
She was pregnant, but she still goaded her mount ever faster as
though the gathering storm had teeth.

She came to a tepee marked with a
fleur-de-lis, but I could not follow her into the lodge. I
heard her travail and the cries of a newborn, just as the tempest
broke with a frightful howl.

 


The earth was soft and wet beneath my bare feet,
and the valley wore a shawl of autumn. The carpet of dead leaves
seemed sketched with red watercolor, so I scooped a cluster of them
in my hand, and wrung warm blood from them like a sponge. The
valley floor was saturated with it, as if the river Styx had
flooded its banks, making the earth as soft as marrow.

I followed a sanguine creek, sloshing through
muddy gore like the wet meat of a behemoth’s wound. Through the
coppery zest, I could see a mound of leaves in the shape of a grave
and stumbled to it, sinking to my calves in the gory mire. I rolled
back plastered layers of the barrow until the cold, waxen face of
my father peeped through. His Wolf-torn body soaked in a pool of
red juice. There was a scorched bullet pock in his forehead, and it
was the exit wound that irrigated the valley like Egypt’s first
plague.

A pale furrow of moonlight lit Papa’s face with
a spectral kaleidoscope of light and shadow, and gleamed from his
wedding band as it rolled off his finger. When I reached to pick up
the ring, his hand came to life and took me by the shirt.

“Get into the tree,” said the dead
man. “If you want to avenge us, save yourself first.”

Then his tongue, gray as slate, lolled out with
a deformed silver slug stuck to it like a lozenge.



I was looking through a tunnel when I saw the
half-breed woman again. This time she rode a black horse, and from
the tips of her hair to the soles of her feet she was slathered in
the blood of the landscape. She carried no child, neither in her
womb nor in her arms, but a dark, septic gall seeped from her
nipples. Oily dribbles of black lactation marbled with the blood,
and trailed down her stomach. She stared back at me through the
tunnel, as a rattlesnake sounded out its warning: “She is
dangerous.”

A stroke of silent lightning turned the sky
smoky orange, and then the landscape faded to black, leaving trees
twisting in the dark like crucified thieves.

 


The pegs burst through my flesh in a spray of
fat nodules, but I wasn’t aware of it.

Michael had already closed the rough rectangular
wounds by the time I felt any pain. We were still in the high
country when I awoke, and would remain there for two more days.

My vision had been more symbolic than literal,
and I searched for meaning in its mystery. I believed that the
pregnant woman on the white horse had been a token of my former
innocence, and that later, when her breasts dripped black milk, she
symbolized the hatred on which I nursed. But, I couldn’t interpret
the rest.

We were sitting at the fire under a golden
cuticle of a moon, listening to the songs of night choir. Michael
tightened the braids in his silvery hair and said that visions are
often vague for a reason. Some were forecasts of the future, others
provided insight into the past or direction for the present;
regardless, they taught men things they could not know otherwise.
Such revelations, he said, could do more harm than good if they
were understood all at once. The meaning would come in due
time.

Still, the vision disturbed me, especially the
valley of blood. Seeing Papa’s face hadn’t shaken me. Neither had
what he said to me…it was the silver bullet in his mouth. The Beast
had ravaged his body, so why did he wear a blackened bullet wound
between his eyes? Michael couldn’t maintain his omnipresent poker
face. He knew.

He poked a stick into the coals and studied them
as if divining a response to my question.

“You don’t really remember the night your father
died.” he finally proclaimed, “Not clearly, anyway.”

It was true that how I got back to the cabin
that night had always been a mystery, but I had watched Papa
die.

Michael drew a deep breath before telling me
that Papa had still been alive when he’d found us. His injuries, in
fact, were already knitting together in a balm of moonlight.

“Another ten minutes,” he swore, “and Foster
James would have gotten up again. But he wouldn’t have been your
father.”

The Beast had marked him; killing him was left
to Michael.

“You saw it happen, Sylvester. You just don’t
remember. Your mind had shut down,” he said. “I had to climb the
tree and carry you down myself.”

“Why would a werewolf want to mark Papa?” I
asked, dumbfounded. Then I remembered that he’d already answered
that question. “It was after you.”

“I couldn’t tell you,” he said, staring into the
embers. “You know I couldn’t tell you.”

I nodded; I knew. There was no blaming Michael
for what he’d done. Not for shooting Papa, and not for shielding me
from the truth. As a younger man, I wouldn’t have understood—and I
wouldn’t have been forgiving. I certainly wouldn’t have seen that
Michael had done nothing to forgive.

Across the fire, I thought I saw a sparkle on
his cheek.

“I pray you don’t ever have to face that,” he
said. “It’s hard to kill the Beast when it’s wearing the face of
someone you love.”

“Did he say anything before he died?” I
asked.

“He said, ‘Take care of my boy,’ and that he
didn’t want you to know. There was more, but by then it was mostly
the Beast talking.”

“If you want to hear me say it, I will: You
didn’t have a choice.”

He looked across the flames into my eyes. I held
his gaze for a moment, and then he nodded.

“Not much comfort in that, when it’s
family.”

I thought I understood what he was saying—I knew
Papa had been as close to him as anyone ever had—but the way he
continued to look at me suggested that he meant something more.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Foster was my daughter’s husband,” he said.
“Sylvester, you’re my grandson.”

If I’d taken the previous revelation in stride,
this one knocked the wind out of me.

“You see the kind of life the Beast leaves you
with? One where you can’t even acknowledge your own flesh and
blood. Your father didn’t even know until after Abigail was
gone.”

“But the war stories,” I stammered. “The totem
pole.”

“That’s your face, son, carved from a vision I
had two years before you were born.”

I had a thousand things to say, but none of the
words to speak them. I was a crucible of emotion. I wanted to shame
him for all his precious secrets, to call him a liar in spite of
his Cheyenne honor. But even as I formed the first sentence in my
head, I saw the stream of quiet tears cascading down his high
cheeks.

His head was bowed with guilt and pain that had
etched lines in his face deeper than the mere passing of time. His
glossy, sorrowful eyes told tales of misery, which I’d never
noticed before. It was at that moment Michael Winterfox became
utterly human and, as such, entitled to compassion. I embraced him
as my grandfather, realizing at last that my feud with the Beast
was more than a personal vendetta—it was a family legacy.

 


 



Epilogue

 


On the sixteenth floor of Ottawa’s Journal Tower
South, the Security Intelligence Review Committee put together a
special case report for the Solicitor General. The document
recommended me for CSIS employment.

The SIRC believed that my experience and
“distinct forte” were of special value to the Service in its
capacity described in paragraph B of the Interpretation portion of
the CSIS Act.

I was administered, two oaths: one of office and
one of secrecy, but the Department of National Defense balked at my
security clearance. During my Soviet adventure, I’d temporarily
enjoyed a higher grade than was presently requested, but the
results of my mandatory polygraph test didn’t satisfy the DND. And
because I served in the U.S. Military, they felt that my loyalties
didn’t make the grade either. I wasn’t Intelligence Officer
material anyway. There was only one sort of training I was truly
interested in, and it wasn’t the kind offered at the Sir William
Stephenson Academy at Camp Borden.

In keeping my word to Tanya, I’d solidified her
trust, and as an agent at-large for Operations Support I learned to
call her boss. It was a specialized position created for me, and a
handful of other “specialists,” who were scattered throughout the
CSIS infrastructure. In an organization with secrets to keep, we
represented the ones least whispered.

But, like most things in my history, my new
position was a tool to be used against the Beast. The scenery had
changed, but the rules hadn’t. The war wasn’t over, and there was
still only one way it could end.

 


Before I said goodbye to Michael, I made him the
same promise I made Tanya, and vowed to return as many times as it
took to finish the last stage of training. I’d caught a glimpse of
a greater world, a world that I’d once maligned. It was bigger than
the Beast, and in that knowledge there was satisfaction. If the
Reydosnin fourth degree were anything like the others, learning it
would be fraught with trials and terror. But I would not be
dissuaded by its price. In that respect, I’d reinvented the
indomitable fortitude of my youth.

I was far from being at peace with what the
Beast had done to my family. How could I be? But their spirits had
been put to rest along with the surplus hatred, which had been an
affront to their memory. The hate that remained was channeled, but
more importantly…it was necessary.

 


The course of my life would never be simple, and
it would never be peaceful. To be my enemy was safer in many ways
than being my friend, and I feared for Tanya. While it was true
that there was little to look forward to, refuge can take the most
unlikely forms. Strength you didn’t know you had may be waiting in
the last place you look.
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