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“He who makes a beast of himself
gets

rid of the pain of being a man.”

—Dr. Samuel Johnson

 


 



Preface

 


Ever since he was a child, Peter Stubbe had
evil tendencies. He practiced “wicked arts,” from the age of twelve
until he died. He satiated his damnable necromantic desire, and
acquainted himself with infernal spirits and demons. In the end he
forfeited salvation and gave both body and soul to the Devil in
exchange for the carnal pleasures of life so that he might be
famous on earth.

The Devil, who is always ready to listen to
cursed men, promised to give him whatever he desired. But unlike
most, Stubbe desired neither riches nor status, nor was he
satisfied with external pleasure. Because he had a tyrannous heart
and a cruel, devious mind, he requested to work his malice in the
shape of a Beast, so he could carry out any bloody enterprise he
wished without fearing for his life.

The Devil saw him as a fit instrument of evil
and was so pleased with his desire for destruction that he
transformed Stubbe into a greedy, devouring Wolf. His eyes were
powerful and sparkled like firebrands in the darkness. His great
maw was filled with voracious teeth. His body was enormous, and his
paws were mighty.

Peter Stubbe was pleased with his new shape
because it fit his bloody and cruel nature. Soon he started using
his newfound strength—power—to commit the most heinous murders
against anyone who displeased him and their families. He plucked
out their throats and tore them limb from limb. Each kill would
whet his appetite, so he could wreak extreme atrocities night and
day.

Sometimes he would walk through the streets
where he was known as a civil man, and he would greet those whose
friends and children he butchered. No one suspected him. While he
walked up and down the streets, if he spied a young woman, or wife,
or even a child that he lusted after, he would wait for them to
leave town and then rape and murder them. And if he happened to see
a group of young girls playing together, he would take his wolfish
shape and lay hold of his favorite. Only after his filthy lust was
fulfilled would he slaughter her.

After only a few years, he’d killed thirteen
young children and two pregnant women whose unborn infants he ate
from their wombs. He especially fancied the babies’ raw and panting
hearts, which were dainty morsels and a delicacy to him. He also
killed livestock at times, like a normal wolf, so that no one
suspected the killer to be anything but a natural predator.

Stubbe had a beautiful daughter named Beel
that he craved unnaturally and committed incest with. His
inordinate lust and filthy desire toward her was so great that he
used her daily as his concubine until she was with child. He also
had sexual relations with his own sister. He frequented her bed
relentlessly. But his lewd and unquenchable lust could not be
satisfied with the company of his concubines, and no woman’s beauty
could slake his desire.

So the Devil sent him a wicked spirit in the
likeness of a woman, so comely in body and face that she exceeded
the choicest mortal woman. He kept company with this she-devil for
seven years, but not even this vilest of lechery compared to his
bloodlust. He took such delight in carnage that no day passed that
he did not bloody himself, and he no longer gave any thought to
whom he murdered.

He took great joy in his son, born from the
incestuous relationship with his daughter, and he commonly called
him his heart’s ease. But his thirst for death far exceeded this
joy, and he hungered for the boy’s flesh. Stubbe enticed his son
into the forest under the pretense of the necessities of nature.
When they were alone, he took his bestial form and slew him. Once
done, he proceeded to eat the brains out of his head.

The damnable Peter Stubbe lived this way for
twenty-five years, without anyone suspecting him of being the
author of these horrible murders. The citizens of Cologne, Bedburg
and Cperadt were grievously endangered, plagued and molested by
this ravenous Wolf. The arms and legs of dead people were scattered
up and down the fields.

But, though the people of the region used all
the means they had to find this ravening Beast, they could not
prevail. They continued in their purpose and sought to entrap him
daily and hunted him with great mastiffs. In the end, it pleased
God that they should espy the Wolf at a time when they were ready
for him. They beset him roundabout and set their mastiffs upon him
so that there was no means of escape, as the Lord delivered Goliath
into the hands of David.

As they watched, he assumed the likeness of
the man they knew for many years, and they took him before the
magistrates of Bedburg.

Stubbe voluntarily confessed his whole life
and made known his villainies. He was condemned to have his body
laid on a wheel, and his flesh pulled from his bones in several
places with red-hot pincers. After that, his legs and arms were
broken with a wooden axe, and his head struck from his body. His
carcass was burned to ashes. This sentence was carried out on
October 31, 1589, in the presence of many peers and princes of high
Germany.

After the execution, a high pole was erected
that first went through the wheel whereon he was broken, and
fastened a little above the wheel was the likeness of a wolf to
show all men his true form. Stubbe’s head was placed atop the stake
and round about the wheel’s rim were hung many pieces of wood,
which represented the people he murdered. This was ordained to
stand for a continual monument to all ensuing ages.

 


(Paraphrased and summarized from the original
court record, which was translated to English from high Dutch.)

 



Introduction

 


Some people, when they survive a brush with
disaster, profess an awakening of sorts. They’re shaken by the
experience, and suddenly their everyday problems seem trivial. Many
liken the effects of a near-death experience to a rebirth. I’m not
skeptical of these “reawakened” souls; I’m just not one of them.
For me, the road to salvation has been neither straight nor narrow,
and if I’d gained a new lease on life, it’d only come after what
Christian mystics call the “Long Night of the Soul.” The Beast had
made sure I’d paid a Pyrrhic price for a taste of redemption.

The werewolf that took my father gave me in
return the poorest of reasons to live. Guilt is too thin an emotion
to subsist on, but it invokes a dangerous supplement: Vengeance.
Soon, the two become so intertwined that it’s impossible to tell
them apart. The ensuing anguish rapidly becomes a parasite that
nourishes itself on the one emotion strong enough to keep it alive:
Hatred.

A wounded adolescent’s heart can harvest the
most luxurious hate to be found anywhere north of the gates of
Hell. The Beast has robbed me of many things: my childhood, my
bride, my infant son, but I believe the most insidious thing he
ever did—even though it wasn’t intentional—was make me more like
him: furious and pitiless. Things like remorse and compassion are
commodities unsuitable for fighting with monsters, but surrendering
them is as pointless as tossing ballast from a crashing plane. This
is my life and—one way or another—it’s going down.

 


* * *

 


Though I stared into a powder-blue sky, I
didn’t see it. Below me the Peace River rushed and roared, but I
didn’t hear it. The austere beauty of the Rocky Mountains was
wasted on me, because I was touring the streets of a shapeless
metropolis, and passing phantoms that looked like figures erased
from a blackboard. In the next moment, I was soaring over an
endless black-glass ocean on the wings of a Great Horned Owl.

My navigational skills were too awkward to
plot a course with any precision. The slightest misstep carried me
a thousand miles, and trying to compensate only led me further
astray. I cleared my mind and concentrated on my quest, but I
couldn’t tell north from south. As my frustration grew, I could
feel the spirit realm slipping away like waxed thread pulled
through wet fingers.

It was a struggle just to sit up and wrap a
blanket around myself. I was trembling with cold, and weak with
hunger. Falling snow drifted in the darkness like luminous ash as I
hobbled to my feet and toward the fire where Michael Winterfox sat
in a buffalo robe, sipping at a steamy tin cup.

“Have some coffee,” he offered, and reached
for the blue-speckled pot next to him.

I made no reply, mostly because I couldn’t
feel my lips, but I was also too groggy to speak. He handed a cup
across the fire.

“Mind you don’t scald yourself. It’s hot, but
I doubt you’d know it right now.”

I cupped the warm metal between frozen palms
and put my face in its steam. In the firelight I could see the
crock of Black Drink sitting next to Michael’s ceremonial pipe, and
I looked away so I didn’t have to imagine it was in my cup. I
watched the smoke rise into the falling snow and dissolve into the
flakes like a smudge across the Milky Way—the Hanging Road to
Séáno, the Cheyenne’s place of the dead.

I’d been able to separate spirit from body
twice, and both times the Black Drink had been my vehicle.
Returning from a sublime world of thought and spirit to a house of
flesh and blood was disorienting, and my head throbbed like a
vindictive hangover. Everything that touched me made my skin ache;
I imagined it’s what newborn babies feel. But beyond the physical
discomfort, there was an accompanying sense of loss that came from
waking from a wonderful dream into the drab reality of stiff joints
and cold hunger.

“Small steps, Sylvester, like I told you,”
Michael said. “Your body’s not as tough as your spirit.”

“How long was I gone?” My tongue felt like a
frozen slug.

“Going on two days,” he replied. “Too long
for a babe in the woods.”

I recalled what it was like to wake from a
five-month coma, and this felt similar. Two days may as well have
been as many years. My pain began to separate into distinct
sensations, and the one stewing in my belly was more than hunger
pangs. I touched the angry network of scars that cut across my
abdomen in relief, mementos of the demon that almost cut me in
half.

“You had one of those spells while you were
gone,” he said, noticing I held my stomach. “Nice of that Manitou
to leave you something to remember it by.”

Inside I was still healing from the attack,
and occasionally my guts would clench and harden like cold lead. It
felt like an anvil dropping against my pelvis, squashing everything
inside. The resulting pain was too severe to be easily shut down,
but the doctors back east had assured me it was a temporary
condition.

Michael coughed into his fist. I noticed how
skinny he looked, even through his heavy robe of fur. His long,
white hair was thinner than I’d ever seen it, and even his once
bronze Cheyenne skin had taken on a yellowish hue. The deep creases
of his wrinkled face, which had always had character, now seemed
like poorly stitched seams. I knew death wouldn’t wait much longer,
not even for an old Dog Soldier like him.

I also knew that what kept him from going to
his Fathers was his desire to see me finish the final phase of an
education that began more than twenty years before—the fourth
degree of the Reydosnin warrior. Using the methods of his
ancient-warrior society, he’d taught me to fight armed and
barehanded, to siphon off pain and augment the five senses.
However, the path of spiritual warfare was the most daunting
because it exercised the soul, and mine had been sick for a long
time. That’s why the spirits named me “Heart-of-Scars.”

“You’re coming along, Sylvester,” Michael
said, tossing the dregs of his coffee into the fire. “Might not
seem like it, but I reckon the spirits have been waiting for you a
spell.”

“The things they’ve shown me....” I said,
unable to finish. “It’s like they’ve finally accepted me.”

“What you’ve seen is kid stuff,” he said.
“Just remember the Beast is a spirit, too. The Other Side may be
brand new to you, but it’s his old stomping grounds.”

The field where we slept was miles away from
Michael’s cabin and on the same mountain where he’d first taught me
to fight like the animals. He called it, Nowahwus—Holy
Mountain—because there was sacred ground there. I’d known that
since I was a boy, but hadn’t learned why until I became a man.

Connecting the dots on Michael’s life was
difficult; he never shared more than a little of it at a time. His
story was like a book that only opened to random pages. I’d known
him almost thirty-six years, but had only learned he was my
grandfather in the last few months. In 90 years he had three wives,
but it was my grandmother, the one he’d loved first and most, who
was buried on this mountain. Michael never told me her name; just
that she was white and had a daughter who looked just like her. If
my mother had survived my birth I might’ve been able to appreciate
the likeness, but I’d never even seen a photo of her.

Spiritual combat isn’t something that makes
sense to most people because they have no frame of reference. The
only thing to which Michael could liken it was a prayer where the
supplicant was also an active participant. Not every part of the
discipline required as much preparation or was as mentally
exhausting as taking leave from the body. The well-trained
Reydosnin could see beyond the veil of accepted reality and assess
supernatural risk. He could sense the movement of ethereal
presences and had an almost precognitive perception, which
translated into legendary reflexes. Reydosnin could even contend
with certain evil spirits in a struggle of wills. According to
Michael, a werewolf had once been destroyed in such a contest.

Before there were Northern and Southern
Cheyenne, when the Tsis-tsis’-tas were farmers and had not
yet seen the whites, a shaman named Mo’kôhtavo’ha, Black
Horse, fought a monster that had been summoned by a Sioux sorcerer.
The old medicine man was out-of-body for three weeks grappling with
this creature. As the story goes, Black Horse died in the
encounter, and horrible slashes appeared on his vacant body as the
elders who were tending him watched. The corpse of a
Shungmanitu-Wa-Chah, One Who Is Wolf, was found the next
morning with strips of the shaman’s skin and clothing in his mouth
and under his talons.

As a novice in this supernatural theater of
war, the first thing I had to learn was to draw upon my totem
animals, whose attributes were mine to share. The owl and the
rattler had been my guardians—my brothers—ever since I was young,
but only in name. Now that my hatred was in check and the spirits
had granted me access to their realm, these two animal spirits
became more than emblems of my Cheyenne identity. Michael once told
me that the spirits chose these animals for me because a man who
would go to war with the Beast needed a double portion of wisdom.
What I came to understand was that my spirit brothers also
represented the death and the evil that would forever haunt my
path. The Great Horned Owl, which watched over my soul at night,
was the white man’s symbol of wisdom, whereas the rattlesnake
embodied the same virtue to the Cheyenne. The owl symbolized death
to the Reydosnin while to the whites the serpent is a token of
evil. This dual representation reflected my own mixed blood, a
dichotomy that was more apparent than at any time in my life.

In the wilderness with Michael, I was
Heart-of-Scars, but in Ontario I was Sylvester Logan James with the
Canadian Security Intelligence Service. My record with the federal
government, which dated back to the late ‘60s, began in earnest
with a provisional prison release in 1981. The Domestic Protection
Directorate, under instructions from the Solicitor General,
sanctioned me to pursue and kill a werewolf—the infamous
Saskatchewan Slasher. Even the prime minister himself once
authorized me as a Foreign Service agent to the Soviet Union to
face the most nightmarish werewolf I’d ever seen. My latest job
description was not so well-defined.

Everything in the CSIS Act turned on the
meaning of, “Threats to the security of Canada,” and
since the Service had only recently been established, there was a
good deal of latitude granted to its definition. As a result,
departments within the CSIS organizational structure recruited a
handful of specialists to fill the ambiguous title of “agent
at-large.” We were more of a database than a distinct group. As for
me, I answered to Operations Support and its director general, Ms.
Tanya Clemons.

As the former director of the Domestic
Protection Directorate, Tanya had been instrumental in arranging my
pardon. I’d shared a unique relationship with her from the
beginning, including a part-time romance. She’d gone out of her way
to help me, even when she didn’t have to, to the point of putting
her career at risk. But she’d stayed by my bedside while I’d
languished in a hypoxic coma, and had since became the closest
thing to a friend I could afford.

Anger was always my second nature. At first
it was just there, the natural product of orphaned youth. There was
also sadness and a profound sense of guilt, but I changed those
things into something stronger, as Papa taught me. That something
was hatred, and I loved it. I identified with it, and I did
everything I could to nurture it. I stoked it in a forge of rage,
folding hot layers of guilt and fear into an alloy more tensile
than either. Year after year I cultivated that canker to be a
weapon against the Beast, tempering its black steel with tears I
refused to shed and with my family’s blood. This hatred became its
own entity, a jealous idol to be worshipped implicitly. When I
finally realized it was poisoning me, I was too far-gone to care.
Hate was the only thing I had going for me, and then a werewolf
took that away from me, too.

When the Wolf Diego apprised me of the role
I’d played in the death of my wife and baby, he’d confirmed my most
terrible fears about the night I tried to run away from our war. My
family had died because I’d made the wrong choice. He’d caused the
hate in the hollow of my soul to unravel. Guilt separated from
anger separated from grief, and the false god of my life was unmade
in a matter of minutes.

Looking back, it would have been a small
thing to surrender my sanity, but I chose judgment over madness.
Waiting to die was my pastime, and I laid odds against my own
survival with every fight, but when I gave myself over to the
forces of nature, I not only tempted death but offered it an
engraved invitation. A Windigo accepted.

Michael tried to teach me a better a way to
live, but I was too naïve and full of bile to learn it. Hate always
divided me from the spirits, but those walls had fallen. The hate
that remained in me was not of my own design, but honest emotion
that lingered, righteous and necessary because I still had a Feud
to finish. I didn’t know what sort of person that made me, but for
the first time since childhood I wasn’t ashamed of who I was.







Chapter I

 


I drove away from Alberta in the middle of
May 1986, but my mind remained there. Through the hypnotic thrall
of a highway after dark, I listened to a radio talk-show host
rehash the nuclear disaster at Chernobyl. Gorbachev had just told
the world about the accident the day before in his famous speech
about glasnost and perestroika—”openness” and
“restructuring.”

In a week I was due to meet with Tanya and
her deputy directors in Ottawa, but I decided to stop at my old
house in Manitoba since it was on the way. I hadn’t been there in
two years, not since I’d tortured a man to death in my garage. Even
though Diego’s lackey had been sent to kill me, I redefined my
capacity for barbarism that night.

The cool spring evening and the deep thoughts
long drives encourage had put me in a drowse. When I reached the
old familiar crossroads just a few miles from my house, there was a
Lincoln with Ontario tags pulled to the side. Its hazard lights
were blinking. A woman with her arms folded stood in the light of
the open trunk, and I could see that the rear driver’s-side tire
was flat. She wore a black headscarf, but no coat, and the evening
attire she wore was better suited for the Winnipeg nightlife. She
held herself against the chill as I pulled in behind her and
climbed out of the cab.

“Need a hand?” I asked.

“God, this is just my luck,” she replied in a
lilting, mannish voice. “I have a flat and nothing to fix it
with.”

She was middle-aged and plain looking, not
especially thin nor noticeably plump. Judging from her manicure,
she wouldn’t have known what to do with a bumper jack if she had
one. I unloaded my own tools from the truck box and knelt beside
her car.

“Lost, too?” I asked, examining the blown
radial.

“I have a party tonight in West Canaan,” she
sighed. “Do you know where that is?” She nearly stumbled as she
shifted her weight from one leg to the other.

“Sorry, can’t help you there,” I answered,
plucking a shard of rusted steel from between the treads. “Do you
have a spare?”

The scent of peppermint schnapps drifted in
the air. She had apparently started the party by herself. I started
loosening the lug nuts while she pulled the donut from the
back.

“I appreciate your time. If you hadn’t come
by, there’s no telling how long I might’ve been stuck out here.
Mister …?”

“James,” I answered. “These roads don’t see
much traffic. I haven’t been through here myself for quite some
time. You’re pretty lucky I happened along.”

“They say timing is everything,” she
remarked, drawing a cigarette lighter from her handbag. I knew the
next item she produced was not a cigarette before I saw it. I
raised the tire iron and bolted to my feet just as the weapon
cleared her handbag. The tool came against the side of her neck at
the same time a single puff chimed from the silencer of her Walther
PPK. Her skull pitched to one side with an audible crack before
jostling off its spinal cord. While I teetered on my heels, she
wilted into a heap without another twitch. As the blood drained
down the side of my face, I remember thinking that my Reydosnin
sixth sense needed a little more spit and polish.

 


* * *

 


It was a pleasant and breezy Sunday morning
in Tacoma, Washington. The grounds of Heritage Hill were soft from
the spring rains, and lively birds frolicked in the juniper trees
above this quiet village of the dead. An occasional American flag
fluttered over bronze military markers as I traversed the fresh-cut
lawns and the well-tended stones. Many were adorned with new
wreaths and fresh flowers. This was where my wife and son slept—the
great love of my life and our baby boy. It’d been too long since
I’d visited Samantha and Joshua, but I was proud to have returned a
better man than I’d been the last time.

As I started up the hill toward their
monument, another person was setting a vase of lilies in front of
it. The older woman arranged the flowers into a proper presentation
and then folded her hands and stared at the headstone. The breeze
died down, and she pulled a stray white curl from her face. She was
Indian, Chinook to be exact, but there was more silver in her hair
than the coal black it once was. From some fifty feet away she
noticed me watching her, and smiled at me, ever so slightly.

“I still miss her,” she said.

I nodded with a lump in my throat and
returned her sad smile. “So do I.”

She couldn’t have been much older than fifty,
but she looked fragile and tired. I recognized the sparkle of her
daughter’s eyes, and it made me ache.

“I still have reservations here, don’t I?” I
asked, regarding the uncut gravestone next to theirs. Her shoulders
sagged in a sudden sob as she came toward me.

“Cora, don’t,” I said, stopping her in her
tracks. “Believe me; you should stay where you are.” She wiped her
tears and composed herself with a deep breath.

“What am I supposed to say to you, Sylvester?
You look thin and too old for your years. What became of you after
they died?” she asked. “I know you’re not going to tell me, but
whatever happened at the lake house that night, I’ve come to
believe you were trying to protect them—but from what I don’t
know.”

I bowed my head and swallowed my tears.
“Thank you for that.”

“I always imagined we’d meet here someday,”
she said, her voice sinking down the hill. “Raymond didn’t think
so; he said we’d seen the last of you.”

“Where is Ray?”

“You don’t know—why would you?—we divorced a
few years after….” The last syllable warbled, and she stopped to
shake her head. “He remarried, but cancer got him three years ago.
He’s buried in Spokane, where his widow lives.”

“What about you, Cora?” I asked.

“Please,” she said with a tone of offense.
“All that’s left of your life with her is under this grass. Let’s
not pretend there’s anything more.”

“I wish I could tell you … I wish I could ….”
I stopped because there was no point to what I was about to say.
“The memory of her is the jewel of my life, and when it’s time,
I’ll gladly lie down in the spot next to her.” What I meant was
that I looked forward to it.

“Well,” she said just above a whisper. “I’ll
let you see her by yourself.” And she turned away and walked over
the hill.

 


* * *

 


I sat up, blinded. The left side of my head
felt like a melon that had burst in the sun. I touched my face to
feel what I knew to be a plaster of coagulated blood, and peeled
the gummy resin from my eyes. My truck was still running, its
headlamps shining over the blurred body of my would-be assassin, no
doubt the Stefano family’s latest attempt to “whack” me for killing
Anton Castillo.

My equilibrium was askew, but I wobbled to my
feet and told myself to focus, to gather my senses and clarify my
thoughts. Severe as it was, it wasn’t the pain that gave me pause,
but my murky vision and the uncertainty of the bullet’s path. I
shuffled back to my truck and wiped the surplus of blood-paste from
my face with some paper towels I’d taken from a DX station.

I used the cab’s dome light to try and
diagnose my condition in a visor mirror. I looked as if
three-quarters of my face had been peeled. Three inches above my
left eyebrow, just at my hairline was a red slit like a fish gill
with a wink of bone beneath. If her weapon had been anything bigger
than a .380 auto, it would have left a hole instead of a glancing
wound.

There was a definite sense of déjà vu walking
through the door of my country house, but I was too dizzy and my
eyesight too dull to appreciate the feeling. Sitting next to a
lantern, I cleaned my face with a bucket of well water from the
outside spigot. I found some cotton balls, a hand mirror and some
whisky under the sink, so I swabbed the bullet gash with a partial
bottle of Lord Calvert. I pasted the wound from a leftover tube of
unguent and lay down in the dust of my old bed.

The hit-woman’s body now shared the cesspool
out back with the rotting remains of Diego’s minion. I’d left her
vehicle where it was, innocently abandoned with a flat tire.
Anything could happen to a woman alone on the back
roads. I didn’t know how she’d found me at the exact moment I was
driving to a place I hadn’t been in years, but it was a small
question that would have to wait its turn to be answered.

“If you’re alive, blink twice,” said a
recognizable voice from the doorway. I opened my eyes and my vision
had cleared enough to distinguish Daniel Rogier standing at the
threshold to my room, dangling an unlit cigarette from his lips.
His Bay Rum cologne had announced him before his voice had.

“You don’t look so good,” he said as he
milled around the room and peeked through the dirty blinds.
“Neither does your place. Housekeeper and gardener must be on
holiday.”

My pillow was a muddle of dust and bloody
salve, and the inside of my head creaked with pain as he walked
over to my bedside. I sat up and immediately wished I’d done so a
little slower.

“Is this the dame that gave you that
eggplant?” he asked, displaying her driver’s license from a lady’s
open pocketbook. “From what I know about Clementine, she wouldn’t
have just left you for dead, she’d make sure of it. So what
did you do with her?”

“I must be wearing a transmitter,” I groaned.
“Everyone seems to know where I am.”

I’d never really been able to get a handle on
Rogier. He’d been an assistant commissioner with Security Service
back in the pre-CSIS days, but I’d always believed there was more
to the man than a suit. His eyes were too steely and his body
language too sharp to be just another Dominion bureaucrat.

“I have to close this wound,” I told him.
“Can you thread a needle?”

“Sure. Got anything to eat around here?” he
asked, stepping aside as I rambled toward the head. Every step felt
like a painful accident.

My forehead was a swollen, yellow-and-blue
sunrise in the grimy bathroom mirror. Rogier propped himself
against the door while I scrubbed away a soft scab of dirt and then
started pushing thread through the pale folds of the wound.

“Don’t forget—small stitches,” Rogier advised
while picking at a can of sliced pears he’d found in the pantry. He
lifted the lantern for me. “I’m thinking this would be a good
opportunity for you to make some career choices.”

I glanced sideways at him through the mirror.
“I’m trying to do something here.”

“You sew, I’ll talk,” he said. “For starters
the old gal who plugged you is, or I guess was, Clementine
Rossi. She worked for Christophe so I don’t know if she was
contracted by the Stefanos or what, but we had some intelligence
she might’ve been tracking you so we’ve been tracking her.”

“Never heard of either of them,” I muttered,
and tightened the second stitch.

“Old Christophe runs the Quebec-Corsican
syndicate. We go back,” he said. “Rossi was their premier
executioner.”

“What I want to know is how she knew I was
coming here because I didn’t even know until I hit the
province.”

“Don’t look at me; I was just following the
contractor. I sure didn’t know your itinerary—although I should
have. Clementine’s got a reputation for being meticulous, but she
hasn’t been camped out on your doorstep for, what’s it been, two
years?”

“Kind of a lackluster performance for a
certified man-eater,” I observed.

“That’s the thing,” he began. “I went through
her Continental and found restraints rigged under the back seat,
but Rossi’s never been the bring-’em-back-alive type. The Stefanos
don’t want you unless it’s on a slab. In any event, right now you
and I are the only ones who know she didn’t kill you, but we could
keep that to ourselves. A staged death could be very timely, you
know. You’re in a league now where being dead isn’t just
appropriate it’s an asset—kind of chic, too.”

“Chic?” I repeated, taking a pause
from my needlepoint.

“It’s stupid, I know,” he laughed, “but
several of our agents at-large are wearing bogus toe-tags. It’s a
bizarre kind of status symbol at this level.”

“Which is what, exactly?” I pressed the
needle through puffy flesh a fifth time. “Or do I have to
guess?”

“That’s where it gets prickly,” he said.
“There’s a sub-rosa network in the British Commonwealth called the
Victorian Ring. The few outsiders who’ve even heard of it think
it’s a myth, like the Illuminati or a Zionist Occupational
Government. It’s actually a crew of troubleshooters on permanent
retainer to the Marlborough House in London.”

“Commonwealth mercenaries,” I said.

“Don’t say it like it’s an ugly word,” he
defended. “What do you think you’ve been doing for a living since
we took you out of Blackwell? Me, I cut my teeth in the Congo with
‘Mad’ Mike Hoare.”

“And what are you now?” I asked. “Besides
standing in my light?”

“Access agent and coordinator for the Ring’s
Canadian contingent.”

“Hold the lantern higher; I have to tie this
off. So this is a team we’re talking about?”

“Most of the Victorian Ring is comprised of
floaters, like you,” he explained. “Occasionally they’re paired off
in teams, but mostly it’s one man to an assignment. You’re a
natural, that’s why I’ve been recruiting you.”

I gave my embroidery an extra layer of
ointment as Rogier set the lantern aside.

“That’s why the Service flew you to Ottawa
when the only thing keeping your innards inside was duct tape. It’s
not standard procedure for us to send a civilian to the best coma
unit in Ontario, or to authorize identity blackouts for some Joe
with a contract on his life.”

“They’ll get their pound of flesh,” I said.
“You don’t have to get nasty about it.”

“Look, the fact is, I’ve had my eye on you
from the start,” he began apologetically, “before C-157 was ever
drafted. The Ring isn’t some experimental project like your amnesty
deal; it’s been around a long time. VR headhunters can wait their
whole careers for a recruit as specialized as you. I wasn’t
completely sold on your loyalty until the Soviet gig—you knocked
that one out of the park, man.”

“How does it look?” I asked, facing him.

“Like you’ve been shot in the head,” he
replied.

 


* * *

 


Rogier called some men who would sterilize
the area, and at his suggestion I packed a few boxes of the things
I wanted to keep. We left my truck and drove to a private airfield
south of Winnipeg where we boarded a government plane. During our
short flight, we discussed Tanya and her role in this international
cabal of dead men walking. According to Rogier, her only
responsibility was to maintain my status as an agent at-large for
Operations Support. For those who didn’t know any better, she was
my boss.

I didn’t want to trust Rogier, but I didn’t
have a choice. It wasn’t because he was deceitful or unreliable,
but a man like him could cut you loose at a moment’s notice—he was
that much like me. Some people are vulnerable underneath a gruff
exterior, but Rogier was a broadsword in a satin sheath. In
addition to his experience as a private soldier and an assistant
commissioner, he’d also been a Royal Canadian Mounted Police
Liaison to Interpol and had seen some shady stuff with the French
in Indochina. He had the confidence of a lion as well as a gift for
bossing people without seeming like a bully. Yeah, I liked him.

My head felt like a squashed turnip when we
landed in Ottawa, and the swelling mostly obscured my left eye.
During the flight I learned that my scheduled meeting with Tanya
was only a formality, and that the primary reason for my presence
was Victorian Ring business.

At the VIA Rail Canada station, we waited for
the 1:00 a.m. train from Senneterre to arrive. The station was warm
and quiet, except for the occasional telephone ring at the ticket
counter. I watched our backs through the reflection in the large
windows facing the tracks. The man on the one o’clock was T.H.
Deacon, M.D. who’d traveled all the way from Christchurch to attend
our meeting. When I saw him get off the train, he reminded me of a
professional wrestler. He was a tall, bald man with hands that
looked too large to be deft, and he wore a long bearskin coat that
was not only showy, but also a little heavy for May. A good-looking
Maori woman carrying a briefcase shadowed him. She wore tribal
tattooing from her bottom lip to her chin, and was almost as tall
as the good doctor. Rogier approached them, and welcomed them to
the capital.

“This is Mr. Logan,” Rogier told Deacon. It
was the first time anyone had called me that. I stepped in to greet
him.

“You have the hands of a gunfighter, Mr.
Logan,” he said, grasping my hand but not shaking it. “The wounds
of one as well–excuse me for noticing. I’m glad to see that not
everyone in this country is an attorney.”

“Mr. Logan is a hunter by trade, Dr. Deacon,”
Rogier said. “He’ll be joining us in forum.”

“Of course,” he replied. “Let me introduce my
assistant, Ms. Aroha King. She has a care for my security when I’m
abroad.”

“Charmed,” Rogier answered for both of us.
She was the most attractive bodyguard I’d ever seen.

We had two suites reserved at the Crowne
Plaza Ottawa Hotel, and Rogier’s people had checked out the place
many days before. Around 2:30 a.m. I was sitting alone in the
cocktail lounge while the barman watched a rerun of “Danger Bay.”
The hotel was beautifully decorated and with lavish amenities, but
there wasn’t a shred of soul in the place. In the middle of the
nation’s political hub, it was hard to imagine a world more
diametrically different than the one I’d just left. I thanked the
Great Mystery for his mercies, and for honoring my pledge. I asked
him to keep me free from the hate that had divided us for so long,
and for an opportunity to restore my lost honor.

At the end of the bar, I heard a woman’s
voice ask for Black Darjeeling, and when I glanced over I saw it
was Ms. King. She looked over and walked to where I was
sitting.

“How are you?” I asked, politely. She took
the seat next to me and I noticed she had burn scars that had
mutilated her right ear and the curve of her jaw. “Hard drinker,
eh?” I said as the barman brought her tea.

“I don’t drink liquor,” she said, opening the
tea packet. “It clouds judgment and turns people into asses.”

“Hard to argue with that,” I agreed. Then
there was an unwieldy hiatus in the conversation, as though she
expected me to say something pithy. “This is some place, eh?” I
remarked instead.

She tilted her head and rolled her eyes in a
dismissive gesture. I instantly became preoccupied with the
condensation on my beer mug.

“I didn’t take you for a small talker,” she
said, steeping the bag. “Tell me what happened to your face.”

“It’s not that interesting,” I replied. She
diluted her tea with a splash of milk and adjusted herself on the
barstool. Her brazen personality, non-sexual as it was, intrigued
me. “A wet-girl tried to cash me out,” I finally said.

“Must’ve been amateur night,” she
replied.

“Where’d you get this?” I asked, indicating
my own ear and jaw line. She hiked the corner of her mouth into a
serpent’s grin, apparently pleased that I was playing her game.

“My ex held my head against a range,” she
said without a trace of shame. “What did you do with bad-ass
bitch?”

“Probably the same thing you did to your
hubby,” I said. “He beat you a lot?”

“Only when he drank—which was most of the
time. I was a lot younger then. Maori men have a history of
thrashing one another, and their women. What about you? Ever take a
really good beating? I mean, from someone who wasn’t a woman.”

I remembered the Blackfoot titan named Jesuit
Wounded-Bear, better known as Jericho, and I remembered the leather
strap of the Warden’s Court.

“In a real scrap, or tied down?”

“I always liked to fight,” she replied, “but
I wasn’t always a hand at it. I have six brothers, all of whom
inherited our father’s hostile temperament. The only thing they
liked better than tinkering with engines was fighting. I learned to
keep my composure when the older ones came at me—another reason I
never touch alcohol.”

“Keeping a cool head has its advantages in a
brawl or if you’re trading slugs with gangsters,” I retorted. “But
thinking your way through a fight for too long leads to worrying,
especially if you’ve taken some licks. Being worried is as good as
blood in the water. For my money, it’s passion that kills. I’m
talking about the primitive instinct that keeps a bear fighting to
its last breath, that willingness to take it to the limit every
time.”

“I’ve always thought of fear as an ally,” she
said. “A motivator.”

“Sun Tzu said that warriors lose their sense
of fear.”

“Only when in desperate straits,” she
corrected, more accurately quoting The Art of War.

“A day in the life,” I said, before hoisting
my mug.

“Your boss called you a hunter,” she said.
“Got a trophy room somewhere? I’m picturing a gallery of animal
heads on plaques; maybe some full body mounts of the more dangerous
ones.”

I swigged the last of my beer and felt myself
grow sullen. “I don’t take trophies,” I replied.

“Do you get off killing something bigger than
yourself, or are those human heads on the wall?” she continued,
unabated by the steady evaporation of my good humor. “Are you
sadistic, or do you actually have a score to settle?”

Her aggressive dialogue roused a dangerous
itch that I dared not scratch. I tried to ignore her baiting, and
thought she might be one of those animal-rights people to whom
hunting was tantamount to murder. But there was intent in her tone
that transcended mere reckless banter.

“I don’t see a ring on your finger,” she
observed in a completely unrelated turn of repartee. “Never found
the right girl?”

“Widower,” I admitted, hoping it would
dissuade her from the subject.

“That doesn’t surprise me,” she said, without
blinking. “Did you kill her?” The question was as shameless as she
was, and it stabbed me in the ribs. She waited for my response as
though she deserved an answer. I reined in my anger and stood up to
pull a fin from my pocket. I placed it on the bar and drew a little
nearer to her face, where her eyes burrowed into mine.

“Yes,” I answered.

Rogier talked me into a medical examination,
and Dr. Deacon had a colleague who allowed us the use of his
office. Deacon removed my amateur sutures, and thoroughly cleaned
the wound before sewing it up again. He administered a
wide-spectrum antibiotic and anti-inflammatory before putting me in
front of the X-ray machine; it revealed nothing that wouldn’t heal
on its own.

“I met your associate last night,” I said
while he bandaged my head. “I think you’re in good hands.”

“Ms. King has saved my life three times since
we’ve been together—once in Istanbul and twice on the same day
during a trip to the Seychelles.”

“You and I must have a similar effect on
people,” I said.

“Did she provoke you? It’s one of her more
endearing qualities,” he said while securing the dressing. “Take it
as a compliment. She thinks you’re interesting.”

“Flattered, I’m sure.”

“It’s her way, mate,” he replied. “Fisticuffs
are a form of intimacy to her, the only kind she understands,
frankly. With our gender anyway.”

“She was really trying to pick a fight with
me?”

“In all likelihood,” he affirmed.
“Considering your wound, she might’ve only been testing you,
feeling you out as they say. She likes to incite people to take
some form of aggression against her. She’s a very faithful person,
even affable once she gets to know you.”

“Anyone ever last that long?” I asked.

“Just me, really,” he said smiling. He
produced an ornate, rectangular pillbox from his vest pocket and
rolled a tablet between his fingers.

“Have you ever thrown down with her?”

“Despite my natural dimensions I’m not
trained for martial combat, but she tried to antagonize me
nonetheless. In my profession, those easily exasperated find
themselves out of work, and more likely than not, in the ground.”
He put the tablet in his mouth. “I fix things,” he said, without
waiting for me to ask. “I clean untidy situations and make them go
away.”

“I’m acquainted with the occupation,” I said.
“I have a knack for creating untidy situations, myself.”

“Then we should complement one another
nicely,” he said.

In an obscure and nameless stone building
along La rivière Rideau our furtive roundtable was taking shape. It
looked better suited for a rogue’s hideout than a forum for
intercontinental spooks, but from what I knew of the Victorian
Ring, I figured it was it was the same difference. Rogier, Deacon
and I entered the five-story brownstone through a chain-link door
that led to a rickety service lift. The air inside was musty; the
walls were damp, and a collection of rat turds was strewn across
the elevator floor. Deacon turned his nose at the squalor as Rogier
threw the lever that brought the gears to life. The car lurched and
groaned as it began its ascent in a racket of squealing cables and
pulleys.

“Charming accommodations, Mr. Rogier,” the
surgeon remarked. But Rogier just smiled and watched the dial over
the gate.

We stopped at the third floor and were
greeted by a large hanging sign that read, St. Ives. The
smell of tobacco and booze laced the air; the mustiness of the
lower floors dissipated. Rogier raised the mesh door, and the three
of us exited into a well-maintained hallway lit with several
gothic, gaslight fixtures. The corridor was drafty but clean, and
as we neared its only obvious exit the sound of human voices
carried.

We entered a gigantic room that had all the
earmarks of a warehouse rehabilitated into a private club. The
walls were finished with rich hardwood panels, and the floor was
freshly carpeted. Six chandeliers, also gas lit, hung suspended
from bare rafters, and three billiard tables sat idle on raised
platform. There was a shooting range with four stalls on the
westward end of the floor and a grand piano next to an expensive
cherry-wood bar that spanned almost half of the east end. I counted
twelve circular tables, also cherry, between the bar and the
billiards. There were two men at one of the tables; one wore a
Senators jersey and had a cast on his right arm. The other was
older and was dressed like he was going to an opera. They stood as
we walked to meet them.

“Danny Rogier,” the man in the jersey
said.

“Simon,” Rogier said. “Want me to sign that
for you?” he asked, pointing to the plaster on his arm.

They shook hands, but I could tell they
weren’t friends. Everyone took turns introducing themselves, but no
one seemed especially impressed with anyone else. The man with the
broken arm was Simon Girty, a fellow Canadian. He was a little
older than me, with salt-and-pepper hair and a nasty scar under one
eye. There was a lot of mileage on his semi-bearded face, which he
wore with a sneering pride. The gentleman dressed to the nines was
Griffin Pretorius, an Afrikaner. He carried a cane with a fancy
silver crook and wore a white scarf draped around his neck. He had
a partial mane of pale blond hair, and a partially plucked
moustache. The introductions were succinct, and then everyone took
a seat around the table. Rogier and Girty sat across from me,
Pretorius on my right and Deacon to my left.

“I understand you have an interest in the
occult, Mr. Logan,” Pretorius said.

“Griffin’s an authority on the subject,”
Rogier said. “One of the best in the world.”

“I wouldn’t call it an interest,” I replied.
“It just comes with the territory.”

“I hope you won’t think this inappropriate,
but I brought something for you,” Pretorius said, and produced a
book from his satchel. It was a black-and-red hardcover copy of
The Werewolf by Montague Summers. “It’s from my personal
library,” he said. “I’d love to pick your brain sometime.”

It was not my first encounter with this book
by the Reverend Summers. I’d come across it at the University of
Indianapolis library many years before, but had paid it little
mind. Even when the passages weren’t penned in Latin, the archaic
style made for an awkward read. It was the driest sort of
literature with absurd references to wolf skin belts and magical
ointments to facilitate the ascension from man to Beast. The same
was true of every other “factual” book on werewolves I ever saw,
and there was always a certain amount of frustration associated
with the lack of corroboration. No one else, it seemed, knew the
Beast in the same terms I did.

I thanked him although I was surprised he
knew about my relationship with the Beast.

“I didn’t know we were having a gift
exchange,” Girty said, picking at a scab on his neck. “You want to
give him something, give him a bottle of aspirin. Can you even see
out of that eye?”

Simon Girty was in the “funeral business,” as
he called it. He’d been a self-employed vendor who’d trained in
Iran and India in the most legendary traditions of murder: Assassin
and Thugee. He was also the namesake of his infamous ancestor who
deserted the colonial army during the American Revolution to lead
Mingo and Wyandot Indians for the British Crown. He and Rogier
shared some history that neither of them divulged, leaving the
silent tension between them a mystery.

There was also some suspicious regard
directed toward Griffin Pretorius, most of it from Deacon. South
Africa’s government had left the Commonwealth in ‘61, and
apparently the occult master was more than just a bookworm. He’d
been involved with a private company set up by South African
intelligence called Long Reach Ltd. It was a front for arms
trafficking and black ops against the opponents of apartheid. But
Pretorius found a bounty of Krugerrands on his head when he split
his loyalty between P.W. Botha and Mandela’s African National
Congress. Because of his contacts within the elite Bilderberg
group, and some charitable assistance to the former Canadian
Security Service, Rogier had enlisted him on advice from the London
VR coordinator. The old Domestic Protection Directorate had
consulted the South African expat in the Saskatchewan Slasher case,
and it was Pretorius who’d first suggested the Slasher was a
werewolf.

Dr. T.H. Deacon—whom I felt like I was
meeting for the first time—had served with New Zealand’s Government
Communications Security Bureau throughout the Vietnam War. A
brilliant surgeon and logistician with important friends, he went
into business for himself to become a world-class Fixer when his
position was eliminated. While fulfilling a contract with OPEC, he
apparently made enemies of some Muslim extremists, and eventually
ended up with the Victorian Ring as one of their living dead. With
the exception of Girty, none of us were using our bona fides.

The names and places being thrown around were
dizzying. The others spoke of the Trilateral Commission, NATO
shadow governments, and coup d’etats in countries I’d barely heard
of. By the time our five-way conversation died down, I was
downright baffled. I’d originally presumed the Commonwealth
Secretary General was in charge of the VR, but now it seemed just
as likely that the White Queen of Narnia was calling the shots.

“Most of you have heard of something called
the ‘Jabberwocky,’ “ Rogier said, his conversational tone gone.
“For those who haven’t, it refers to a global crime conglomerate
whose existence has yet to be proven—at least to the satisfaction
of most.”

“Crime?” Girty repeated. “That’s a gentle way
to put it. It’s more like a catering service for the totally
depraved. You want a baby, they can get you one.”

“They don’t just sell black-market
babies,” Deacon interjected. “They harvest them in their own
brothels from Port-au-Prince to Damascus.”

“They also have a heavy hand in the white
slave trade,” Rogier continued, directing the information to me.
“Before I was a liaison officer, I investigated the trafficking of
women and children for Interpol. Child prostitution, kidnapping
rings and snuff films are some of this group’s tamer enterprises.
They run cannibal kitchens where humans are butchered and processed
like Calgary steer. They also operate an involuntary organ-donation
program, and have a fat stake in the underground blood market. Pick
up a newspaper, and you’ll see the kind of scandal that it has
created here in Canada.”

“But what the hell is a Jabberwocky?” I
asked.

“It’s a monster from a Lewis Carroll poem,”
Deacon answered. “And, as in uffish thought he stood, the
Jabberwock, with eyes of flame came whiffling through the tulgey
wood, and burbled as it came!”

“Like the Cosa Nostra they have no actual
name for themselves,” Rogier said, tracking back to topic and
addressing the table. “But it isn’t the mafia or a drug cartel
we’re talking about. It’s an insidious industry providing the most
horrific of goods and services to a multinational market. The
people running this organization make Pablo Escobar look like a
civil servant. Her Majesty’s Secret Service, Mossad, and the CIA
have had them on radar for years.

“They’re not a large group, just impeccably
networked,” Rogier went on. “Many of their activities can be
attributed to organized crime of one ethnicity or another. They
even use radical political and religious movements to cover their
tracks. And if someone from, say, Hezbollah or the 4th
Yamaguchi-gumi, implicates an even more nebulous entity, who’s
going believe them? Those groups, shadowy as they are, are part of
the conventional notion of the lunatic fringe. It’s not quite that
simple,” he admitted. “But you get the idea. Some of you may know
them by one of their tentacles—the Black Cross.”

Tanya had called them: “Devil worshipping
wet-boys.”

“They’re a diabolist-oriented murder
incorporated who hunt the periphery of the satanic underground,”
Rogier explained. “Their victims include turncoat cultists and
other, more external, enemies.”

“I know these pricks,” Girty scoffed,
scratching at the stirrup between his thumb and forefinger.
“Second-stringers.”

“What’s important is the Jabberwocky is a
certified threat to the Commonwealth,” Rogier said. “Right now, VR
coordinators in seven other member nations are holding variations
of this discussion. Our group will be focused on the Black
Cross. The RCMP Security Service began investigating the Black
Cross when they evolved in ‘67 from the Four P Movement, of
Son-of-Sam and Chuck Manson notoriety. Unfortunately, since the
CSIS was formed, the Target Approval and Review Committee have
refused to authorize further investigations. We need additional
intelligence, so Dr. Deacon and Mr. Pretorius will function as
passive probes while Girty and Mr. Logan will act as provocateurs.
Your assignments are totally detached from one another.”

With that, Rogier tossed packets with our
names on them around the table. “You’ll find everything you need in
there,” he said. “Target locations, cryptonyms and what have you.
Study them tonight, and see me personally for any clarifications
but I think you’ll find it all self-explanatory. One thing,” Rogier
paused for effect, “if at any time you think you’ve been burned,
you are to abort all proceedings and get into the wind.”

The Black Cross had become an especially
interesting subject to me ever since I’d learned of Diego’s ties to
them. There had been at least one werewolf in their ranks, so there
could be others, and that probability was a lure too appealing to
resist.

None of us opened our package at the table.
Once Rogier had said his piece, nobody wanted to talk shop. So we
broke off into pairs when he said “Goodnight.” While Girty and
Deacon played eight ball, I found myself at the piano listening to
Griffin Pretorius tickle the ivories. His melodies were measured
and moody, and they appealed to the morose in me, but mostly I
wanted to talk with the man who’d fingered the Slasher. I told him
the story of our confrontation, and he was enthralled.

“Imagine the most hideous thing you can think
of,” I said. “The most shocking act of violence you can wrap your
head around. The very existence of the Beast trumps
everything from Thomas Neill Cream to Pol Pot.”

“How do you deal with the skepticism?” he
asked. “No one believes in werewolves, certainly not the Kiwi and
that other skolly.”

“Not much I can do about that. I’ve kind of
gotten used to people thinking I’m crazy for one reason or
another.”

“Convinced myself, I seek not to
convince,” he said, as though coining a phrase. “But don’t be
quick to disregard the insane. In the esoteric world, lunatics can
be oracles and prophets—accommodating vessels for higher
intelligences. Consider the idiot savant or the cultures which
believe the mad have been touched by the divine. But I digress,” he
said. “What do you know of werewolf ancestry?”

He turned away from the keys and poured a
snifter of cognac he identified as Delamain. “I’ve studied some
very old manuscripts in some of the world’s largest libraries, and
between The Epic of Gilgamesh and Il Chronicon
di Denys de Tell-Mahre I’ve waded through my share of
fiction. However, a few years ago I came across an ancient volume
written by a Turkish scribe during the reign of Constantine the
Great. He claimed to have been granted an audience by a ‘Son of
Esau’ and took down his words.”

“Esau?” I repeated.

“It’s one of several names from a dozen
traditions that refer to the grand sire of the werewolf line. In
Arcadia he was a wolf-suckled, cannibal god, and in Thracian
mythology he was Zagreus, the great hunter. He’s the biblical
Nimrod, tyrant-king and hunter of men. They all point to the same
mysterious Lord of the Forest.”

“Did the book mention anything about the Sons
of Esau dividing up territory?” I asked. “My mentor told me about
the Lord of the Forest and his princes, and I don’t think he ever
read that book you’re talking about.”

“The Wolf-god, according to the scribe,
marked six men to become his scions. They chose their domains by
the earliest laws of birthright, from eldest to whelp. Did your
mentor teach you where the werewolf father came from?” he
asked.

“I don’t think he knows,” I said.

“I only refer to eldritch tomes and tablets,”
he said, “but most of them point to a totem culture that exalted
the wolf or to pacts with the Prince of Darkness. The Byzantine
text took the origin a bit further. It said that Esau, or whatever
you want to call him, was summoned from Hell by a stone-age warlock
or shaman.

“Have you ever heard of the satanic trinity,
Mr. Logan? It’s a kind of counterfeit godhead that consists of
Lucifer, the False Prophet and the Beast. According to the scribe,
one-third of that union—Satan himself—incarnated on a prehistoric
earth a hundred thousand years before Bethlehem.”

I considered the reach of those implications
while the snap of billiard balls clattered across the room.

“I’d call that ambitious,” I admitted. “But
the scale of what you’re saying ….” I couldn’t finish the thought;
the argument fell apart in my mind.

“It’s one book’s estimation,” he said. “Given
Constantine’s historical devotion to Christianity, the whole volume
may be nothing more than a commentary on the religious climate of
the day.”

“Not if it was ghostwritten by a Beast
prince,” I said. “Did it mention anything about the whole process
of marking? I’ve had some experience with that, and there are some
things that don’t seem to add up. I mean, I used to believe the
blood transmitted the Lineage from Wolf to man, but I’ve traded
blood with them.” I remembered the night I exchanged more than that
with a She-Wolf siren. “There has to be more to it.”

“It’s an infection of the soul, not the body
or the mind, hey. That’s the essential distinction between
lycanthropy and werewolfism. If we assume the scribe’s legitimate,
then The Lord of the Forest marked his heirs with a conscious
effort. He bit off a piece of his own soul and imparted it to them
with his teeth. No one is marked by accident, and if the Wolf-god
is indeed the third person of the satanic trinity, then all
werewolves literally carry a piece of Old Nick’s soul.”

I’d always associated the Beast with the
Devil, but hadn’t considered how accurate a comparison it might be.
Pretorius went back to the keys, and it occurred to me while he
played Moonlight Sonata that I’d listened to his
dissertation on the Beast without becoming enraged. Whenever
Michael used to tell me something new about them, the bile would
rise in my throat, and the hate would be so intense I could barely
speak.

“Quid pro quo,” Pretorius said. “It
sounded like you recognized the name Esau when I first mentioned
it.”

“I followed a Wolf from Nevada to Louisiana a
few years ago,” I replied. “He was sent to New Orleans as a
so-called ambassador of Esau, but turned out to be a little more
than that. He was rabid.”

“How’s that?” he asked, and stopped
playing.

“The one who made him washed his eyes with a
mash of his own blood and some gray matter from a rabid coyote,” I
said.

“Jesus spit in the dirt once, and with the
mud He made a blind man see,” he said. “Maybe the Antichrist isn’t
such a stretch after all.

“Do you go to the United States often?” he
asked, oddly off topic. “I go to Maryland once a year to pay my
respects to an old friend.” Then he raised his snifter as though in
salute, and took a drink.

“I have a quote that just about sums you up,
I think,” he said, his face rosy from the liquor. “Scorching my
seared heart with a pain, not Hell shall make me fear
again.”

“Sorry to interrupt,” Dr. Deacon said,
stepping up to the piano. “But I wonder if I could borrow Mr. Logan
for a moment?”

He took me aside and I walked with him to the
door as Pretorius resumed his musical solo.

“So the rock spider’s a pianist as
well,” Deacon observed, donning his bear skin. Judging by his
piercing over-the-shoulder gaze, I could only assume that “rock
spider” was derogatory. “I want you to have this,” he said, handing
me a stubby amber vial from his pocket. “I gave one to Simon as
well. It’s platypus venom.”

“As in, duck-billed?” I asked;
it sounded like a farce.

“The male of the species has spurs on its
hind legs that secrete a twenty-five-element poison. One protein
causes wound hemorrhage and another lowers the blood pressure. It
also contains acid and other components that dissolve tissue and
blood vessels so the toxin can spread more rapidly. But the
strongest elements works directly on pain receptors, producing an
excruciating pain not even morphine can blunt. “

“I don’t know what to say, Doc,” I said,
holding the squat tube up to the light. “Whoever heard of such a
thing?”

“Very few,” he admitted. “Most of the
research done on it has been anecdotal, but believe me, there’s a
long hospital stay for anyone on the other side of that phial, and
no antidote.”

There were guest rooms over the St. Ives Club
that rivaled any suite at the Crowne Plaza. Girty and I were the
only ones who took advantage of the accommodations, but even after
I retired for the night I could hear the muted blasts of Simon’s
gunfire coming from the shooting gallery. We had little to say to
each other, and perhaps it was hypocritical of me, but I had no
desire to socialize with a man who killed for
money.

The first thing I noticed about my room was
the lack of functional windows. Between the inner pane and a blank
wooden panel were bars and wires; drapery was hung to conceal the
non-view. An armoire topped with a television faced the king-size
bed where a videocassette marked “Watch Me” sat between the
pillows.

I inserted the tape into the blinking VCR,
and flipped on the set. As I removed my boots, a CBC newsreel from
a Manitoba affiliate covered the aftermath of a house fire. I
recognized my pickup next to the smoldering remains, and shook my
head in disbelief as non-descript personnel loaded a body bag into
the back of an ambulance. The voice-over narrator described the
loss as “total” and reported the death of the home’s only occupant.
Then it was time for the four-day forecast.

They didn’t mention my name, but they didn’t
have to: The people who wanted me dead would find out their own
way. I can’t say that I was surprised by any of this; Rogier had
already spelled out his intentions if not his method. But it was a
strange feeling knowing that I had died in absentia—my life and
death wrapped up succinctly and ignominiously in thirty
seconds.

I lingered in that kind of dusky half-sleep
that is the border between dream and consciousness. My mind swam
with images from my assignment packet as I visualized the places
and details it described. These imaginary scenes drifted into
memories of my Sun Dance and the cryptic visions that had come with
it: the great tree with its broken limbs; the pregnant woman on
horseback; and her alter-ego slathered with blood and her breasts
seeping black milk.







Chapter II

 


Some say British Columbia is haunted, and
more so than all the other provinces. Much of its wilderness is
hallowed ground to the First Nations—ghostly places, some cursed.
It is a land of spirit bears, ancient totems and the Northern
Lights. There are monsters there, too, deep within Lake Okanagan
and in the forests of the Queen Charlotte Islands. But sea serpents
and sasquatch were harmless curiosities, unlike the boogeyman I was
after.

The man’s name was Gerard Lucas, a former
tenant of Canada’s Carceral Archipelago. At twenty-three he’d been
remanded to the BC Penitentiary for battery and sexual assault.
After it was closed in 1980, he served the remainder of his
sentence at Kent Prison in Matsqui.

At six-foot-three and 160 pounds the recently
released Lucas looked like a refugee from a cornfield. He had
straight black hair that gathered around his shoulders, a long
vulpine nose and bulbous lips. His hollow cheeks were pitted with
acne scars, and his eyebrows looked like a caterpillar had crawled
up there and died. Gerard was a self-proclaimed Luciferian, a proud
member of the Process Church of the Final Judgment and a reputed
human-sacrificer. He held title among the Order of the Black Ram,
the same demoniacal prison gang I’d clashed with in Massauga.

Topping his bio was a likely connection to
the Black Cross; he’d narrowly escaped conviction of the murder of
two Vancouver cult members. His prison psych evaluation portrayed
him as fearless. While behind bars, Gerard habitually preyed on
larger, more powerful inmates and usually brought them to their
knees. He was a regular customer down in the hole, and had once
spent six months in solitary only to snap the chain of his
handcuffs to get at the prison chaplain.

But despite his inexplicable strength and
impetuous nature, the photos suggested nothing of the Beast in his
eyes. The very fact that he’d been incarcerated all but ruled out
any possibility that Gerard was a Wolf, but there was more to my
assignment than him.

Skewach was a little burgh situated between
Port McNeill and Campbell River on Vancouver Island. It used to be
something of a ski town before the local resort closed down, now it
was just another forgotten village on the way to somewhere else. It
was a sleepy little place at first glance. It had a five-and-dime
instead of a shopping mall, a second-run cinema instead of a
multiplex and a pool hall instead of a video arcade. There were no
fancy hotels or fast-food chains, just a humble B&B and a
corner diner. A single blinking traffic signal hung over Main
Street, and on the side of a boarded-up shoe store, in faded paint
strokes, was written, “Marry me Dawn.” Yet, for all its hometown
charm, Skewach had a scent that prickled my skin.

A man named Clayton Brewer had been arrested
in this town, and was being held there pending the arrival of an
RCMP psychiatrist. Clayton claimed to be a werewolf, and my phony
credentials said I was a shrink sent to help determine his sanity,
or lack thereof.

It was 2:00 p.m. when I walked into the small
police station. A rosy-cheeked, blonde woman of generous
proportions fielded phone calls behind a desk while a gray-haired
constable put on a pot of coffee behind her. He was a
stout-shouldered fellow with a paunch rising over his belt, and a
jaw as solid as Gibraltar.

“I’m Dr. Rance, with the Port McNeill
Detachment,” I announced, using my designated alias. “I’m looking
for Chief Constable Bradley.”

“That’s me,” the man said, putting the carafe
on the burner. “You’re here for Clay, right?”

He didn’t ask me for identification but I
flashed it anyway. It seemed a shame to waste such a nice fake ID.
Bradley struck me as needing more caffeine like he needed a third
nipple.

“That’s quite a shiner you’ve got there,” he
remarked as he fidgeted with his tie.

He motioned me into his office. “Old Clay’s
kind of a fixture around here,” he said as he closed the door.
“Every town’s got an oddball the kids make fun of. You know, they
walk down the street and mumble to themselves wearing the same
clothes all year round. Have a seat. We pick him up for vagrancy
two, three times a year, give him three hots and a cot and usually
let him go the next day.”

He alternated between rustling his hair and
smoothing it out while he continued. “Clay’s papa died when he was
just a boy; practically raised himself. He did odd jobs for the
resort when he got older—spent the money on hard liquor and showed
up at the lodge drunk once too many times. He’s been kicked around
more times than a stray dog, and they used to make him drink from
the spittoon to pay for his whisky. Bad as he’s been treated, I
never knew him to raise a hand to anyone, and I’d always considered
him to be a harmless character.”

“And now he thinks he’s a werewolf?” I asked.
“I take it this is a recent development?”

“Yep,” he replied, scratching his head. “That
and the grave robbing. My deputy, Bryce Dietz, was hunting up on
Diamondhead Branch and found Clay digging for a body in a little
family cemetery up in those hills. We all knew he was a little off
plumb, but when Bryce went to arrest him Brewer went bat-shit
crazy—screaming and hollering about being a werewolf, even tried to
bite ol’ Bryce. First time we ever had to put the bracelets on
him.”

“What did he have to say for himself, once
he’d calmed down?” I asked.

“Nonsense,” Bradley answered.

As a Wolf, Clayton didn’t seem to fit the
bill, but I’d learned a long time ago that deluded fools can make
faithful servants to the Beast. When the Chief Constable fetched
him from his cell, Clayton was as quiet as a heel hound. He was a
stringy old man whose hair and beard were matted into clumps, and
he stank even though he wore a clean prison jumpsuit. Bradley
agreed to leave him alone with me, and since there were no windows
and no listening devices in the interrogation room, I was eager to
get started.

“Excuse the smell, Dr. Rance,” Bradley said
as he led him in. “It just sort of clings to him.

“Sit down here, Clay. This fellow is going to
ask you some questions, and you better play nice because I’ll be
right outside the door.”

Clayton’s tangled locks obscured his face as
he eased into the chair across the table from me. His hands were
cuffed behind him, but once Bradley was gone he seemed more
frightened than anything else.

“I’m not here to hurt you, Clayton—can I call
you Clayton?”

He hiked his bony shoulders and shook the
hair from his face. “Call ya Clayton,” he repeated, like he was
mocking me.

His eyes, the proverbial windows to the soul,
were burned out with madness but they reflected no Beast. Still,
there was more to his fragrance besides urine and body odor. I felt
it radiate from him, like a pale nimbus around a wintry moon. He’d
been in their presence. I pulled a pack of Pall Malls from my
jacket, lit one and offered it to him. “They’re a little stale,” I
warned. “I don’t smoke them fast enough.”

“A lil’ stale,” he mimicked.

I put the cigarette in his mouth. “I guess
you don’t have to worry about lung cancer or smoker’s cough if
you’re a werewolf,” I observed, and once again he repeated my words
back to me.

“You don’t have to worry about much at all,”
I said, “except stuff like this.” I sat a .45 round on the table,
and watched his pupils swell.

“Silver bulyet,” he said; his first original
contribution to the dialogue. There was the slightest hint of
surprise in his tone, and then his expression changed to what I can
only describe as muted contentment.

“That one’s just old-fashion lead,” I said,
bursting his bubble. Then I sat the genuine article next to it.
“This one’s not.”

He jerked his head away and stared at the
floor, mouthing something to himself that sounded vaguely like the
smack of chewing gum. I put the rounds back in my pocket and waited
for him to recuperate from what I thought might be embarrassment.
But the mentally disturbed don’t always get embarrassed, and that’s
what Clayton was: roundly and tragically disturbed. The uneaten
half of his cigarette fell to the floor in a puddle of bloody
drool, and then he glanced back over his shoulder at me. A ratty
strand of hair hung over one eye and few rotten teeth winked
through his chewed bottom lip.

“She said you’d be comin’,” he muttered, just
above a whisper. Brown flakes of tobacco speckled the pink slaver
collecting in his chin whiskers.

“Who is she?” It was the obvious
question to ask, even though I knew better than to expect an
intelligible answer. Clayton took the appearance of impish child,
smug with a secret. He put his head on the table like he was
waiting for a headsman’s axe and went from gibbering incoherently
to singing, Old Dan Tucker. Crazy or not, there were
at least a dozen ways I could’ve persuaded him to talk to me, and
none of them pleasant. I’d beaten men into ghosts for keeping the
company of Wolves, but I’d come too far for that sort of thing.

When I emerged from the interrogation room
there was a younger constable in the station who was a walking
advertisement for Aqua Velva. He was talking to the plump,
blonde-haired lady.

“Finished, already?” Bradley asked, from
behind his desk.

“He’s not fit for trial,” I announced,
stating the obvious. “I’ll have a colleague come up in the next few
days to take care of the formalities.”

The constable took off his reading glasses
and tapped a pencil against his coffee cup. “Is Clay one of those …
what do you people call it?”

“Chief,” I interrupted, “in all the nonsense
Clayton’s been babbling, did he say anything about a woman?”

“Who could tell?” he said, raising his palms.
“If he’s not repeating your every word, he’s inventing his own
language. Bryce!” he shouted through me. “Did Clay mention anything
about a woman to you?”

“A woman?” the younger cop called back,
making his way toward the office. “Not that I can recall. You’re
with E Division?” he asked me.

“Dr. Rance,” I said. “Chief Bradley tells me
you found Clayton trying to steal a body from a cemetery. Would you
mind taking me there?” Convinced as I was of Clayton’s dementia,
there was more to his ghoulish effort than insanity. Someone had
encouraged him to spoil the dead.

“Lycanthrope!” Bradley interjected, slapping
his desk for emphasis.

 


* * *

 


Diamondhead Branch was only accessible by an
unpaved trail that ran across the ridge of a sparsely populated
mountain. The sun was bright, but the foliage was so thick that it
may as well have been twilight as I followed Constable Dietz
through the mud ruts in my rental. Isolated homes peeped through
woods of red alder and cottonwood, and a lynx darted across the
path, startled by our approach.

The mud curled over our soles as we picked
through the brambles that had grown over the rusted cemetery gate.
Clumps of lady fern and dandelions sprouted from the rich, wet soil
while a sparrowhawk foraged for insects in a fallen maple.

“I almost forgot how sloppy the mountains get
in the spring,” I said.

“I come up here just about every Sunday
afternoon,” he said. “Never saw Clayton anywhere near here
before.”

“It was during the day?” I asked, surveying
an eclectic assembly of overgrown headstones.

“Two o’clock,” he said. “It’s almost like he
wanted me to catch him.”

Most of the stones, some of which dated back
to the late 19th century, were broken or cracked, crudely made and
facing west. Most of the names on the markers had eroded to
illegibility, but the ones I could read bore the inscription:
“Blackscrabble.” Instead of epitaphs they were decorated with
bizarre emblems slick with wear. The only mound of unsettled dirt
lay at the foot of a rude cement marker.

“That’s her,” Dietz nodded, scratching his
chin with his wedding band. “Margaret Blackscrabble. Clayton had
practically exhumed her by the time I found him—don’t know who put
her back in the ground.” Bryce picked up a broken chunk of concrete
and flung it into the woods. “Not many Blackscrabbles left around
here. Bad seed, I hear.”

I studied Margaret’s grave, the foot smears
around it, and the spade marks where the earth had been tamped
down. “Any idea how Brewer got way up here?” I asked.

“Clayton’s officially nuts,” he answered.
“What difference does it make?”

“I may be a psychiatrist,” I said, trying to
re-enforce my character. “But I’m a Mountie first.”

Faint though they were, a single set of
indentions entering the cemetery from the opposite gate lingered in
the mire and the red clover.

“What’s up there?” I asked, gesturing into
the western hills.

“Decent squirrel hunting,” he answered.
“That’s all I know.”

“Think I’ll take a walk,” I said. “Thanks for
bringing me up, deputy. I can find my own way back.”

Dietz looked puzzled by my decision, and
uncertain about leaving me in the forest alone. “You don’t want me
to go with you?” he asked.

“No need to feel obliged,” I replied. “I’m
versatile. But if you’re coming, do me a favor and let me lead, so
I can follow the tracks.”

Dietz took his hands from his pockets and
looked at the ground around him. “Tracks?”

I couldn’t tell who’d made the trail, but it
stretched into the west, over creeks and up drainage ruts into
highland fields and around small mountain lakes. Dietz undoubtedly
wondered how far we were going but he never asked, nor did he
complain about the difficult trek. He only commented that he’d
never hiked so far in this direction.

By 4:00 p.m., our shoes were soaked through,
and our trousers were slathered with mud to our knees. We stopped
on a knoll and spotted a curl of smoke rising through the trees in
the valley below.

“Looks like a house or something down there,”
Dietz said, resting with his palms on his knees.

“Your nose is bleeding,” I informed him. As
he drew a finger along his upper lip to wipe it away, a rattlesnake
sounded its alarm in my head. My first instinct was to draw my Colt
M1911, but I recognized the spiritual nature of the threat and left
it in its holster. The smoke was a dark finger stretching from the
wooded gorge and troubling the air with its malice. As liquid
trails drizzled from Dietz’s nostrils and dripped onto his belly,
he blotted it against the cuff of his shirtsleeve.

“I don’t get nosebleeds,” he said
shamefacedly, and looking like he might choke. His back arched and
his face flushed as blood erupted from his nose with a projectile
force that distended his nostrils. I’d never seen anything quite
like it. Something unnatural was bleeding him to death, and all I
could do was watch it happen. He pinched below the bridge and
tilted his head back to stem the flow, but it gurgled in his throat
and bubbled out his mouth. Then he doubled over and vomited a
geyser of glistening vermilion.

His legs caved and he fell to all fours,
panicking in the copious splatter of his own gore. He tried to get
to his feet, but there was no traction in the blood slick and he
floundered to his belly. I knelt beside him and turned him over as
his eyes rolled over white, and a blood fountain surged across my
chest and neck, spattering my lips with the taste of hot copper. I
asked the Wise One Above, who is the Great Spirit of the Cheyenne,
to curb this witchery, but Deputy Bryce Dietz had already been
milked of his life down to the dregs.

I stood up and wiped at the blood on my face,
where it smeared like gruesome war paint. The spectral, malevolent
smoke loitered and seemed to be calling me into the dim valley from
where it emanated. The feel of blood cooling against my face roused
the warrior in me, and though Bryce’s murder tempted me to wrath, I
steeled myself against all emotion and descended the ravine like a
Cheyenne.

The vernal thaw had flooded the dell’s basin,
and yet the scent of burning wood was as sharp as the presence of
sorcery as I trudged through a marshy gamut of otherworldly
movement. Shadows, more than could be accounted for by the
encroaching dusk, bustled among the trees and skidded over the
pools of ice melt. The valley was like a gateway to a much more
nefarious place. The land breathed its own baleful imitation of
life.

Through ebbing sunlight, the shape of a
stilted house rose from the brackish water. It was a tumbledown
structure, cobbled from motley scraps of lumber and creek rock. The
front yard, if you could call it that, was littered with a
miscellany of flotsam and jetsam. All garbage from the flanking
hills had apparently washed down and collected there.

An assortment of oblong boxes were among the
refuse jutting from the mud and morass—paupers’ coffins. Some were
partially submerged while others had been dashed open,
half-spilling their gaunt relics of humanity. As I drew nearer to
the ramshackle hut, faces stared out at me from all sides of it,
leering through the blackened trees and pools of floating rubbish.
They were tribal masks, most likely Nuxalk, and they brooded from
the house with long, dolorous features and bulging eyes. Some were
hybrids of man, bird, and animal, while others were grotesque with
corpulent, fleshy surfaces and heavy eyebrows. Their ponderous
jowls and bizarre, gaping mouths were frozen in perpetual surprise.
The area was inversely reminiscent of Michael Winterfox’s
hermitage.

The stench of raw sewage wafted from the murk
like rancid steam, and human sludge curled over the gangplanks
stacked into a walkway over the sludge. I climbed the homemade
stairs through a miasma of putrid tissues and open intestines. The
porch was soft and the rails were warped, bordering on rotten. A
ragged curtain covered the doorstep, screening an anonymous shape
standing on the other side.

“He’s quiet as a cat,” said the travesty of a
woman’s voice.

I pushed through the curtain and stepped
inside to see human bodies in various stages of decay propped up
with old mop handles around a long table, like some ghastly dinner
party. The table was covered with a hodgepodge of random bones,
candles and bowls. From the rafters hung a curious menagerie of
sticks, thatched together for no discernable purpose. Past the
corpses and crypt artifacts lining the walls, at the far end of the
hovel, a butchered hog swung from a gambrel with its entrails
coiled to the floor. A rusty butcher knife coated with red lather
sparkled in the hearth light, and the one holding it personified
the vision of a witch, right down to her moldy hair and
bacon-grease complexion.

“You kill these folks like you did the
constable?” I asked, indicating her post-mortem décor. My skin
nearly ached from the negative force exuding from her wizened
form.

Her face was as wrinkled as a rotting gourd
and she looked like she should have been in the ground ages ago.
Her head was a ball of pitted cork and black, ropy veins pushed
from beneath tissue-paper-thin skin. It was hard to tell whether
she was actually alive or some walking abomination, but beneath the
open sores and lice were distinct Aboriginal features. She was a
sorceress, a cunning-woman, the antithesis of a shaman. Her
toenails, which protruded from her bare feet, were urine-yellow
bird talons. They scratched the floor with a slow, sickening scrape
as she shuffled across the room toward me. The rattlesnake in my
head sounded its warning, but I remained strangely at
ease.

“Finally to meet the Woodsman,” she said, as
though talking to someone else. She wasn’t speaking English, or any
language I’d heard before, but I understood every word.

“Did he know he was a monster’s myth?” she
asked like she was querying no one in particular.

She became more hideous with every halting
step she took toward me, with festering ulcers bulging like white
grapes from her neck, and her eyes white with cataract film. I
should have been blowing her apart—I knew that—but instead I
watched her keep coming.

“In the old stories,” she said, creeping
closer, “the evil ones kept their hearts in a box, separate from
their bodies. The hero had to find and destroy it. That’s what
he does. He finds and destroys.”

She ran a harpy claw over the table as she
shambled by, spilling a bowl of crystalline dust into a loose batch
of dirty yellow powder that looked like a mixture of bee pollen and
graveyard dirt. She snatched up a handful while swine blood dripped
off her blade and made wet asterisks under her soles. She put her
fist to her mouth and blew into it like a trumpet, sending the dust
into my eyes where it burned like hot oil. The fierce, sudden pain
broke whatever spell she’d cast over me, and I reached for my Colt
and fired. The pistol reports mixed with her cackling, but somehow
the bullets missed her. I reached into the calm of myself and shut
down the sting of hornets in my eyes, but I still couldn’t see.

“They call me, priestess; them he calls
‘Beast.’ “ It was a wraithlike, ambivalent pronouncement, coming
from everywhere and nowhere at once.

I was well-versed in fighting blind; it was
one of the first skills in the Reydosnin repertoire, but I couldn’t
draw a bead on her location. Both eyelids began to swell as I sang
the words Michael had taught me, an ululation to protect me from
the Spirit World’s darker side. Her deranged, sardonic laugh
stalked me in the darkness.

“Little Mystic, I call him,” she bleated.

I fired a third time, relying on the sound of
her voice to betray her position, but it did not.

Wolves were coming; I could feel the frenzied
throb of their heartbeats in the back of my brain, and my weapon
was already half-empty. As I pushed the .45 into my waistband, I
felt the air move and knew her carving knife was descending. Still
chanting, I skinned my Bowie and slashed back at her to no avail;
she seemed intangible. Her sullied blade swept for my throat once
more, but this time my knife notched into hers. I chopped it from
her grasp and heard it skim along the floor.

“I have seen what awaits him,” she hissed.
“This is his only chance to die proud and go to his ancestors,
whole.”

The owl is an ill omen to many aboriginal
peoples. My blood brother was a specter of death and the hag
shrieked when it swooped through the doorway unbidden. My night
watch had arrived.

Into my blindness came streamers of black
light, like the primal rays of a dark sun. Through the horned
bird’s eyes I saw a kaleidoscope of warm grays, cool whites and
strange, monochrome impressions from some unknown slice of the
spectrum. There were no colors, and limited aspects of dimension,
but the view was 360 degrees of indescribable definition.

The witch tore at her nit-infested hair as
the owl perched atop a corpse’s half-peeled skull. I readjusted the
silver-steel Bowie and lunged as she seized the arm of one of her
expired dinner guests, pulled it from the shoulder with a
gelatinous smack of rotten tendons, and brandished it like a
bludgeon. I saw her in reversed shades of black and white, like a
photo negative, and as she met my charge I ducked the cadaver arm
and drew my blade under the shelf of her ribs. Her grisly cudgel
slapped to the floor, but she was instantly at my back with uncanny
reflexes. She grabbed my head and probed for my eyes with jagged,
brown nails. As I jarred the back of my head into her face I felt
her bones collapse, but she would not relinquish her vice-like
grip.

“Take him, my babies!” she bellowed.

The Wolves were close. The huff of their
breath was wild in the gloom as a pack of three raced through the
bog, goaded by their priestess’ call.

I slipped beyond the reach of her talons, and
buried four inches of silver-steel into the crumbling vault of her
skull; still, she spat and scratched like a terror-bird. I drove
her out the door and into the porch railing, forcing her backward
over the banister with one hand around her gristly throat. Her face
jostled like a sack of busted ceramic as I rained down punches and
wrung her over the rail. The beam creaked, and the incision in her
belly yawned on fibrous strands. When her spine finally broke, it
sounded like the wet snap of a rotten stick, and at first I thought
the rail had busted. Her carcass draped over the bar, clinging to
its halves by a few strips of sinew, her black entrails a
desiccated nest of eels.

I twisted my knife from the seam of her
parietal bones, and the owl exited the shanty as swiftly as it had
arrived, whisking over my head into the swampy darkness. From its
aerial perspective, I saw the three Beasts coming. They ran on all
fours with an urgency I’d not sensed in a Wolf since New Orleans,
and a stealth that rivaled the restless spirits of the hollow. With
hides drenched in bilge water and muck, they surrounded the shack.
One climbed the rickety steps, briefly regarded the divided body of
its matron and rose to its hind legs as it pushed past the entry
blind. The other two flattened the door near the gutted pig, and
also stood erect.

To their olfactory senses, the fetid
environment was amplified a thousand times, effectively disguising
my scent with hog bowels and the putrefaction of human carrion.
Sandwiched and stacked between the mortal detritus of four corpses,
I swallowed my own air and waited for them to step into my kill
zone.

The first one was a ragged monstrosity with a
single eye—a window to the abyss. It roiled with the blood of a
thousand kills and blackened the very shadows with its gaze. From
the back entrance, the second Wolf sniffed at the dead sow, and
grazed its hide with the longest talons I’d ever seen; toothless,
parallel smiles opened in the pig’s flesh. The third Wolf wore an
extra set of teeth in its jaws, like a shark’s, and shadowed its
companion with a serrated grin. Its lower lip sagged full of drool,
showing a riotous jumble of hooked dentate set in black gums.

It was getting harder to stifle the throb
behind my eyelids, and the hag’s yellow dust had found its way
under my bandages, too, creating a slow burn between the stitches.
I had four rounds left, so I didn’t move, and I didn’t breathe as
they skulked through the hut. Soon, they’d isolate the sound of my
heartbeat, and I’d have to deliver three mortal wounds as fast as
the Colt could cycle. I judged two of their triumvirate to be
older, more dangerous Wolves who absolutely had to be killed
instantly. The long-clawed one seemed more of a tag-along, but with
its share of brass and swagger. Pulling the trigger on one
experienced werewolf—especially one so close and primed for
blood—was tempting calamity, even for me. Two of them spelled
nothing less than certain death, but the spirits were with me.

Xamaeše’šenovôtse—Brother Rattlesnake—I need
the swiftness of your strike.

As if stricken by a sudden bout of grief,
One-Eye tossed back its head and roared the table crockery into
pieces. The walls of the shack trembled as a silver dum-dum
exploded in its heart, but Long-Claw and Many-Teeth rushed in on me
almost before the Colt had ejected its brass. In a fraction of
second, almost too fast to reckon, Many-Teeth pushed Long-Claw to
one side, only to inherit a wadcutter which blossomed in its brain
and dropped it facedown. Now Long-Claw stared down the .45’s
rifling with fear swimming in its eyes. Regardless of its
preternatural reflexes, the werewolf’s immaturity had allowed me to
lock it in my sights. It must’ve seemed strange to be bested by a
blind man.

I rose from the pile of stinking cadavers and
put a slug into its belly. It yowled and slumped to its knees as I
pressed the Colt into its brow.

“Descend!” I ordered. “Take your human form,
or die in this one.”

The creature didn’t need a second warning,
and began its reverse metamorphosis, and I watched without a trace
of the scathing anger that had possessed me every other time I’d
seen it. I was calm and in control of my emotions as pelt shrank
into pores, fangs into pink gums. While its bones reconfigured in
crunching, halting spasms, its muzzle contracted into a distinctive
French nose, and the saber-talons withdrew into the cuticles until
they were just fingernails—the two middle fingers were the same
length. What kneeled at my feet was a naked youth clutching his
bleeding stomach; terrified of the Woodsman he and his brethren had
come to kill.

“Your name,” I demanded. “You already know
me.”

The silver poison in his bloodstream must’ve
pained him even more than his wound, but he forced himself to
answer.

“Gandillon,” he stammered. “Martin
Gandillon.”

“Bore me with details, Martin.”

He didn’t require additional coaxing. He said
the witch had been a spiritual adviser to him and his bloodline,
but denied any knowledge of Clayton Brewer.

“Brewer had the taint of your kind on him,” I
told him. “You sure you want to lie to me?”

With watery eyes he admitted that the two
older Wolves had been his father and uncle, and that he was a
rape-child born of a human slave, but insisted he knew no one named
Brewer. He went on to accuse me of the death of another uncle—the
poacher I’d shot as a teen. The first Wolf I’d ever killed.

“Gerard Lucas,” I said. “Do you know
that name?” I put the pistol under his chin for
emphasis.

“His momma was a Blackscrabble,” he
whimpered. The toxic rush from my silver bullet was getting to him
now, but he told me the story, how years ago the Gandillon and
Blackscrabble families fought a feud that made the Hatfields and
McCoys’ look like a barn-raising. Unlike those Appalachian clans,
the Gandillon-Blackscrabble war had involved more than hunting
rifles and hatchets.

Amos Blackscrabble had been a fallen
clergyman who corrupted a nubile Bella Coola girl named Skuclikwana
with his wiles. He’d embraced her pagan deities, but only for their
darkest aspects and to blaspheme a faith he’d felt had betrayed
him. Together they’d learned to invoke the dead, spread disease and
had taught their children to work in poison and betrayal. They’d
studied and practiced the Seven Deadly Sins as high art. For three
generations, every family that married a Blackscrabble became part
of their iniquitous regime; that is, until the Gandillons
arrived.

Martin said his family had come from France
ages before, but even then they were a pack of werewolves. When
they moved into British Columbia, the Blackscrabbles recognized
they were a threat to their backwoods empire, and the family
patriarch called on the cleverest and most barbarous of his kin to
lay a trap for their new rivals.

But Skuclikwana had something else in mind,
and struck a seditious pact with the Gandillon Wolves, offering
them her dark powers in exchange for the mysteries of theirs. In an
act of treachery to out-Herod Herod, she betrayed husband and
house, and in just six days the Gandillons decimated a family of
necromancers, killers and rogues nearly fifty times their size. The
survivors scattered from the mountains, leaving their legacy to
ruin, but according to Martin, there had been Blackscrabbles in the
century since—such as Margaret and Gerard Lucas—who’d returned to
these haunted hills to learn from the ones who’d vanquished them.
He didn’t have to tell me what had happened to Skuclikwana—what was
left of her dangled like saddlebags beyond the doorway.

Martin pushed his throat against my pistol
pipe and squeezed his eyes shut. “Do it,” he whispered. “I been
part devil my whole life; I don’t want it no more.”

I’d killed the other two too fast for my
emotions to rise, but now it was different. I had my enemy at my
feet—gelded, beaten—and that weakness courted my wrath. I could
feel it like a seed aching to bud in the pit of my stomach. I
thought about how good it would feel to let it bloom again, and
remembered the taste of the hot bile that used to drench my throat.
The temptation was provocative, but I knocked it back and gathered
the reins of serenity I’d almost let go. I drew a stoic breath and
finished my business with the Wolf cub without the benefit of
rage.

I hadn’t navigated blind through the
wilderness since I was a youngster. I drew from those experiences
as I groped in the darkness, picking my way through the duff and
relying on the sound of breeze and the faint, lingering scent of
Dietz’s aftershave to plot a course. When I eventually found a
creek, I washed the witch’s dust from my eyes, and by the time I
found the vehicles my vision was returning.

I tried to raise the Skewach P.D. on the
radio in Dietz’s Scout, but there was no response. I didn’t know
how I was going to explain to Bradley that his deputy had died from
an extravagant nosebleed, but a more thorough interview with
Clayton was bound to follow.

It was almost 2:00 a.m. when I arrived back
at the station, and even before I tried the door, I could sense
something wasn’t right. There were no lights on and the deadbolt
was locked—I’d never known a cop-shop to keep banker’s hours. I
slipped the pistol from my belt when someone threw the latch from
inside. As the door slowly eased open, I caught a glimpse of
trouser legs walking away. I stepped inside to the smell of fresh
blood: It seemed to be the night for it.

“Shut the door behind you,” said the tall man
in the gray flannel suit. He stood next to the dispatch counter and
turned on a desk lamp, illuminating bullet holes, broken glass, and
brick-red rivulets that intersected in the tile grooves. I locked
the door and kept my Colt on him.

“Easy, Dr. Rance. We play for the same team,”
he said in a monotone voice. “I’m Alexandretta, an associate of Mr.
Daniel Rogier. Watch your step, and come with me. Stay away from
the windows. I hope that isn’t your blood you’re wearing.”

He proceeded toward the back, and I couldn’t
decide who was more trusting, him for turning his back on me or me
for following him. The contents of a shattered coffee pot mingled
with the portly dispatcher’s blood as she lay facedown behind her
toppled desk chair, her blonde hair matted with the aftermath of an
exit-wound. Spent 9mm casings and empty 12-gauge shells had been
carelessly left behind. Chief Bradley was slumped and doubled
against his office door, covered in broken beveled glass. His Ruger
Security-Six lay next to him, and the buckshot wounds in his trunk
looked like the result of some hemorrhagic disease.

“Who the hell did this?” I asked, biting on
air.

“Not my concern,” Alexandretta said,
coldly.

He was a raw-boned fellow; half a head taller
than I and with a dry manner of speaking that reminded me of one of
those dull professor-types. He opened the heavy steel doors that
led past the interview room and into the detention area.

“They killed the bad guys too,” he said,
dryly, and stopped in front of the cell gallery.

Two prisoners had been blasted with shotguns
while lying on their bunks, but the gunmen had fired for effect on
Clayton Brewer. If the assortment of brass and green plastic
casings didn’t testify to overkill, then his tattered, barely
recognizable body did.

“I hate bush leaguers,” Alexandretta said
with disdain, like a maestro snubbing the work of a street
musician.

“What exactly is your concern?” I
asked.

“Mr. Rogier wants you to meet someone in
Vancouver before you proceed with the script,” he said. “They’ll be
waiting at the Queen Elizabeth Theater tomorrow morning.

“The Chief Constable told me you went for a
ride with his deputy,” he said, switching gears. “He couldn’t get
through to him on his radio, and I tried several times
myself—without any luck. I called back here around midnight but all
I got was static, so I drove in to evaluate. This is what I walked
into.”

“There’s a bigger picture here,” I said.
“Even if you don’t care about two dead peace officers, the fact
that someone had the balls to gun through a police station just to
kill a crazy old man has to send up some kind of flag. He was the
reason I came here in the first place.” I pointed to Brewer’s body.
“And this was more than a rampage.”

A voice crackled through the idle radio up
front, asking for someone to respond.

“I suggest you finish up whatever business
you have, Dr. Rance, before this town is teeming with Horsemen. You
look like a dirty maxi-pad.”

I found the key to the storage lockers and
pulled out a plain metal box labeled “Brewer.” The clothes inside
were sour smelling rags with empty, ripped pockets. His shoes were
missing laces and fitted with cardboard soles; they hadn’t made the
tracks I’d followed from the cemetery. A stained pillowcase had
served as Clayton’s luggage, and I emptied it onto the table in the
interview room while Alexandretta hovered nearby checking his
watch.

“You’re some kind of courier?” I asked,
knowing it wasn’t an accurate summation.

One side of his mouth turned slightly upward
like it might risk a smile. “More like quality control for Mr.
Rogier’s investments,” he said. “I protect the promising ones, and
liquidate those that tank. Really what I do is make sure
meat-eaters like you turn with the gears without gumming up the
works.”

“There’s nothing here but homeless guy
stuff,” I said, sorting through threadbare mittens, the uneaten
portion of a fossilized hamburger and an empty bottle of cheap
bourbon.

“You were expecting something else?” he
asked.

I sifted through a mixed bag of cigarette
butts, peppermint candies and loose coins, and thumbed through a
shabby paperback copy of, Paradise Lost. The pages were
marked with some torn-out crossword puzzles from the Times
Colonist, each of which had been solved in the same hand. I opened
a dirty, wrinkled envelope to find a sepia tone photograph of a
somber-faced bride and groom—typical for old wedding photos. It was
creased across the center, and written on the back in fading ink:
“August and Harriet Brewar—Raesfeld, 1916.” Clayton’s parents on
their wedding day, I suspected. The fact that he’d carried it with
him made him all the more tragic.

“Look here,” Alexandretta said, stepping in
and gingerly lifting a white piece of fabric from Brewer’s effects.
“Awfully clean, isn’t it?”

“It’s a hotel wash cloth,” I observed, taking
it from him.

“The Meredith Towers, no less,” he added,
nodding at the embroidered monogram. “For a tramp, your friend had
expensive tastes in lodging.”

The telephone began ringing at the front
desk, and Alexandretta folded his arms. “Tick-tock,” he said.

I quickly scrubbed off my crust of muddy
blood in the jailhouse showers, and then changed into a fresh set
of clothes. Alexandretta was waiting for me at the station’s back
door, facing the alley.

“Your clothes,” he said, handing me a stuffed
garbage bag. “Take my car; it’s safe and has a full tank. Leave it
at the Queen Elizabeth Theater, and I’ll have it picked up.”

He handed over his keys while I loaded my
duffel bags in the trunk of his Audi 200 Quattro. I told him about
Dietz’s body and the abandoned rental car on Diamondhead Branch,
but he assured me these were minor details.

“I doubt his wife will think so,” I said.

“Did you get this in your eyes?” he asked,
showing me the golden particles on the ball of his index finger.
“There were some leftovers on your shirt,” he explained. “The
residue has a faintly bitter LSD taste to it. Been hearing any good
colors?”

“Have you?” I shut the trunk and scratched my
head. “Either you’re a human crime-lab in addition to everything
else, or that’s personal experience talking. Since you’ve tasted
it, maybe you can get back with me in the next hour and let me know
for sure.”

It was one of the bloodiest evenings in
recent memory, and had left me with plenty to think about. Who
killed Clayton Brewer wasn’t as important as why. I’d believed
Martin when he’d disavowed any knowledge of him, and I was
beginning to suspect the connection between Brewer and the witch
wasn’t as substantial as it had seemed. On top of all that, if I
were to believe Alexandretta’s impromptu analysis, I’d been dosed
with the most potent hallucinogen known to science. I’d experienced
the effects of psychedelic drugs before—every time I’d swallowed
the Black Drink—but until I’d pledged myself to the Great Mystery
there’d been nothing spiritual about it.

To the First Nations, such substances were
sacrosanct; they were as recreational as consecrated wine. If
sharing the eyes of my totem animal had been part of an
unintentional acid trip, it didn’t necessarily invalidate the
experience. On the other hand, the fact I wasn’t still tripping
seemed to refute the possibility. The important thing was I’d
fought my implacable adversary with cold precision, devoid of hate.
There was pride in that accomplishment, like a rummy turning down a
drink.

The Meredith Towers were located in
Vancouver, and according to my file, so was Gerard Lucas—an
incriminating factor considering his Blackscrabble ancestry. I was
still fairly certain that Clayton had been used as bait, but by
whom wasn’t as clear anymore. Maybe it shouldn’t have mattered to
me—after all, Gerard was my primary target—but this whole operation
had become thick with the Beast. Unlike Alexandretta, I couldn’t
afford to defer Clayton’s murder to the RCMP.

It was nearly 7:00 a.m. when I parked
Alexandretta’s Audi at the Theater, under one of the many banners
hanging throughout Vancouver welcoming the world to the 1986
Exposition. I found the theater’s doors unlocked, and passed a
lobby card for the Royal Winnipeg Ballet as I stepped inside. The
auditorium boasted a single balcony, nearly 3,000 seats, and a
proscenium arch stage made of dark-stained maple. A recognizable
figure loitered around the orchestra pit, appraising the choral
risers and cyclorama with rapt interest. Andrew Hillary, Tanya’s
secretary, didn’t notice me until I was at his back.

“Jesus!” My sudden appearance startled the
word from him.

“If I was a snake, you’d be bit,” I
said.

“The boards in here creak when mice walk
across them,” he muttered in his typical nasal fashion. “I would’ve
thought I’d heard you come in.”

“I wasn’t really expecting you either,” I
admitted while he adjusted his necktie and recovered from the
surprise. “Are you here by yourself?”

“Looks like someone clocked you with a
nine-iron,” he said. “Actually I was supposed to meet Ms. Clemons
last night, but she didn’t check into the hotel. No matter though,
in such an eventuality I’m supposed to handle things. Nice old
house, wouldn’t you say?”

“Hillary, I haven’t slept in two days, so if
you could just get to the part where you tell me what I don’t want
to hear.”

“Your eyes are bloodshot,” he said,
and then cleared his throat when I crossed my arms. “Last Tuesday a
woman phoned into a local late-night radio program called
Sounds of the City. Ever listened to it? Never mind.
She told the host she’d picked up a lover for the evening and she
was going to make an example of him after he’d satisfied her. The
next morning at a downtown east-side motel, a chambermaid found a
man’s body lashed to the bedposts with his own intestines. She’d
cut him open and festooned the room in Grand Guignol style with his
entrails. The previous evening’s call had been placed from the
room.” He paused there, as if waiting for some kind of
reaction.

“Was it the Meredith Towers?” I asked,
prepared to be uninterested in his story if it wasn’t.

“No,” he answered. “But the body had your
name cut across its shoulders. Naturally, when the police ran a
check they discovered your recent demise. I have your obit, by the
way, if you’d like to have it.”

“They’re calling me out,” I said, more to
myself than Hillary.

“As you probably know,” he continued, “the
Green River Killer has chalked up a suspected death toll of around
40 prostitutes since ‘82. The Seattle and Vancouver PDs think this
might be a revenge killing by a prostitute. What better way
to, ‘make an example’ than to kill a john. The Service quarantined
the cadaver before the Horsemen or Green River Task Force could dig
in, claiming the victim’s identity was a matter of national
security.”

“If you want somebody dead you cut their
throat or shoot them in the face,” I said. “A man disemboweled and
carved up like a sweetheart tree sounds more like ritual than
revenge. I want to see this body.”

“And the Director General wants you to as
well; that’s why I’m here. You can decide if or how your
implication in this murder affects your current obligations.”

Andrew Hillary’s manner was as awkward as a
monkey fucking a football, and his adolescent tone had irritated me
since we’d first met at the Jonah Hamilton briefing. He was a gawky
little man and wasn’t privy to the same world I’d been introduced
to, but when it came to facts and figures I trusted his
judgment.

I was disappointed and a little concerned
that Tanya wasn’t in town, especially since I hadn’t seen her in so
long, but I was used to her elusive and somewhat fickle nature.

Hillary drove us from the city core into
historical Gastown with its handsome brick façades, Victorian
architecture and cobblestone streets. We passed the old Canadian
Pacific Railway Station and a variety of courtyards, galleries and
mews until we came to a building that was once the tallest in the
British Empire. The Dominion building dominated the West Hastings
and Cambie Street contour with the shadow of its Adamesque
scrollwork and terra cotta tiles. Massive Corinthian columns stood
at its doorways, and a mansard roof watched the rest of Gastown
from thirteen stories up.

“The Service keeps a small morgue on the
12th floor,” Hillary explained as he parked his
Volkswagen. “It’s a temporary facility until the World’s Fair is
over.”

As we entered the landmark building, I
noticed a floor directory that labeled the 12th story:
“Under Renovation.” Other than a group of international students
hurrying by, presumably late for class, the Dominion building
seemed as vacant as the Theater had been.

“I guess there was an autopsy done,” I said
as we rode the old elevator car.

Hillary nodded. “Our pathologists did an
examination at Vancouver General before putting him on ice here.
They determined he died from blunt trauma to the head before being
eviscerated. Say, you haven’t eaten lately have you?”

Two plain-clothes Service agents met us at
the second floor from the top. They’d been expecting us and let us
pass with a polite curtsy of our credentials.

“There’s a whole new generation of crime
coming to Vancouver because of this damn Exposition,” Hillary
complained as we walked down a corridor beleaguered with prop
sawhorses and power tools. “Now that the heroin underworld here has
virtually collapsed, cocaine is the new drug of choice, at least
among those who can afford it. The hookers have moved out of the
Penthouse and are populating the West End. There are pimps and
dealers from the States, Asian tongs are fighting the Los Diablos
in the streets, and even the Russians are getting in on the action
through the vory v zakone.”

“A world in motion—world in touch,” I said,
citing the fair’s theme.

After we’d walked through the illusion of
remodeling construction, Hillary opened a door marked, “Hic
locus est ubi mors gaudet succurrere vitae.” I guess
everything sounds more important when it’s written in a dead
language.

The room was bright and sterile, and smelled
of sanitized death. A Japanese woman in a white lab coat munched a
hoagie sandwich at a counter next to organ scales and bone saws.
There were twelve slanted, stainless-steel tables—only two were
occupied—each shadowed with craning spotlights on white metal arms
reaching down from ceiling mounts.

“Dr. Hirota, this is Mr. Logan,” Hillary
said.

“Right,” she answered, putting down her
breakfast. “I have just the gentleman you’re looking for.” She led
me to one of the tables while Hillary stayed behind and inspected
the rib cutters and chest spreaders.

She gently took the white shroud down to the
cadaver’s waist. “Only the arms of the Y incision are ours,” she
told me.

“Take it all the way down,” I said.

She complied, and folded the sheet into neat
sections before removing it entirely. “I’ll be over here,” she
said, handing me a pair of examining gloves.

Except for the shadowy tint under the
baseball stitching, his dead skin was as pale as unborn larvae. As
I walked the length of the table, I noticed his genitals were
missing and the area had been sewn up and pulled tight with black
surgical thread. There was a plug of cotton in his rectum.

“She castrated him?” I asked.

“All of his internals were recovered, but not
his testicles and penis,” Dr. Hirota replied.

“What did she use to open him up?” I asked,
already knowing the answer.

“The incision has the earmarks of a
fingernail score,” she said, chewing a bite of her sandwich. “But
it’s so clean it almost can’t be. It’s the same with the
inscription.”

I lifted the shoulder blades for a better
look at the letters, and heard the ghoul-girl ask Hillary what had
happened to my face. “Sylvester James,” had been sliced into him in
Roman majuscules with shark-tooth serifs. To read my own name on
such a canvas was chilling.

“The bruise on his temple,” I remarked,
touching the mottled, charcoal blemish. “This was what did for
him?”

“Instantly,” she replied. “See how small the
contusion is? That’s because there was no blood pressure.”

“Do we even know who the poor bastard was?” I
asked, turning from the table. Dr. Hirota rummaged for a clipboard
among catheter tubes and forceps.

“All of his identification was left at the
scene,” she said while folding pages behind the clasp. “He was from
California. Here it is: Garret L. Rafferty, 37 years old.”

“Rafferty?” I stepped around the table to
study the dead man’s face from another angle, and compared his
ashen death mask to the image of a memory. The dead man in front of
me and the picture in my mind immediately convened. It was my old
NIS partner with whom I’d worked the streets of Norfolk in ‘69.

“Mr. Logan, do you recognize this man?”
Hillary asked, sounding like he hoped I didn’t.

“No surviving relatives,” the doctor went on
to say. “Histology indicates he was a heavy drinker. From what
we’ve learned from the VA, he’d suffered from post-traumatic stress
disorder after his tour of duty in Vietnam.”

They’d done it again. It didn’t matter that
I’d worked with him almost twenty years ago, or that I hadn’t seen
or heard from him since—the Beast had killed a man I’d once called
my friend. Hard sparks flashed inside me, trying to ignite a
volatile anger that could only erupt in a hatred that I’d fought
even harder to overcome. I clenched the edge of the slab in one
hand, while I re-imagined the death of my father and the coffin lid
closing on my wife and baby. A fourth casualty came to mind—one I’d
pretended to forget—a woman whose soul was taken by the Beast just
to spite me. I’d tried not to think about her since I’d put a
silver round through her heart. She’d been too innocent, too
genuine to die a monster; that was the tragedy of Joanna.

I felt nauseous, and had to leave the room
before it started to spin. Somewhere inside me there was a dusty
switch that turned sadness into anger, and it used to be easy to
find. Translating emotions had once been second nature to me, but
my new spiritual development required emotional accountability.

“What’s the problem?” Hillary asked, stepping
into the hall with me and closing the morgue door behind him. “You
knew him, didn’t you?”

“When I was in the Corps,” I answered, and
pressed my hand against the tightening in my abdomen.

“The killer must’ve known you too. What do
you think that means?”

“Shut up, Hillary,” I snapped, as the pain
rose in my belly. I had to find a quiet spot to weather the two
storms that were about to collide—one mental and one physical. The
floor warbled as I leaned against the wall to keep my balance, and
Hillary shouted for Dr. Hirota. I tore open my shirt and unbuckled
my jeans to release some pressure, but my bowels were solidifying
cement and the weight dragged me to the floor.

“Give him air,” Dr. Hirota said as she rushed
to my side. “Can you breathe?” she asked. “Can you tell me what’s
…?” Then she saw the scars, and whispered the name of Jesus.

I gnashed my teeth as a heavy sweat spilled
from my pores. Dr. Hirota tried to make a fast diagnosis while I
tried to ride out the dueling maelstroms of a perfect storm.

“Give me a minute,” I hissed, as the agony
began to recede.

“What’ve you been into?” she asked, her
fingers hovering just above the softening scars. “What did
this?”

Any lie I could have told her would have been
wasted on her profession, and the truth would have been an affront
to her intelligence. “Pygmies,” I said, closing my shirt.

Dr. Hirota looked up at Hillary in search of
clarification, but he just shook his head and shoved his hands in
his pockets. I started to get up, but she put her hand on my
shoulder. “Relax for a minute,” she said.

I finished composing myself and ignored her
recommendation, but she was still waiting for some kind of
explanation.

“Keep your secret,” she said when she saw she
wouldn’t get one. “But if you end up in here, we’ll have a look for
ourselves.”

I buckled my belt and pointed at the Latin
phrase written in permanent marker on the door.

“What’s with the sign?” I asked.

“It’s a motto,” she answered. “It says: ‘this
is the place where death rejoices to teach those who live.’”

Indeed.







Chapter III

 


Accommodations were scarce during the Expo,
and the only reason I was able to find a decent hotel room was
because Tanya hadn’t checked into hers. After a quick meal I went
to bed and was asleep before I could get undressed—before I could
peel back the blankets.

I awoke shortly after 8:00 p.m. to aching,
brutalized muscles. It was part of the routine, and every day I was
reminded of stubborn old wounds that refused to be forgotten. I put
on my two-gun shoulder rig under my coat and headed for the
streets. Hillary was about to turn in for the night when I passed
him on the stairs.

“I was going to slide these under your door,”
he said with a yawn and handed me a mishmash of papers. “It’s just
some maps and annotations, but you may find them helpful.”

I hastily perused the materials to find a
souvenir map of the Expo, a copy of the police report regarding
Garret’s homicide, names of cooperative VPD officers and a sheet of
notebook paper packed with miscellaneous notes on both sides. It
was more than I’d expected.

“Andrew, I take back some of the things I’ve
been saying about you.”

“I just do my job,” he said. “Incidentally,
the front desk has a message for you from Ms. Clemons; they said
she phoned a few hours ago.”

“Is that right? Listen, I asked about a hotel
called the Meredith Towers this morning. Do you know it?”

“The new place downtown,” he answered with a
nod. “Somewhat exclusive from what I hear.”

I slapped him on the shoulder with the papers
and jogged down the stairs toward the lobby where staff in
gold-crested blue blazers minded the front desk. Tanya’s message
was brief, asking me only to meet her at the Great Hall of Ramses
II, a themed Expo exhibit.

Seventy hectares of lights in every
conceivable color sparkled on the waters of False Creek and
reflected off the pavilions’ chrome façades. From the Burrard
Street Bridge, I watched the fireworks blossom into fiery roses and
showers of sparks that fanned across black skies like electric
spider webs. It had rained earlier that evening, and the slick
walkways glowed beneath the city’s newest railed behemoth, the
SkyTrain. Gondolas, water taxis and futuristic transportation
technology ferried weary families back home and ushered a new shift
of partygoers into the festivities.

The tantalizing smell of sizzling meats
traveled through the night air as well, mingling with the music and
the ubiquitous drone of the crowd. The atmosphere was equal parts
carnival, Persian bazaar and waterfront park. The masses celebrated
Vancouver’s centennial by dancing in the beer gardens, gathering
for concerts and sampling the global cuisine.

These festive folks were oblivious to the new
influx of crime Hillary had described, or the Wolf that had forged
my autograph in an old friend’s flesh.

For almost four hours, I walked the banks of
False Creek amid the end result of seven years of city planning.
There was no actual midway but there were plenty of rides,
international pavilions, and corporate exhibits showing off their
latest, groundbreaking achievements. I’d heard it said the
architecture wasn’t as bombastic as other World Fairs, but you
couldn’t have proven it by me. The China Gate and Plaza of Nations
were spectacular showcases of human imagination. The Swiss
Pavilion’s giant yellow wristwatch shimmered like fluorescent gold
under the flashing marquis lights of zeppelins, and over the throng
stood the shadowy spire of the Minolta Space Tower. The Vancouver
Exposition reminded me of another little soirée from the Big Easy
known as Mardi Gras. It also reminded me that, regardless of its
state-of-the-art exhibits and world-class pageantry, it was just
another place to hunt as far as the Beast was concerned.

Tracking Silas Piper in New Orleans had been
a colossal pain in the ass, if for no other reason than the sheer
volume of jazzed-up partiers clogging my senses. My detective
skills had never been as good as my tracking ability, but there had
always been an inverse chemistry between the Beast and me. We
always found each other, even when the odds against it were
incalculable. I couldn’t explain the serendipity that seemed to
draw us together except by the blood we’d traded—a mystical bond
forged between us. That such a link existed had been patently clear
for a long time. When Wolves were near it felt needles or hot
embers on the back of my neck, and more recently it had evolved
into the clairvoyant images I’d experienced in the witch’s
house.

I watched the Great Hall of Ramses II from a
nearby IBM information kiosk. It was five minutes past twelve and
the crowds were thinning. I didn’t believe Tanya had actually left
a message with the hotel clerk; it didn’t feel right to me, and
smacked of a set-up. However, since I was a one-man-show, my best
move was to play along, and follow the rules until I could
cheat.

At twenty after I headed east through the
seven color-coded zones, anticipating a gunman at Marine Plaza,
Wolf scent coming from the Roundhouse or an ambush disguised as
street jugglers outside the Unicorn Pub. In the Red Zone, a woman
berated her apparently unfaithful boyfriend under the neon
kangaroos of the Australian pavilion, and a teenager voiced his
fears the Skyride would hit the ball of Expo Centre, but I had yet
to spring whatever trap had been laid for me.

A heavy fog gathered as I walked through the
Highway 86 exhibit. She stood among the collection of
fabricated, gray vehicles. Her waistcoat was drawn tight, and sea
spray tousled her copper-red hair as she waited beside a mock lunar
rover. Even before she said anything, I knew I hadn’t been wrong
about this being a set-up.

“Don’t come any closer, Logan,” she ordered,
peeling the damp locks away from her face. “You should’ve known
better.”

“I did,” I answered, and complied with her
instruction. “What’s the pitch, Red?”

“You can’t always be the hero, you know.
Don’t let them rope you into this, just keep walking. Please, do
yourself that favor.”

Shadow and light skipped across her alabaster
skin as I searched for a sign that she’d been hurt, but apart from
the anxiety in her voice she seemed unharmed.

“Not until I know what the play is,” I said.
She didn’t answer as passersby jostled around us, but the tang of a
She-Beast blew from her clothes. “Goddammit,” I cursed to
myself.

“Get away while you can still walk away,” she
said, almost shouting.

“I wish it were that easy,” I told her and
moved nearer, close enough to see her eyes under the sweep of a
distant spotlight. “This could be a long night if you’re testing my
determination.” When the beacon passed over a second time, I could
tell she hadn’t been marked and the fist in my belly unclenched.
“Come on, Tanya; let me in on the house rules.”

“I’m not your damsel in distress,” she
said.

“Pity the dragon,” I said, and it was mostly
true; she had the fortitude of a lioness. Her eyes were bone dry
and, even in the late chill, she didn’t tremble. I took a few steps
closer, focusing my other senses into her eyes until I could see
her pupils had swollen with fear.

“They’ll kill you if you come much closer,”
she muttered, barely moving her lips.

“You mean the rifleman on the pavilion behind
me?” I’d seen the red-eye from his laser sights the moment I’d set
foot on the four-lane boulevard. “It was bound to come to this,
Red’. They mean to send me to Hell on a shutter one way or
another.”

The cross hairs were hot on my scalp. The
Great Horned Owl screeched inside my head. Tanya’s body language
silently pleaded with me to stop walking.

“You know me, Red,” I said. “I can’t back
down no matter what you say, or what they want.” A rattler joined
in the chorus of alarm, urging me to heed the warnings, but I was
as willing to solve the Great Mystery as ever. The memorable
presence of death kissed my cheek and in my mind’s eye I could see
the sniper’s finger coil around the trigger of a .308 rifle.

“You win!” she shouted, and the rifle held
its retort in abeyance as I stopped a few meters from her. “They’ll
take you in trade,” she said. “You’re all they want.”

They’d kill her if I didn’t comply, and
probably even if I did, but maybe I could buy enough time to pad
the odds. Diego had wanted me, too. Just me. But Sam and Joshua had
paid the price anyway. That was one mistake I wouldn’t be making
again.

“The Meredith Towers,” Tanya said, hugging
herself against the chill. “She’s waiting for you, but don’t you
leave me with that kind of debt.”

“I thought we weren’t keeping score.”

“They’re not going to let us walk away from
this,” she said. “Not now.”

I knew she was right, but when the glowing
red jot bobbed between her eyes I realized they’d only wanted her
to deliver their message. I pulled a Colt and the laser dot
faltered at the distraction, allowing Tanya the chance to lunge
behind the lunar rover just before a silenced bullet blasted off
its ersatz satellite antennae. The laser was a length of red yarn
in the high morning fog, betraying the sniper’s location in a
second floor pavilion window. Another chunk of the rover flew apart
as Tanya dove into the water, but my bullet followed the beam
straight to its source. The report boomed across the fair grounds,
sending panicked bystanders to flight and one failed assassin to
haggle with Charon at the Styx.

 


* * *

 


She sat on the sofa wrapped in a towel,
combing out the damp tangles of her hair. I peered out the
lead-glass window one more time before letting the muslin curtain
fall back against the dusty sill. It was one of half-dozen houses;
hotel rooms and the like in Vancouver where the CSIS paid anonymous
rent—after all the Soviets were in town. Our safe house was a
studio apartment in the Kitsilano neighborhood.

“Will you relax?” she said, telling me more
than asking me. “I’m a little shaken up; I don’t need it from you,
too.” She belted back a shot of Dewar’s, then another and slouched
in the old divan, rolling the small plastic tumbler between her
palms. “You know how to sweep a girl off her feet, Logan.”

I turned off every light until only the glow
from the Warm Morning stove basked on the floor. She offered me the
whisky as I sat down across from her on a recliner covered in
plastic, but I wasn’t thirsty. I dredged the bottom of a Copenhagen
tin and tucked the snuff into my lip.

“Always attractive,” she said, and took
another shot.

“Go easy on that stuff,” I said.

“Were you the one abducted?” she asked,
hardly moving her lips. “Then don’t tell me what to do.”

In all likelihood the sharpshooter only had
orders to take me out if I got too close to the redhead before
they’d played their hand. They had more creative things in store
for me than a JFK re-enactment.

“How many were there?” I asked, laying a
pistol on the coffee table between us.

“I was blindfolded most of the time, but
someone took a lock of my hair and gave me a manicure,” she said,
displaying one finger with the nail trimmed off. “I only saw a man
and a woman, but there were other voices.” She poured another round
of Scotch. “She was a queen-bee. The man did everything he was
told, and she didn’t ask politely. She reminded me of my mother,
actually.”

Tanya had been raised with a
less-than-flattering example of the male of the species. Her
mother, the Right Honorable Catherine Major, had served in the
House of Commons for many years. She was a strong-willed Tory, a
Progressive Conservative woman whose daughter had inherited her
independent spirit. Her father, a cultural attaché to the Italian
consulate, was a weakling. Their marriage, their divorce, and her
own personal experience had left her with the indelible impression
of men as the weaker, stupider sex. By her own admission she found
me interesting because she didn’t intimidate me, which was an
arguable observation at least.

“Was this the man you saw?” I asked,
presenting the mug shot of Gerard Lucas.

“He was bigger than that, and had triple
sixes tattooed on his forehead and on the front of his left hand.
He loaded a revolver, and he kissed every bullet like it was a
compulsion before spinning the cylinder. He called the woman,
‘mistress’ and that’s as close to a proper introduction as I got.
She wasn’t wearing bondage gear though,” she said. “I can’t believe
a bullet bounced off your head.”

“It was just a little bullet,” I
said.

“You don’t have one of your little cigars or
cigarettes do you?”

“Since when do you smoke?” I asked, tossing
her my crumpled pack of Pall Malls and a lighter.

“Hey, don’t be surprised if I take up
sniffing glue tonight,” she said. “The queen-bee said that you were
an old friend of hers, and I took ‘friend’ to mean ‘lover.’ “

“Don’t tell me that.”

“I know female body language,” she said,
tapping her chest. “Her eyes sort of sparkled when she said it,
like she was remembering sex. She was just your type, too,” she
said with just a hint of resentment. “Kind of a trailer park, buxom
beauty with hair like Lita Ford. But there was something about
her.” She shuddered as if chilled. “I mean, I’ve seen powerful
women before but not like her.”

Tanya’s description didn’t sound like Joanna,
whom I’d considered a suspect since her body, and Jericho’s too for
that matter, had vanished from the site where they’d fallen. I’d
been next to certain that I’d killed her, but if I was wrong,
Diego’s wizardry could have salvaged her.

“She said she wanted to see you again,” Tanya
continued. “And that she’d happily forget about me as soon as I’d
let you know. They made me wear a wire,” she added. “The Ramses
exhibit was their acquisition point. They identified you and made
sure you were alone.” She took a drag from the stale cigarette and
coughed up smoke. “Man, they’re going to throw away the key on
those assholes.”

“If you think that woman’s going to spend one
minute in prison, then you need to come back from the Neighborhood
of Make-Believe. She’s a Wolf, and you’re still wearing her scent.”
I realized from the expression on her face that she didn’t really
know how close she’d come to my world. “Whether you know it or not,
she’s got us by the short curlies.”

“You beat them at their own ambush, and once
I report the kidnapping and attempted murder of a Service Director,
the Earth won’t be a big enough place for them to hide.”

Tanya didn’t know what she was saying, and it
wasn’t the Dewar’s talking. Even after all we’d been through, she
still was an unbeliever at heart. There just wasn’t any room in her
life for bugaboos. She took up her tumbler and downed the shot,
then stretched out on the couch. Her towel came open, but she was
out before she noticed. I covered her freckled, lily-cream skin
with a knit shawl and then eased back into my chair.

I crumpled the empty pack of cigarettes and
held the last one between my fingers like the Eucharist. Its smoke
was a prayer to entreat the Great Mystery in the tongue of my
aboriginal ancestors. I waved the fumes into my face and around my
head in the Cheyenne tradition, and from those gray vapors came
moving pictures from the past.

Garret Rafferty was sitting at a bar. He
looked confused when a young lady sat down next to him and touched
his hand. She made herself understood with seductive sentences, and
he pulled a fifty-dollar bill from his wallet. “Is this enough?” he
asked.

At a sleazy East Side inn, she made a phone
call while Garrett undressed. He seemed confused again, even jumpy.
His second tour of the ‘Nam had just about cashed him in. It was
when a second woman came in that he became a nervous wreck. Her
features were unclear to me but I sensed the Beast in her. He tried
to get dressed but they wouldn’t let him. He tried to get to the
door but they barred his way. He swore at them, damned them as
thieving whores, but was barely able to catch his breath between
oaths.

“We have a mutual acquaintance, Mr.
Rafferty,” the She-Wolf told him. “He’s forgotten about us, but
after tonight he’ll remember more than he can stand.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” he
asked, his voice shrill and nearly frantic.

Just as he’d finished swearing to God he’d
kill them both if they didn’t step aside, the human girl struck him
upside the head with a blackjack. Rafferty fell twitching. The
She-Wolf snatched her accomplice by the neck, her nails growing
into Wolf talons.

“Disobedient cunt,” she snarled as blood
spilled down her palm. She held her upright while she died, then
extracted her claws and proceeded to zip open Garret’s belly.

I knew who’d been beneath the second mortuary
gown.

The pictures faded like clouds breaking
apart, and new forms assembled in the same fashion.

Three gunmen in black ski masks stormed the
Skewach police headquarters. They wore faded tactical fatigues and
scuffed combat boots, and opened fired without warning or
explanation. The chubby blonde dispatcher flew backward in her
chair, and Chief Bradley took two shotgun blasts to his chest
before he could point his own weapon. When they reached the cell
row, Clayton stood, clenching the bars and singing to himself.
After the other prisoners were unceremoniously dispatched, the
gunmen reloaded their Mac-10s and a Street Sweeper and then formed
a firing squad in front of Clayton’s cell.

“Time to give the devil his dues,” one said.
Clayton kept on singing.

“Nothing personal,” said the man with the
shotgun. “She just believes in closing doors behind her.” As a
blaze of automatic gunfire and buckshot ripped Clayton Brewer to
human hamburger, I remembered Griffin Pretorius’ counsel regarding
madmen.

 


* * *

 


“She’s at Rahab the Harlot’s, module four,” I
told Hillary from a corner phone booth. “You know the place I
mean?”

“Are you there now?” he asked; rousing from
what must have been a sound sleep.

“Just come and get her,” I said. “She’s
asleep and drunk. Listen to me, Andrew: I’ve left a loaded .45 on
the table next to her. If you have to do any shooting make sure you
use it and nothing else. Take her back to Ottawa; hell, take her to
Katmandu but get her out of this city tonight.”

“I’m on it,” he said.

I had one more call to make, even though it
was a breach of protocol. But the climate had changed considerably,
so I figured Rogier would let it slide. After I’d given him my
situation report, I asked him to make a third phone call for
me.

I hailed a cab to take me to the City Centre
where I sorted through the scents and sights of pre-dawn Vancouver.
The Meredith Towers were twin behemoths in steel and polished
glass, scowling over Georgia Street. Even at the bottom of its
sixteen stories, the twang of Wolf-flesh prickled my nose hairs.
Once more my life and soul hung in the balance against my Feud.

When it comes to stealth, even the Japanese
ninja—which has been celebrated ad nauseam—had no bragging rights
on the Reydosnin. Slipping past the night watchmen and the
third-shift staff was the easy part, but the she-bitch was
wide-awake and filing her nails; there’d be no surprising her. As I
wended my way upward from custodian’s elevator to stairway, I could
feel her pulse in my brain like the driving of a rusty nail. Her
scent was like a homing beacon. The hallway clock read 5:13 a.m.
when I traversed the last flight of stairs between us. I chiseled
my focus to a brazen spike.

Past some vending machines and an ice
dispenser, one last length of corridor was all that stood between
her presidential suite and me. A heavy-set doorman with small ears
kept watch with an Uzi pistol folded under his coat. I could’ve
ended him on the spot, but this battle needed to simmer a little
longer. I’d already be dead if that’s what she’d wanted, so I was
resolved to see my gambit through.

“Guess who I am?” I said to the sentry, my
hands up, and pistol handle riding over my belt. The big man’s eyes
went wide, and out came the machine-gun.

“Easy on the trigger, Hoss,” I said. “You
don’t want to piss off the den-mother.”

His fear ripened as he tapped against the
door, alerting his companions, and keeping his weapon trained on my
chest. The door opened and two of his colleagues stepped into the
hall, also with pistols drawn. Tanya’s bald-man walked out behind
his crew wearing only a wrinkled pair of black dress slacks and the
Goat of Mendes tattooed across his chest. He could have been Mr.
Clean’s evil twin with his sculpted musculature, and the Mark of
the Beast on his shaved head. He took my weapon with confident
caution and said nothing until my wrists had been cuffed behind my
back.

“Bring him inside,” he told the others and
checked the hall for pedestrians. When he turned to enter the room
there were keloid scourging scars corrugated across his back.

It was a beautiful suite with a sunken dining
room, parquet floors, and a patrician parlor. But in spite of of
its opulence, the place reeked of armpits and feet. There was a
pharmacy of pills on the coffee table and sundry articles of soiled
clothing strewn about like it was washday.

“Smells like monkeys in here,” I commented as
they ushered me past a giant wall aquarium. The bald man took my
uncomplimentary remark as his cue to bash me across my bullet
wound, but a slight evasive tilt was all it took to make him miss.
“You’re a turd,” I told him.

He lowered his hand from a second attempt to
strike me. “I’d warn you not to make it worse for yourself, if that
were possible,” he said.

I stared him down between the three sixes on
his forehead while another man and a woman descended the formal,
black walnut staircase. The man was a thickly built thug with
heavy, dark hair boiling from under the collar of his white shirt,
and he still wore the scratched-up combat boots he’d worn to the
Skewach bloodbath. His fingers were gnarled stumps of various
lengths, missing assorted segments like they’d been fed into moving
gears, and his face was a sticker book of band-aids. The woman had
a prominent overbite and was put together very much like a man. She
squinted as though the downstairs was too bright. Her face was
distinctly feminine, but under a ski mask, her stocky shoulders,
narrow hips, and flat chest had masked her gender well.

People who kill for a living are a strange
lot. They’re often superstitious and have weird quirks and
fetishes. They’re also socially inept, paranoid and laugh about
things most people won’t even talk about. Maybe it’s because they
live in their own twisted interpretation of civilization, outside
of society’s moral standards. Or, maybe the desensitization of
serial murder simply makes a person neurotic. Add a dose of
devil-worship to a room full of hard-bitten contract-killers and
you’ve got a real bargain-basement freak show.

The three other gunmen weren’t bona fide
villains; they were first-year goons and didn’t have the
thousand-yard stare like the other three. That’s what we called it
during the war, when you’d seen so much death that it turned your
eyes into mirrors of the beyond. They had slipped into the
background anyway.

The bald man popped the clip from my 1911 and
admired my silver work, and then he thumbed each cartridge onto the
floor and tossed the magazine across the room into the fish tank.
He discarded the rest of the weapon like he was throwing away a
used Kleenex.

The She-Wolf finally came downstairs, ready
to hold court. Beneath her black, kohl-lined eyes she wore the
Beast like a medal of honor. Her face was pretty in a low-rent sort
of way, and there was a certain rustic charm in the way she carried
herself—a walk too patently human for her to have been born into
the Lineage.

“Put the guns away, you dumb animals,” she
ordered. “Who do you think you’re going to shoot?” There was a
familiarity to her features that hovered at the border of
reminiscence.

“The moment of truth,” she said to her
entourage. “Does he recognize me?”

Her cheekbones were strong but her chin was
weak, and her complexion was ruddy but her lips were not. Her coif
was in the style of certain heavy-metal hairdos of the day, but
unlike Tanya I didn’t find it a particularly defining feature. The
She-Wolves I’d dealt with before had exuded strong sexual
magnetism, imperceptible pheromones ripe with pornographic
sensuality, but her allure was more than a scent or a vibe, it was
a memory.

“Roxy Jessup,” I said just above a
whisper.

She was the daughter of the mountain trader
where Michael and I used to buy our supplies. She had taken my
virginity when she was seventeen, and had disappeared not long
after. Mr. Jessup had thought she’d run away, but I’d dreamed that
a werewolf had taken her.

“Then it’s true,” she smiled, flattered. “We
never forget our first love.”

The girl who’d made a man out of me had
returned as the creature I despised most, and that double-edged
sword deflated my bravado.

“I knew you couldn’t resist Clayton,” she
said, retrieving one of my bullets from the floor. “Or the trail to
Skuclikwana. Up until now you’ve been predictable, including the
chivalrous rescue of your lady-fair.” She tucked the stray
cartridge into the pocket of her robe. “What I didn’t expect was
you coming up here to cut your losses.”

“I was under the impression that was what you
wanted.”

She sidled alongside me and softly stroked my
cheek with the back of her fingers. I was still too smitten with
the bitter irony of the moment to react. “After all I’ve heard
about you; I expected a bullet-storm reunion,” she said, her eyes
wandering over my body with naked appraisal.

“I’ve thought about you,” she sighed, and
like the carnivore she was, relished my vulnerability, “even after
Barnabas Gandillon made me his personal property.”

“Barnabas,” I repeated.

“I left him one eye from blind as a goodbye
present. Thanks for finishing him off by the way.” Roxy dismissed
her subjects with an impatient gesture and they filed upstairs. “We
don’t need them for this,” she said, and then sniffed the fingers
that had touched my face. “Sit down, Sly; we have some catching up
to do.”

She pushed me backward onto the well-pillowed
couch and sprawled next to me with her robe open like we were
teenagers in her parent’s living room. The way her nostrils flared
as she clenched her grinning jaws made me unsure if she was going
to kiss me or take a wet bite out of my face.

“Did he take you because of me?” I asked,
mostly to avoid her advance.

“You killed a Gandillon the day he came to
daddy’s store,” she said. “They couldn’t get to you when you were
close to the old Indian, and they sure couldn’t touch him, so they
took the only other person you cared about in payment.”

“Why can’t they get to Michael?” I asked. It
was a question that had troubled me for years. “What’s so special
about that skull in his yard?”

Winterfox had a gigantic Wolf skull staked
atop a pole in front of his house. He’d said it was a warning sign,
but like most things, had stopped short of an explanation.

“You know as well as I do everything’s one
cycle of revenge after another,” she said. “You killed a Gandillon
so his brother took me, and then I used you to kill him. Even the
Blackscrabbles got a piece of the action—payback on Skuclikwana for
selling them out. Eliminating traitors is what the Black Cross
does, and you’re looking at Diego’s successor. Personally, I
thought he was an aristocratic asshole, but his death created a
vacuum; kind of touched off a minor civil war in the ranks.”

“So what do we do now?” I asked. “Plan on
field-dressing me right here, or maybe you’d rather try your hand
at making me scream first?”

“Would I do that to an old flame?” It was the
most insincere question I’d ever been asked. “I’d still be mountain
trash right now if it weren’t for you. But instead of selling my
ass and horse-chow to high-country rubes for the rest of my life, I
got to become a death goddess.”

I wanted to gag on the irony.

“His mistake,” she continued, “was trying to
keep me backward and barefoot. A little nostalgia like you is all
that’s left of the girl … of the human being I used to be. I still
remember how to play the part though.”

“Yeah, Rox,” I agreed, as she hiked her bare
leg over my thigh. “You still know how to come off like mountain
trash.”

The muscles in her face fell, shuffling her
expression from congenial to menacing. Dark circles dawned beneath
her eyes from a shadow that came from inside her. It swept across
her cheeks, hollowing them and defining her bone structure with
vicious angles.

“That’s the great thing about being marked,”
she said in a voice I no longer recognized. “No regrets. The
blood-born inherit a conscience from their human parent, and it’s
always breathing down their neck. But the birthmark?”
She slipped it off her tongue like something luscious. “The bite
changes the soul before it ever changes the body.” She leaned into
me, breasts growing downy fur and nipples turning dark as butter
burns. “And the soul is where the devil eats supper.”

“I’ve seen the transformation before,” I said
to her face. “And from werewolves that could sop you up like gravy,
so save the theatrics. Tanya said you’d trade her for me, and I’m
here to accept the proposition.”

As she withdrew, the Beast sank back behind
her eyes like an angry sunset.

“That’s a hell of a white flag,” she
commented, the color blooming in her cheeks again. “You must really
have a thing for that little colleen.”

“When you killed Rafferty you threw down the
gauntlet for the last time,” I told her. “I’m not willing to let
another person die, or be marked on my account. If I’m really all
you want then here I am on a silver platter. But this isn’t an
unconditional surrender.”

“If you think so,” she said, snarling a
smile. “Excuse me for pointing out the obvious, but you just showed
your hole card.”

“I’ve been pitting my will against your kind
all my life. I’ll kill the Wolf that marks me even if I have to
ascend to do it. Those are my terms, take them or roll the dice,” I
said.

“And I’m theatrical?” she said with a
laugh. “Nice pitch, but to the wrong audience. No offense, Sly, but
I don’t want to mark you; and you’re worth nothing to me dead. See,
I don’t know if you’re aware of this, but you’re wanted from higher
up the pecking order than lil’ ol’ me. The Gandillons are a family
dynasty, the Borgias of werewolves; they trace their blood back
hundreds of years to the old country. Their house is established on
four continents, and Diego was their legate. You probably didn’t
know it, but killing Diego wasn’t the first time you’d dipped your
wick into Gandillon honey pot. Does the name Jason Monroe do
anything for you? Ten years ago you wasted a Black Cross enforcer
before he could mop up the rest of his family.”

I remembered the name well. Louisville,
Kentucky, 1976: I was about to put a bullet through my head when a
newscast about a murdered teen stayed my trigger finger. I’d set a
trap for the werewolf that had torn young Jason Monroe to pieces,
and then I’d watched him die in pain.

“The Gandillons call you the Woodsman, like
the hero in Little Red Riding Hood, but they don’t care about your
private war anymore than I do. To them, you’re just a vigilante
with some silver ammo and a chip on your shoulder.”

“Then why couldn’t they let it go?” I asked,
rotating my wrists inside the cuffs. “I was ready to quit before my
wife and baby died, but after that the rules of engagement were set
in stone.”

“That’s poetic,” she said, mocking me. “Would
you have let the rabbits call a truce?”

“The rabbits?” I asked, but as
soon as I’d said it aloud I knew what she was referring to. As a
kid, I’d accidentally shot my Labrador retriever while hunting
rabbits. Papa had wanted me to change my sadness into something
else, so I turned it into a grudge against the rabbits that’d
“made” me kill my dog. It was my first experience with revenge, and
I’d told Roxy all about it when we were kids.

“Nations at war call truces because they each
have something at stake,” she said. “You’re about as consequential
to the Lineage as the Easter Bunny, but that doesn’t mean they
won’t rip your guts out. Naked aggression, Sly. Don’t pretend you
don’t understand the concept.”

“Better than you think,” I said, and closed
my eyes to better hear the soft footfalls padding down the hallway.
She heard them too, but had been too absorbed to pay them any mind
until someone shouted through the door: “Open up, Clementine!” Then
I knew everything was on schedule.

The three professional killers bounded down
the stairs with the novices hard on their heels. Before the door
exploded off its hinges, Roxy jumped to her feet—her
much-anticipated bullet-storm had arrived. I dove from the couch
and over the bar, tumbling for cover as the five-man team dressed
in crisp polyester shirts and black jackets cut loose with a salvo
of weapons fire. They clipped the bald-man at the hip and
ventilated the doorman’s multiple chins. The massive aquarium
exploded like a levy, and the Black Cross answered their uninvited
guests. The mobsters’ point-man spilled into the ocean of broken
glass and writhing fish with his teeth jutting out the back of his
neck. The couch behind Roxy spat puffs of stuffing as she soaked up
a second volley like she was catching some rays. She cast off her
flimsy robe in the swell of transformation as the pane overlooking
the hotel gardens fell away from the window in heavy, jagged
shards.

I positioned myself against the Chippendale
dining table and pounded my cuffs against the edge. A hard blow at
the proper angle would spring the latching mechanism—something I’d
learned in prison—but with my hands behind me, the real trick was
finding enough leverage to do it.

Partially ascended, Roxy roared above the
gunfire as two more gangsters went down smoking and the
mannish-woman took a rash of bullets in the lungs. The
stump-fingered man shouted in what sounded like Hungarian as he
traded buckshot with a longhaired Frenchman, and both staggered to
the floor with their internal organs shining like sandwich
meat.

A final blow against the table’s splintering
edge and the left bracelet popped open.

Roxy was in complete metamorphosis. Her
muscles tightened and squirmed like thrashing rodents under her
pelt, as she stretched across the room with coils of raw meat
stringing from beneath her talons. She threshed through the skin
and bones of her own goons to get at the last surviving Corsican
who was pallid with terror. A dark spot spread between his legs as
she took his head in her jaws and reduced it to the consistency of
a rotten pumpkin.

It had taken less than fifteen seconds to
turn the five-star suite into a butcher shop. The fight was over
for everyone but the Wolf and me, and the only effectual weapon in
the room’s armory lay in a pool of gasping clownfish. The bald man
had removed the Colt’s magazine but hadn’t checked the chamber. To
retrieve it before Roxy could stop me required a speed no human
being possessed—a rattlesnake on the other hand…

The serpent’s poison, which had once burned
in my veins, had made me his brother and given me the right to ask
him for his blinding speed. As I called upon his cold-blooded
aptitude for death, an icy brew washed through me, spiking every
nerve. I drank of his spirit and was initiated into a world of
vibration and heat, with reptilian eyes staring from my sockets and
a bifurcated tongue lolling inside my mouth. Thermal imaging
replaced 20/20 vision, making Roxy an infrared phantom standing in
a bright lake of reds, oranges, and yellows. I perceived the
slightest tremor with an exactness that exceeded perfect hearing,
and the room trembled with the crunch of glass as Roxy turned from
her headless kill to intercept my play. Her throat was a casserole
of bloody bone wafers and wrinkled globules of brain; an endless
chasm of soft palate closing in on me like a black hole. The Colt’s
muzzle flash lit up her tonsils, and her maw snapped shut on pure
reflex. Fangs gnashed against steel and tore the pistol from my
hand. Her eyes and ears exploded with blood as she charged me to
the wall, no longer in control of her own momentum. We tangled in
the drapery, ripped it from rods and hooks, and poured through the
shattered window into fresh air. For one lingering moment, there
was no gravity. Blood drops floated and our bodies became
weightless as though posing for a snapshot. Then came the pull from
120 feet down and the open hook of my foiled handcuff snagged the
lower window frame like a trap drag. I descended in a parabola with
my arm nearly wrenched from its socket. One excruciated wrist bore
the whole of my weight, which burst the blood vessels beneath the
cuff while Roxy plummeted ten stories, swaddled in an improvised
burial shroud of tattered drapery that fluttered like ragged bat
wings. She crashed headlong through the canopy of an outdoor patio
where a handful of early-risers were taking their breakfast in the
grandeur of the private gardens.

With my free arm I reached up for the
windowsill, where glass teeth sliced between my fingers. I heaved
back through the opening and rolled to the floor beside my Colt;
Roxy’s teeth had crimped the barrel. I exhaled the snake while
listening to the shrieks of hotel guests scattering like panicked
wildebeests.

As the warmth of my own blood returned, I
wrapped my cuts in a scrap of curtain and surveyed the room for
survivors. The fingerless Hungarian was face down in a red pool
blowing bubbles, but not for much longer I wagered. A yeasty stench
of blood and shit flourished as I walked by a one-legged Frenchman
trying to plug his bullet-holes with his fingers. The bald-man was
still conscious and coherent, but immobilized by a shattered
pelvis. He was curled into a ball next to the staircase, marinating
in the blood coming from his thigh. He hissed spittle through
clenched teeth as he suffered to breathe.

“The key,” I demanded, displaying his
bracelets.

“Find it yourself,” he groaned—tough guy till
the end.

“If I have to roll you over and pat you down
I’m not going to be good-natured about it,” I said. At this he had
a change of heart, and carefully fished the tiny steel key from his
pocket. Part of me was disappointed that he’d given in so
easily.

I closed the cuffs and flung them at his
head. The dying mobster was foaming bright crimson at the mouth as
his lungs filled with blood.

“Black Cross, Corsican mafia,” I said by way
of introduction. “Just stand toe-to-toe and fire-for-effect until
everyone’s dead, is that how it works?”

Sirens had started to wail in the distance,
but since hotel security hadn’t poked their heads in yet, I gave
myself three minutes to do a search of the premises. A hideaway
like this promised a wealth of information, but once the Mounted
arrived, I’d be lucky to see the table scraps.

Upstairs was an observation room and a cache
of weapons. On a table there was an attaché case filled with
addresses, drop points and encoded names of “beneficiaries.” There
was also a trove of pharmaceuticals such as amphetamines, PCP and a
bag of China white. Underneath a futon was a suitcase filled with
stacks of $100 bills in U.S. and Canadian currency. Tasty, but not
exactly what I was looking for. Among the odds and ends was the
recurring theme of Dante’s ninth circle of Hell, the realm of
traitors to kindred, lord, and benefactor. It was an idea
represented on folders by a spiral and the number nine. Pages torn
from copies of Inferno, depicting the descent from
Jerusalem, were used as bookmarks. The room also yielded a stack of
stolen police dossiers, a copy of Salinger’s, The Catcher in the
Rye, and a matching set of brass knuckles, which I appropriated
for my own use.

Then, something caught my eye that made me
smile. Peeking from beneath the television stand was a second
satchel, a stainless-steel briefcase that might as well have had
“PROPERTY OF MAMA WOLF” stenciled into it. It was locked with a
four-digit dial at either clasp, but whatever was inside could
wait; it was coming with me. Before the hotel became a crime scene,
the circus of startled guests provided the necessary cover to exit
the premises undetected.

I stashed the steel briefcase in the
Kitsilano house, and changed out of blood-splattered clothes for
the second time in just over twenty-four hours. With both Colts
gone and the rest of my arsenal back at my hotel, the only weapon
left to me was the knucks I’d pilfered from the suite. It was
almost 7:00 a.m., but the night wasn’t over yet.

Downtown Eastside, “Low Track” to its
denizens, is the city’s skid row and home to British Columbia’s
rock-bottom drug scene. It’s a ten-block paradigm of inner-city
squalor where the gutters and alleyways choke on garbage; where
needle freaks and prostitutes trawl the streets, and gangs defend
their turf with crowbar sensibility. For at least thirty years, it
had been the center of Vancouver’s flophouse district, and one of
the poorest neighborhoods in all of Canada. Yet, despite programs
of urban renewal and individual rehabilitation, it remained a place
where concentrated poverty was more than a condition, it was a
legacy.

As I made my way down the stained and
fractured sidewalks of Hastings Street, I took another glance at
the address in my hand. I walked past pawnshops with barred
windows, boarded up warehouses plastered with posters of missing
women, and taverns too filthy to take a piss in. It was hard to
imagine that a place like the Meredith Towers shared the same
city.

The Red Cap Motel would’ve been condemned had
it existed anywhere else in town. Its curb appeal consisted of
crumbling brick and decrepit mortar, and it only got worse from
there. Someone had apparently unloaded a garbage truck in the
lobby, and I had to duck rotten planks that were literally hanging
from the ceiling just to reach the front desk. On the stolen park
bench behind the counter sat a little aboriginal girl who couldn’t
have been much older than ten. Slouched next to her and nodding off
was a pot-bellied man in a stained undershirt with a bottle of
Thunderbird wine between his legs.

When he saw me, he groaned to stand and
cleared his throat, then spat his excess mucous to the floor like a
green gumdrop. The girl watched me apprehensively from beneath blue
eye shadow and false eyelashes that looked like spiders. She drew a
fingernail nib between her prominent front teeth and gnawed at the
chipped red polish as she gathered her skinny legs beneath her.
They were covered in snagged nylon stockings that failed to hide
the scratches on her shins and the bruises on her knees. The old
man kept one hand behind the desk as he went into his recital.

“Room’s ten dollars a night,” he said, in a
gleeful tone that made everything in the room a little more
disturbing. “Deposit’s fifty. Guests are extra. Check out’s 11:30.
No pets.”

I slapped some of the Black Cross’ money in
front of him. “Not a problem.”

The scum of his yellow teeth reminded me of
urinal slime when he smiled and snatched up the wrinkled bills.

“There’s more where that came from,” I said.
The girl looked away from me with an expression of shame no child
should ever wear.

“You like that don’tcha, chief?” he asked,
nodding over his shoulder at the girl and narrowing his eyes into a
salacious smirk. “Anything ya want.”

“This is what I want,” I said, putting
another wad of cash in front of him with Gerard Lucas’ picture on
top.

His brow twitched as he looked at the photo,
but he was practically salivating at the bankroll beneath. He
rolled his eyes up at me and nodded. On the back of a stray
envelope he wrote: “Room 21.”

“If you’re lying to me,” I said very calmly,
“I’m going to hire some men to gang-rape you. Should I get out the
crayons, or do you get my drift?”

He nodded again and quickly stashed his
earnings behind the counter.

“Keep the twinkie here,” I said as I walked
to the sagging stairway. “I’ll be back for her.”

Unless Gerard had been recently inducted into
the Lineage, my lack of silver suited me fine. I’d sort of been
looking forward to this confrontation ever since I’d read his
prison records. Knowing he’d be heavily armed didn’t dissuade me
from kicking down his door.

When I rushed into the squalid little room,
one fist sheathed in brass, he had his pants around his knees. He’d
been masturbating to an assortment of magazine pages neatly
arranged on his bed. It was a compromising situation for him to say
the least, but the choice between zipping up and going for the .357
wasn’t really a choice at all. He grabbed for the Dan Wesson on the
bureau behind him, but before he could point it at me I was
cramming his teeth down his throat. The trousers around his ankles
prevented him from falling gracefully. Blood poured from his gums
as I trampled his wrist, wilting his hold on the revolver.

“Mornin’, punkin’,” I said as I put my other
foot into his bare groin.

He coughed on a mouthful of bloody Chiclets
as I kicked the pistol out of play. Since this was turning out to
be easier than I’d wanted it to be, I decided to let him get up if
he could. To his credit he kicked his pants off and wobbled, nude,
to his feet, skinning a palm dagger disguised as a belt buckle with
his good hand. He had more moxie than most guys with a broken
nut-sack and new dental work; I’d say that for him.

“Who are you?” he groaned. I must’ve broken
his nose too because it was turning white and contrasting nicely
with the blood smeared across the bottom half of his face.

“Your gynecologist,” I said.

“Come on then,” he said, seething.

Every time he slashed at me, every time he
missed, his endorphins wore a little thinner until he finally
kneeled at the foot of his pornographic altar and threw up.

“Shut off the pain,” I ordered him. “Don’t
you know how to do anything?”

The quarters where cramped—a single bed, a
crappy little television set and a table with a small picnic cooler
sitting by the door.

“What are we having for breakfast?” I asked,
and opened it to find two Ziplock bags on a bed of melting ice.
Pressed against the plastic folds were bloody, bean-like objects
about ten centimeters long. They were freshly harvested human
kidneys, prized by organ vampires for their black-market value, but
adrenochrome came from the glands situated on top, and adrenochrome
was a Black Cross cash crop.

“Ever been buried alive?” I asked, replacing
the lid on the gruesome discovery. “Imagine living in a grave for
two weeks with just a ventilation pipe for company. Even if you’re
Houdini or Count Dracula, right off the bat there’s an instinct to
panic.”

Gerard was reaching for his fist-dagger
again, so I flattened that hand with my boot heel. He yelped and
rolled into his vomit while cradling one broken hand with
another.

“You can’t bench six feet of dirt,” I
continued. “No matter how frantic you are or how many endorphins
you’ve got flowing.” I tapped the top of the cooler. “It takes a
couple of days for the fear to drain out of you, and then you
settle in. You learn to breathe differently, and fall asleep
exhausted if you’re lucky. After awhile you can’t feel the cramps
in your legs anymore, and you get used to the feel of shit in your
pants. The smell’s a little harder to ignore, but it’s a good
chance to practice regulating your sniffer.”

I thumped Gerard in the back of the head,
just enough to discourage him from sitting up. Still, the brass
knuckles put another split his scalp.

“About the end of the first week, the demons
start coming out,” I told him. “They sing little tunes to you about
damnation, and you think about all the terrifying things you’ve
heard about God. That’s when it really gets scary, because you
start to imagine how long it will take you to starve to death, and
you dream about what’s waiting for you once you have. Then the
screaming starts all over again, but your throat’s so raw from the
last time that it’s just a funny little chirping sound. So funny in
fact you start laughing—and that’s when you’re pretty sure you’ve
gone to the zoo. In a way, it’s kind of a relief because you’ve
always figured that crazy people don’t have much to worry about.
But then you second-guess yourself and wonder if lunatics think
about such things. And you realize that the very fact you’re having
this mental debate means you’re sane, and then that’s a
relief. It’s back and forth for a while. It gets to the point where
you don’t know what day it is and you’re not even 100 percent sure
where you are anymore. Finally, you get angry enough to fight back.
You’ve had some tantrums come and go, but this time it comes heavy,
and you start beating back those demons. Death doesn’t seem so
frightening anymore, so you’re OK with it.”

“Shut up,” Gerard moaned, cupping his
privates.

“Coming to terms with the Death Bear; now
that’s a useful commodity. Meanness, the kind only a human heart
can scrape together, is the only thing demons understand. I once
heard a preacher say that the Devil was the architect of evil, but
human beings were its carpenters. He said your pal, Satan, takes
credit for a lot of things that he plagiarized from man. Now, that
may or may not be true, but I learned how to fight with monsters in
a second-hand casket.”

It was the first time I’d ever told that
story to anyone, and for the life of me, I didn’t know why I’d
chosen a maggot like Lucas to hear it.

The sight of a bloody, naked man being
dragged down the stairs by broken ankles struck the deskman
funny.

“Mind if I use your phone?” I asked him while
he laughed. He handed me the heavy old thing and I bashed him
upside the head with it. Then I made my phone call.

At Rahab the Harlots, module 4, it was old
home day plus one. Tanya, Rogier, and I spoke in whispers while
Hillary helped a little girl wash off her adult cosmetics.
He’d tried to get Tanya out of the city like I’d asked, but that
had turned into a battle of wills he didn’t win. Gerard Lucas
waited in the trunk of Rogier’s car, blindfolded and gentle as a
eunuch. Rogier wouldn’t tell us where he was taking him, but with
no warrant for his arrest and no official charges being filed, it
was safe to say that it wasn’t back to jail.

“The guy can’t walk or pick the shorts from
his crack,” Rogier complained without disapproving.

“You wanted him alive,” I reminded him.
“That’s how you got him.”

“Just barely.”

“What can I say?” I shrugged. “It was an
inventive solution to a flight-risk. The guy has a history of
hocus-pocus with handcuffs.”

“Said the escape artist,” Tanya chimed in,
wrapping the bruises on my wrist.

“Given the kind of night I’ve had, he’s lucky
I didn’t slit his bag and run his leg through it.”

Rogier grinned at the visual. “Now
that would’ve been inventive.”

“I don’t know which amazes me more,” Tanya
began. “That you expected Logan to bring someone in alive,” she
said to Rogier, then turned back to me. “Or that you not
only did it, but saved a little kid in the process. You’re not
going sweet on us, are you?”

“Her name’s Penny, short for Penelope. She
was very clear on that point,” I said. “Her junkie mother turned
her out to the kiddy-stroll to support her habit. I want to make
sure the bundle of bills I confiscated is set up into something for
her future. I can’t think of a better use for blood money.”

“This is a different side of you,” Tanya
said. “I’ll make sure she’s taken care of. It’ll be my
pleasure.”

“So what kind of containment are we looking
at?” I asked Rogier, while the redhead put clean bandages on my
hands.

“The shootout practically spins itself,” he
said. “‘Eleven dead in Gangland slaying,’ that sort of fix. But the
thing with the toga that landed in the breakfast buffet is going to
need some inventive window-dressing. “

“It’s like a tabloid’s wet dream,” Tanya
observed. “How did the Corsicans get messed up in this?”

“Logan’s idea,” Rogier said. “I called
Christophe Sebastian. You should’ve heard that old Frog’s voice
crack when I told him that Clementine Rossi was negotiating with
the Calabrian ‘Ndrangheta. I didn’t have any solid proof for him,
but he’s a paranoid old bastard, and Rossi’s been missing long
enough to make him an easy sell.”

Rogier had met Christophe, a Unione Corse
don, years before in Marseilles, when he’d been a broker in the
CIA’s heroin economy, and a cog in the machinery of the infamous
French connection. Suspicious by nature and ruthless to boot, he’d
reacted with predictable gusto when he’d heard his prize attack dog
had gone freelance. It had been a gamble for sure, but even if it
hadn’t paid off I’d meant what I’d told Roxy. If I could have
somehow guaranteed the lives of others with my own, I wouldn’t have
asked Rogier to make that call. Unfortunately, a bargain with the
Beast could never be insured.

Rogier’s people had understandably arrived at
the scene first, long enough to seize a fortune in Black Cross
data. They left the big prizes—the drugs and cash—for the
Horsemen to brag about. At the end of the day it had been the
largest, most localized collapse of a Black Cross cell ever. More
intelligence had been culled from a single site in one day than
everything gleaned in the past two years from every security
service in the British Commonwealth. The address of the Red Cap was
prioritized in the information packet Rogier had handed me back in
Ottawa; I’d known where Gerard Lucas was all along.

I was booked on the 8:00 flight back to
Ontario the next morning. The night before I’d destroyed Roxy’s
briefcase to get it open. Among the paraphernalia was a snarl of
sticks and twine that reminded me of a makeshift crib mobile, or a
set of wind chimes without the bells. Beneath a cluster of spurious
passports I’d found a slim ebony box with its lid intricately
carved into a clock-faced diagram of the lunar cycle. On the
flipside, inlaid with henna red stone, was a corresponding codex to
reckon moon phases by the Julian calendar. Inside was an odd
assembly of stopped glass phials nestled side-by-side on black
velvet. Each capsule was a miniature showcase for a single braided
lock of hair and crescent nail parings—traditional catalysts of
contagious magic. In the last cylinder was a snippet of red hair
and a lady’s fingernail.

I’d set the box aside and resumed sorting
through Roxy’s personal effects. A clutch of Indonesian clove
cigarettes, a tidy sum in German bearer bonds, and an envelope with
a Nottingham postmark were bound together with a rubber band. I was
about to unstring the lot when a memorable hotel washcloth appeared
at the bottom of the satchel. It was doubled into a bundle and sewn
shut on three sides with heavy black thread. Something barely
discernable had been secreted inside, and when I pulled apart the
seams a white rectangle fell out. It was a Polaroid of Clayton
Brewer sitting on a curb in Skewach. He was smiling and showing off
a bag of pretzels like it meant the world to him. It was sad to
see, especially since his eyes had been blackened out with a
marker.

“Fucking witchcraft,” I said, quietly fuming
and rolling the Meredith Towers’ embroidered initials between my
thumb and forefinger.







Chapter IV

 


Inside me there’s a place that has survived
despair and endured the torrid hatred of a life not fit for living.
It’s the only place I have where the Beast has no power, but a
refuge I rarely visit for fear it might become too ordinary and
lose its significance.

Papa called them, “Hank Williams days.” He’d
come home late from the mill and play the Alabama troubadour’s
records while he picked splinters from his hands. He’d sit alone in
the dark, listening to, I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry and,
Your Cheatin’ Heart while nursing a bottle of Lord Calvert
whisky. Sometimes he’d play along with his harmonica, softly, while
I hid on the stairs listening. He missed Mama, but he wasn’t moody
except on Hank Williams days—how I dreaded them.

Papa wasn’t given to high-spirits either, but
sometimes he’d take me on his lap and tell me stories, legends
mostly. When I was older, he shared with me his philosophy about
what it meant to be a man, but he never talked about Mama. Foster
James had never shed a tear in his whole life—that’s what I
believed—and he expected the same from his son, so he discouraged
maudlin subjects. It’s hard to miss someone you never knew, and a
few fuzzy photographs of a raven-haired, half-Cheyenne beauty were
my only proof I’d ever had a mother. Papa had kept them hidden in
the top drawer of his dresser like they were dirty pictures.

One day in 1958, I’d walked home from school
with a split lip and a torn shirt. Like most eight-year-olds sent
home after a playground brawl, I’d been afraid of what my father
would say when he got home from work. As it turned out Papa’s truck
was already in the drive, and since I was determined to turn myself
in, followed the sad music coming from his backyard workshop.

He was listening to his albums with a glass
of whisky in one hand and a rosary in the other, mouthing along
with the songs. I watched him until the phonograph’s needle had run
its course and returned to port, but Papa’s mouth continued to
move. He hadn’t been singing along at all. The only time my father
spoke French was when he cursed or prayed. He said neither felt
sincere otherwise. I knew the expression on his face wasn’t anger,
but anguish. His eyes were aglow with alcohol, his forehead
furrowed, and his cheeks ruddy down to his neck. When he caught me
standing at the door, he flashed the same look of surprised
embarrassment he must have seen in me. I smiled shamefacedly, and
went inside.

“They sent me home,” I said, stating the
obvious, and tonguing the dried blood in the corner of my
mouth.

“Me, too,” he answered, and his countenance
brightened. For years to come I’d believed that Papa had also
gotten into a fight, but had naturally incurred no wounds.

“I bloodied his nose,” I confessed. “He was
calling me names because I’m part Indian, but they didn’t send
him home.”

“A man has to stand up for himself,” Papa
said, giving my ruined shirt a once over. “But let’s not make a
habit out of this, eh?”

“No, Papa,” I agreed. Then he hugged me,
which was a welcome rarity.

“It’s just a bad day for the James boys,” he
said as I sank into his embrace, “a lousy, Hank Williams day.”

I’d kept that moment with my father under
lock and key ever since, and not just for the obvious reasons. In a
single afternoon he’d taught me more about what it meant to be a
man than all the father-son talks to come.

Meanwhile, my world just kept getting
dirtier. With every year that passed, fresh horrors reared their
heads. I was thirty-six years old and had spent most of that time
committed to a war of attrition I was destined to fight alone, and
bound to lose. Other people knew how to fix cars, program computers
and diagnose disease. Me? I could navigate the wilderness and coax
its secrets, but those were antiquated skills in an automated
world, and at the rate technology was advancing it was only going
to get worse. About the only practical thing I was good for was a
fight—just like in second grade. Fortunately, being able to shoot
straight and hit hard were attributes still in demand, plus I had a
stubborn streak that ran from the top of my head and clear across
the Jordan. Most people aren’t willing to die at a moment’s notice,
and truth be told, my dispensability was more valuable to Dan
Rogier than my trigger time.

The dimly lit bistro smelled of roast beef,
pipe smoke, and sweet-scented wood. An enormous creek-stone
fireplace burned with a sumptuous ginger blush, warming and drying
us from a discourteous, inclement evening. Other than the Vancouver
safe house, it was the first time Tanya and I had been alone in
quite some time. As the only person other than Michael who knew me
at all, Tanya had noticed the merit of my spiritual new leaf. She’d
come to believe me incapable of compassion, and so was taken aback
by the concern I’d shown for little Penny’s welfare. She told me
about the favors she’d called in to have the child accepted into a
prestigious school for girls in Quebec.

When she got around to thanking me for saving
her from the sniper, she was gracious enough not to point out I’d
been the reason she’d ended up in the crosshairs to begin with.

“If I did anything you wouldn’t have
done—haven’t done—then you’re welcome,” I said.

“I’m not as enthusiastic as you are about
going out with a bang, so owing you my life is a big deal to
me.”

Our dialogue drew a momentary pause as the
waiter brought us new drinks. I took the opportunity to fish the
glass tube from my pocket, and presented it to her after the
libations had been freshened.

“These belong to you,” I said, rolling the
cylinder across the table with an open palm.

She took it by the cork stopper and
hesitantly inspected its cargo. “What’s this supposed to be?” she
asked, melting into a hesitant smile as if I were finishing a joke
she didn’t get. Then, she stopped grinning. “This is my hair,” she
said, like I didn’t know. “That bitch kept my hair as a
memento?”

“Actually,” I said, and then cleared my
throat; “she kept it for less sentimental reasons.”

Tanya returned the phial to the table,
apparently repelled by her body’s estranged artifacts.

“Hair, nails, teeth and what have you are
used as conduits in imitative magic. A competent sorcerer can use
them as links to their former owner—like a voodoo doll. Like
attracts like,” said. “It’s a magical principle. I found several of
those tubes before Rogier’s technicians showed up.”

Tanya centered her vermouth on its coaster
and dropped her arms to her sides. She stared across the table at
me, waiting to hear that I didn’t really believe in such things,
but she knew I did.

“Magic,” she said, and scoffed under her
breath while charting the tablecloth with her fingers. “That’s
good. No, really, that’s perfect. This makes it easier to tell you
something I’ve been avoiding.”

The firelight made her skin look white as
fine china, and turned her green eyes to emeralds. She pulled
closer to the table and steepled her fingers.

“I’ve never met anyone like you,” she began.
“You are, without a doubt, the strongest man I know and you break
the mold for me. Your willpower amazes me; it’s more powerful than
anything I possess. You’re everything mothers warn their daughters
about.” A smile mitigated her gravity, but just for a second. “I’ve
never had anyone affect me like you do, and lately there’s been a
kindness in you I’ve never seen before.”

“On the other hand,” I said, “you speak three
languages, have a master’s in civil law and planning, and you don’t
believe in the boogeyman. There’s no need to qualify this, Tanya.
I get it.”

She took the napkin from her lap and doubled
it over her unfinished meal. “I’m with someone else,” she said.
“I’m sorry if that upsets you.”

I shrugged, pretending that it didn’t.
“Anyone I know?”

Her hair was gilded by the hearth-glow as she
shook her head. “I met him years ago, when he was with the
Metropolitan Police Service.”

“Scotland Yard,” I said, picturing Tanya in a
Horseman’s scarlet serge tunic and her beau in a bobby’s blue
custodian helmet. “I guess that makes sense.” Her sudden concern
with the neatness of her folded napkin told me she’d rather not.
“It’s OK,” I said. “I’m disappointed, but I’m not surprised. So,
what’s his name?”

“Nigel,” she answered, halfheartedly.

“Of course it is,” I said.

“He retired as a chief inspector and makes
the lecture circuit these days.”

“You’ve mentioned him before. He introduced
you to the Episcopalian church, right?”

“You remember the oddest things,” she
replied.

“You told me that you stopped seeing him
because he was a—what did you call him—a philanderer?”

“It was a different time for me,” she said.
“Anyway, I really don’t want to talk about him right now.”

“You don’t have to. It’s not like we were
engaged or something.”

“That’s not the point,” she whispered,
leaning into the table. “Those … wizards, or whatever the hell they
were, could’ve done anything liked with me. I’m not used to feeling
that defenseless, and I resent it. You may be harder to kill than
Rasputin, Logan, but I only get bloody once a month. I’m not a
field agent. For years I’ve tried to make sense of out your
mystique. You were too dark and tormented for me to resist. But
after Vancouver it wasn’t so irresistible. I don’t like being
scared, and I just can’t ….” She didn’t finish the
sentence, but it wasn’t necessary.

“You don’t want me in your life at
all. Is that it?” I hadn’t realized the proximity of my heart to my
sleeve before that moment, but it shouldn’t have been there in the
first place.

“It’s not about what I want,”
she said, but the nicety of the affirmation didn’t make it more
palatable. “I just think we should put our relationship on a more
professional track.”

“I don’t blame you,” I said, stone-faced,
though I was a hundred times more wounded by the loss of a
friendship than a romance.

I folded a few bills under the rim of my
plate and pushed away from the table. “The great thing about bearer
bonds is that anyone can cash them in, no questions asked,” I said.
“Thanks for being honest with me.”

“Let’s not leave things like this.”

“And finish the meal in uncomfortable
silence?” I asked. “We’ve had a good run, so let’s just call it
square. Thanks for everything, Ms. Clemons.”

I didn’t look back and she didn’t follow.

People like me don’t have much left to prize.
Having lost so much, we become stingy with the remnant of our
affection and are particular who we’ll share it with. Sometimes we
lose benevolence and conscience, and become sociopaths—the kind of
people who make a cesspool like the Jabberwocky, the kind of people
who keep their hearts in a box. I had nearly become such a person
once, half-mad with hatred and so accustomed to despair that no
tragedy could move me to sympathy. I’d been spared that fate to
realize greater things, but I’d yet to appreciate the severity of
the blow Tanya had dealt me.

Even though she was an important person,
she’d put her obligations on hold more than once to help me. She’d
risked her career and had even saved my life as a John Doe
after the Windigo had opened my belly. But if there’d been a
moment’s doubt that the Beast wanted to destroy the people in my
life, Garret Rafferty had been a gruesome reminder. Tanya had
broken the ties I’d never been willing to, and while I couldn’t
fault her for that, our whole association seemed a colossal waste
of valuable emotion.

I sat alone at the St. Ives Club, celebrating
Tanya’s safety with the family friend, Lord Calvert. It was so
quiet, the breeze from the Riviere Rideau sounded like gremlins
scratching at the windows. I unraveled the dressing from my
smarting head wound and took another burning draw from the bottle.
Across the vacancy of the immense lounge, hanging at the far end of
the firing range was a peppered silhouette target. I saturated the
room with .45 reports until the clip was dry.

“To hell with her,” I said with a snort and
studied my shot grouping. Turning my sadness into something else,
it seemed, was still second nature.

I thought there was someone standing at the
door, but when I turned no one was there. Then he appeared just as
I’d imagined and he offered his hands in a good-natured gesture of
submission.

“We did our best to announce ourselves over
the gunfire,” Deacon said.

“Hello Doc,” I answered, and twirled the 1911
on my finger like the Wild West gunslinger he’d once taken me for.
“Thirsty?”

“I could be persuaded,” Deacon said, and
crossed the floor with Ms. Aroha King shadowing him like a wrathful
apparition.

I poured him a round as he took the seat next
to me; Ms. King sat on my left. “To friends who haven’t kicked you
in the balls yet,” I said, raising the bottle, “and your good
health, of course.”

“Not at all,” he boomed, with his wide
shoulders vaulted in a hearty chortle. He hoisted his glass back at
me: “Here’s to the hero du jour.”

I accepted his tribute and took another pull
before acknowledging Ms. King.

“I think there are tea bags behind the bar,”
I said, my tone intentionally sarcastic.

“I wouldn’t suck orange juice off my fingers
with you,” she said, regarding me with a hard-boiled stare
somewhere between disappointment and disdain. The open hostility of
her sneer aggravated me, and I didn’t seek to lighten the moment
like I had the first time we’d spoken.

“If you’re really spoiling for a fight,” I
said, “quit ragging and step up.”

Before Deacon could interject, she responded
by sweeping one leg under my bar stool, intent on spilling me to
the floor. But I let it fall between my feet and hooked my boot toe
under her the leg brace of her seat. She scrambled as it went over
and took a swing at me, which I snared like a third baseman would a
line drive. She reached into her belt and came back with an ice
pick. She didn’t have it long before I took it away and fastened
her wrist to the bar with it. She barely made a sound. For most
people, that would have been the end of the fight, but she was
dogged and already thrusting a knee for my cojones. The blow
glanced harmlessly against my thigh, but my thumb was squashing the
soft spot between her trachea and clavicle.

“Know when to quit,” I said, “unless you want
your face to be symmetrical.”

Her visage remained a rigid cast of defiance,
but she nodded, quite aware that I could crush her windpipe with no
more effort than punching a thumbtack. I released her throat, ready
to snatch out her lungs if she was determined to continue. The ice
pick slurped from between her ulna and radius as she plucked it
out.

“That was productive,” Dr. Deacon remarked,
shooting his whisky. “Now I have an injured bodyguard, and an
agitated cohort.”

Ms. King cinched her crucified wrist in a bar
towel and wiped down the shaft of her ice pick. The aggression fell
away from her face, and dissolved into a bizarre kind of painful
afterglow as she returned her weapon to its hidden scabbard.

“Give us a look,” Deacon insisted, and peeked
beneath the reddening wrap. “Lucky girl. It missed the median nerve
and deep veins.”

“It’s a mosquito bite,” she said.

“Why not go upstairs and give it a good
cleaning just the same? I’ll be up directly.”

She consented, and left the room the same way
she’d entered. I set both stools upright.

“Sorry about that,” I said. “I’ve had a few
too many.”

“I once watched a Spetsznaz commando break
himself against her like she was an ocean wall,” he said. “You
solved her in less than six moves, and with the kind of explosive,
high-twitch muscle generally found in Olympians and Shaolin
masters,”

“Is she done for the night?” I asked. “Or
should I sleep with one eye open?”

“I don’t know many people who don’t,” he
replied. “However, I wouldn’t expect her to join you for a nightcap
this evening—or for any reason for that matter. This may be
difficult to believe, but Aroha’s not vengeful, even though you
probably would have killed her if she hadn’t submitted.”

My silence certified his presumption. “Remind
me to stay in your good graces, Mr. Logan.

“That being said let me congratulate you for
a job well done on the coast. Your predilection for creating those
untidy situations we talked about is everything you claimed it to
be, so Mr. Rogier asked me to dress it up a bit for the public
record. However, I’m still wondering what I helped mop up, because
it put me in mind of werewolf roadkill.”

“I guess that makes you a convert,” I
said.

His mouth gradually widened into a smile as
he nodded. “I’m not one of those persons who must have an opinion
on everything, though I am beginning to form one about you.”

“But we haven’t even come to blows,” I said;
a joke at the absent Ms. King’s expense.

“I’m a bit of a triple threat,” he said,
dropping another ice cube in his drink. “In addition to my formal
occupations, I’m what you might call a shade tree psychologist.
Discerning human character, anticipating its reaction at every turn
of the fix, is a trade-essential for me.

“Take our present quandary, for example. A
werewolf lands among a crowd of twenty, thirty people in open
daylight. I doubt either of us can truly comprehend the
consequences of the ensuing hysteria, especially during a World’s
Fair—the acme of modern achievement. Without intervention, the
illusion of security is shattered, and there is bedlam. Perception,
as you know, Mr. Logan, is everything. It can turn a decomposed,
basking shark into a plesiosaur and a werewolf into a latex
mannequin, complete with stage blood and avant-garde
electronics.

“Let’s say half of the witnesses buy into
that story, as is. In this case, that’s a conservative estimate,
allowing for the alternative. The other half doesn’t; they know
what they saw. They heard the bones break, saw the eyes come out
and so forth. Since very few persons want to believe in
werewolves, even these more judicious witnesses are open to
plausible explanations so long as it doesn’t insult their
intelligence. It’s a question of risk management.”

“I’m with you,” I said, for I’d argued that
very point many times myself.

Deacon continued talking shop as I drifted
over to the billiards and tested the straightness of a stick
against the felt.

“As the fix-it-man I have a couple of options
for building my strategy of tension,” he said, joining me at the
table. “I can introduce a second screen or elaborate on the
original story.”

“What do you mean by, second screen?” I
asked. “Rack ‘em.”

“There’s a certain style of painting where
the artist layers multiple images on the same canvas,” he said,
dropping the eight ball into the middle of the triangle. “To the
naked eye one might see a pastoral countryside, with high trees and
green fields. But observed through special lenses sensitive to
ultraviolet rays, the same picture could depict a desert
landscape—the second layer. Two screens, one painting; you see my
point.”

“Smoke and mirrors,” I said, twisting blue
chalk onto my cue.

“Remember,” he continued, “Except for the
principals, the hotel gunfight and the werewolf creature aren’t
necessarily related. But to the more perceptive observer—whom we’re
trying to win over—two such incidents could hardly be mutually
exclusive. We cater a rumor for their benefit, run it through the
mill and let it make its rounds on the street.”

“What kind of rumor?”

He leaned against the table and cupped a
meaty hand alongside his mouth. “Did you hear that one of the
gangsters kept a bear as a pet,” he whispered, simulating hearsay.
“The public almost expects idiosyncrasies from the affluent, and
all the more if we’re talking mobsters. An exotic animal in a hotel
room isn’t that far fetched.

You break.”

“So that’s what you did instead of pushing
the special effects, hoax angle?” I said as I positioned the cue
ball and lined up my shot.

“As a rule it’s considered imprudent to do
both; too many contrivances can be self-defeating, but this time it
was worth the risk.”

The balls exploded and spread across the
green, pocketing two stripes.

“Looks like the small ones are mine,” Deacon
said, powdering his hands. “We’re using some specialists to portray
spokesmen for a fictitious, low-budget film studio. They’ll
apologize for the fracas on the evening news. Some of them may even
be ‘arrested’ for negligence and damages. The public is always more
contented when someone goes to jail.”

“What about the die-hards?” I asked while
sinking the nine and the twelve with a combo shot. “You know the
ones who won’t wear your special lenses.”

“They’ll see a Crown cover up. The conspiracy
theorist is my greatest ally,” he said. “And do you know why?”

“Because John Q. Public doesn’t trust a
screwball any more than he believes in werewolves,” I answered, and
put the eleven-ball to bed with a cut-shot.

“Exactly so. Some malcontent standing on a
soapbox or a recluse sending out mass mailings about the Black
Pope, discredit the very things they’d like us to accept. But in
this recent imbroglio, it’s the law of parsimony that’s working
hardest for us. There’s an empirical dictum called
Occam’s razor that, simply put, says the simplest of
competing theories is preferable when attempting to explain
something mysterious. The extreme nature of the whole affair is on
our side.”

“Kind of comes full circle,” I mused, missing
my first stroke. “So, besides a multilayered lie,
conspiracists, and somebody’s razor, what else do you
have up your sleeve?”

“Have you ever noticed that the general
public has the attention span of a wide-eyed child at the fair?” he
asked, setting up his shot. “I’ll give you an example,” he said,
surveying the table with his palms against his haunches. “Less than
100 years ago, the United States went to war with Spain. They
fought in the Caribbean, the Philippines, and the South Pacific. In
eight months of fighting, over 3,000 men died from bullets and
disease. And when it was over, America controlled Guam, the
Hawaiian Islands and Puerto Rico. But ask the average U.S. citizen
what they know about that war, and you’d be fortunate to hear
something as elementary as the sinking of the Maine.”

He played the three off the seven and sank
them both. “The man on the street can’t tell you the
Spanish-American War made the United States an international
player, or a secure Caribbean allowed construction to begin on the
Panama Canal. Shipping routes and U.S. military facilities were
established in Asia, but I doubt you could find one Yank in a
hundred who knows it.

“Damn,” he muttered as he sank my fourteen,
leaving one striped ball on the table.

“But that’s the way it is everywhere,” he
said, resting on his stick. “Ignorance and apathy practically
define the sensibilities of your average taxpayer. Unless the news
involves someone famous, they’re too interested in football, the
pop charts and regularly scheduled programming to worry about much
else, particularly some isolated incident—no matter how strange it
may be at the time.”

“You’re not just a card-and-coin man, Doc,” I
consented. “Maybe I am interested in your opinion of me.” I
clipped the ten-ball off the cushion and into a side pocket.

“You’ll forgive and correct me if I’m
mistaken,” he began, spreading his heavy arms in preemptive
apology. “To start with, I should think you don’t sleep much. The
anxiety of your past probably gives you nightmares when you do, but
the same could be true of most anyone in this sort of life.

“You carry your tension in your shoulders,”
he said as I contemplated which pouch was most likely to accept the
8-ball, “like someone who’s been incarcerated or has seen
front-line combat.”

“Corner pocket,” I called, pointing to it
with my cue.

“The way you work your eyes,” he continued,
“shift your head around the room even though there’s no one else
here, tells me you’re either paranoid or have good reason to
believe you’re always in danger. I’d bet the latter; you’re too
practical to be neurotic.”

The last ball dropped precisely where
indicated, but so did the cue ball.

“You’ve got strong mandible muscles from
gnashing your teeth, and there’s sadness in your forehead lines,”
he said, ignoring my scratch and his subsequent victory. “You don’t
have any family to speak of. Probably lost a wife, or a
girlfriend.”

“That’s enough,” I said, putting my cue back
into the rack. As quickly as I’d lost the game, his high-powered
perception had become intrusive.

“I apologize,” he said. “I know it’s a tender
subject. I’m a widower myself. It’ll be six years this August that
I lost my Claire.”

“How long were you married?” I asked, and
returned to the bar for another drink.

“Almost ten years,” he said, wiping the talc
from his hands. “She was an oceanographer, always on some bloody
ship sailing to God knows where, and I was … well, otherwise
unavailable. Her vessel broke up during a monsoon along the
Madagascar Current. No one aboard was recovered.”

“That’s a tough one,” I said.

“Did you ever wonder if you really loved the
one you lost as much as you think you do?” he asked, frankly. “Is
it only the embellishment of time and the poetic notion of lost
love that makes us miss them so? I wonder sometimes.”

“If hindsight’s really 20/20, then who’s to
say what’s exaggerated?” I said, irked by the very idea. “I loved
my wife, still do—and she didn’t have to die for me to know
it.”

“Point taken,” he said, and pulled his gaudy
pillbox from the pocket of his pressed trousers. “To our women,” he
saluted, and crushed the capsule between his teeth. A frisson of
sweat and trembling dashed over him, and when the rush had passed
he dabbed his brow with his sleeve.

“One of the advantages of a license to
practice medicine,” he said, answering my blatant stare.
“Amphetamine; I’d rather not sleep either.”

He became quite animated as he expounded upon
the subject of prescription medication, extolling the virtues of
Speed, Rohypnol and various opiates with sweeping hand gestures. I,
in turn, regaled him with stories of my own limited experience with
mind-benders. Inevitably, I suppose, the conversation
drifted into the discussion of physical pain and I showed off
numerous scars, modeling them with a masochistic pride. After he’d
made a cursory assessment of my former injuries, especially my
mangled nest of an abdomen, he presented me with a handful of pink
disks scored into quarters on one side and inscribed with Lilly
U53 on the other.

“That’s 40 mg of methadone each,” he stated.
“I realize you’re not a recovering intravenous drug user, but it
does have other, better merits. I’ll write you a prescription in
the morning if you like.”

“Platypus poison, now pain killers,” I said,
jostling the tablets in my palm.

“Be careful with both,” he said, and stole a
glance at the clock above the bar. “Right. I believe my services
are expected upstairs. I should be getting on before she starts
cauterizing the wound with a Zippo.”

As I bid him a good evening, something urged
me to feed the pills in my fist to the disposal. I even started to
reach for the sink, but I was tired of waking up feeling like I’d
spent the night as a guest of the Spanish Inquisition. Besides,
having your guts turn to concrete isn’t the kind of pain you just
forget.

“Good game,” he said over his shoulder as he
left.

 


* * *

 


The room smelled of overcooked coffee and
unfiltered cigarettes with a faint undercurrent of sweat. Rogier’s
tie was a saggy noose around his neck and his hair was disheveled
from dredging his fingers through it for four hours. Alexandretta
had been cleaning his nails with a pair of trimmers for almost as
long. Other than his testimony to substantiate the Skewach
jailhouse massacre, I found his presence both unnecessary and
distracting.

“I found this stuck to my shoe after leaving
the Meredith Towers,” I said, handing the envelope to Rogier. “It’s
dated 21 November 1984.”

He rubbed the back of his neck as he examined
the address. “Georges Gandillon, Highbury Hospital, Bulwell,
England; no return address.”

“Just the postage,” I said, indicating the
stamp smeared with the bleeding ink of its cancellation marks.
“Looks like a guy on an antique motorcycle.” Even the name below
the image was indecipherable except for the last part: Matchless
– 1907.

“Stuck to your shoe, eh?” he said, unfolding
the handwritten letter inside.

Brother, he continued. By the time this
reaches you, Don Diego Rafael Santana De la Rosa will have been
dead for some time. He died by consequence of silver instead of my
hand, as would have been proper.

I’ve taken counsel with your family, and
we’ve agreed that the Woodsman should be brought directly and
unmolested to the grounds of St. Dismas. I’ll spread this decision
among our company with notice that whoever gets it done will be
rewarded.

How long do you plan to continue this way,
Georges? I admire your objectives, and your fealty to Therion, but
this masochism is a waste of time and talent. The doom of the
powers is coming and there is furious work to be done. Pietro.

Rogier passed the letter to Alexandretta
who’d become interested enough to stop grooming himself.
“Gandillon,” Rogier repeated the addressee. “That last name was
like a rash all over the hotel suite.”

Alexandretta smoothed out the letter against
the tabletop. “Pietro is an Italian name, but I doubt the author
is,” he remarked. “Therion means, ‘Great Beast,’ if I remember my
Greek, and that bit about the doom of powers has a definite Nordic
flavor. The guy likes culturally diverse imagery. The hand is
cramped, like a paranoid’s, but these pencil strokes almost cut
through the paper. You could read this thing from the other side.
Homicidal maniacs write like this.”

“Anything else?” Rogier asked, looking over
Alexandretta’s shoulder.

“See how high the T-bars are? He’s got ego to
spare, and the way he spikes his M’s and N’s indicates superior
intelligence. The letters are small which means he probably has a
keen sense of self-awareness. I’d be surprised if he answered to
anyone but himself.

I’ve got to take a piss,” he said, gathering
up his clippers and hound’s-tooth jacket.

“Three guesses who the Woodsman is,” I said,
once he was gone. “How about some cooperation following up on
this?”

As I studied the illuminated wall grid of the
Canadian Dominion—waiting for an answer—Rogier shuffled a stack of
papers with blocks of blacked-out text. I’d acquainted him with the
Blackscrabble/Gandillon feud, the eerie death of Deputy Bryce
Dietz, and my history with what became pithily known as, “The
Roxy.” I’d even brought him up to speed on my relationship with
Garret Rafferty, and why he’d been engraved with my name. But there
were some things he didn’t need to know about, like the briefcase
I’d lifted.

“That was a fair piece of wrangling you did
out there,” he said, squaring the corners on a ream of redacted
documents. “Better than I expected to be honest.”

“Praise from Caesar, eh? Does that mean
you’ll take me across the pond?”

“I’m starving,” he sighed, unstringing his
necktie. “I haven’t eaten anything since this morning, and I’ve got
a yen for some poutine. Come on, I know a place.”

At a twenty-four-hour diner down on Elgin
Street, Rogier made a banquet of French-fries covered with gravy
and half-melted cheese curds, while I perused the pages of The
Werewolf.

“Is that the book Griffin gave you?” Rogier
asked, wiping a spot of gravy from his chin. “You know he thinks
he’s Edgar Allen Poe.”

“Everyone I’ve met lately has been straight
out of the pulps—I’ve just been waiting to meet Doc Savage,” I
said, and flipped to the index to look up things like
Therion and Pietro.

“Warren Zevon used to be the strongest mental
association I had with a werewolf,” Rogier said, tapping down his
pack of Chesterfields, “Eating beef chow mein and walking through
the streets of Soho in the rain. I never gave them any more thought
than say, King Kong, and neither did anyone else I knew. No matter
how much I’d like to write it off, so far the ‘80s have expanded my
horizons.”

“Once you open your eyes to something, you’re
probably going to see it again,” I replied as my finger slid
through the “G” section of the index.

“It’s got to be some kind of psychosomatic
condition like the stigmata, right? Man into beast. They say we
only use 10 percent of our brain, but maybe the other 90% can
release the right kind of hormones in certain individuals to create
things like, the Roxy, or the Saskatchewan Slasher for that
matter.”

“Sounds like hard science to me,” I said,
looking up from the page. “Do you hear the psychobabble coming out
of your mouth? What you witnessed at Primrose Lake doesn’t have a
reasonable explanation.”

I was reminding him of Constable Gaston
Trudeau who’d been on the trail of the Saskatchewan Slasher before
I got my taste. He’d been found half-frozen to death on the shores
of Primrose Lake, and his fingers were not only black with
frostbite but he’d eaten his own tongue as well. The hypothermia
alone should have had him walking the streets of Glory, but the
small bite on his hip kept him going as the Slasher’s own whelp.
Rogier had insisted on handling the situation with an intravenous
cocktail of silver nitrate, but only after the constable started to
regenerate missing body parts.

“I don’t care how enlightened a person may
be,” I said, “a human being doesn’t grow back a tongue.”

The tip of his cigarette crackled in a smoky
halo as he re-evaluated his hypothesis. “More things in heaven and
earth, right? By the way, did you feed the meter before we came
in?”

“It’s 2 o’clock in the morning,” I said. “You
don’t have to pay after five.” When I looked back at the index, I
found my finger resting on an entry for Gandillon, and
rifled the pages for the places it referenced.

“No quarter after five,” he said. “After
five, expect no mercy.”

“Listen to this,” I said with hushed
enthusiasm, and pinned both covers of the book to the table. The
confessions of Pierre Gandillon and Georges Gandillon are very
relevant to our argument; for they said that, in order to turn
themselves into wolves, they first rubbed themselves with an
ointment, and then Satan clothed them in a wolf’s skin, which
completely covered them, and then they went on all-fours and ran
about the country chasing now a person now an animal according to
the guidance of their appetite …. I fast-forwarded to page 116.

Pierre Gandillon was so disfigured in this
way that he hardly bore any resemblance to a man and struck with
horror those who looked at him.

Rogier waved the smoke from between us and
leaned in with his elbows propped on the table.

“There’s more,” I said, racing ahead to page
226. Pierre Gandillon and his son Georges were accused of
witchcraft, and it presently came out that they were in the habit
of anointing themselves with the Devil’s unguent and assuming the
form and fierceness of wolves, under which shape they had murdered
and eaten many young children.

“The old Jonathan Swift diet,” he said. “What
happened to them?”

“It says they perished at the stake as reward
for their crimes,” I answered as, once again, historical tradition
collided with the truth.

“Sure as shit, Georges Gandillon,” he said,
checking the passages to his own satisfaction. “I guess you and
Griffin aren’t the only ones who’ve been to the library.”

“You’re missing the point,” I said. “Since
you can’t burn a werewolf to death, Highbury Hospital may have a
14th-century Wolf as a voluntary patient; remember what
the letter said about masochism? Don’t give me that look, this is
important.”

“Sure, to you,” he answered.
“To me it’s a little interesting, but probably a coincidence.
Muslims name their sons Mohammed, and Catholics name their
daughters Mary. That doesn’t make them prophets or holy virgins. As
far as you and I know the Black Cross is using that name as a
cryptogram.”

“That’s possible,” I conceded. “Maybe even
likely. But I want to know if that letter was really written by one
werewolf to another.”

“What you need to know is that the
Victorian Ring doesn’t fund private crusades or personal
vendettas.”

“Meaning, you’re not going to stake me on
this.”

“There’s more to what you’re asking than a
fabricated passport and plane fare. Even if I were to write this up
as a Class A Certified Threat—which I’m not going to do—the British
access agent would still have to sanction it.”

“How long does that take?” I asked. “Six
months, a year? I think I’d rather clock out and fly coach.”

“Let me advise you against that notion right
now,” he said, his voice ringing with the authority of his station.
“You don’t work for yourself anymore, good buddy. Leave the country
without authorization and you’ll be black-flagged and taken off at
the neck. That’s just the lay of the land.”

For a moment our eyes were held together as
though whoever blinked first would have to give in. But he was my
boss now, and more importantly, I owed him.

“Taken off at the neck, eh?” I repeated.
“Good buddy.”

“I’ll tell you what,” he said, handing the
empty platter of his heart-attack-special back to the waiter. “If a
Jabberwocky connection turns up from the information we took in
Vancouver, I’ll be the first one on the phone to London. But that’s
going to take a couple weeks to process and puzzle. In the meantime
I’ll look into the Nottingham hospital; I’ll have a chat with Lucas
about it. The letter was dated two years ago. Two more weeks isn’t
going to make or break anyone, so take yourself back to Alberta and
stump-break a moose or whatever you do out there.”

 


* * *

 


A summer day in Rocky Mountain high country
is about as fine a thing as I’ve ever seen, and it was hard to
remember the last time a warm wind had touched my face. My
upbringing had been too Spartan to lend itself to such
appreciation, but bronzing under a melon sun, bare-chested and hip
deep in glassy waters, I treasured every pebble under my feet. The
waters glittered like tiny mirrors adrift on the current as I
watched curious trout dart in and out of sight like funhouse
reflections.

Michael tended to a catch of mountain
whitefish, which broiled over a fire on the dry shoal behind me.
I’d learned to fish the old way even before I’d come to live with
Michael. Papa had taught me, just as Michael had taught him. A
sharp stick, patience and a quick, sure hand was all it took to
turn this tributary of the Peace River into a picnic site.

“A cutthroat’s been snorkeling around your
ankle for going on five minutes,” Michael reported from the sand
bar. “Waiting for him to give himself up, are you?”

The fish would be gone before I could even
turn around; a memory by the time the spear pierced the water. If I
wanted to add this one to the coals, I’d have to strike from where
I stood.

“This batch is ready,” he said, taking them
off the griddle. “Better gig that one and bring him in. I ain’t
waiting on you.”

I closed my eyes and drown the sounds from my
ears. I focused on the cool brim around my thighs and subtle
nuances of the swell beneath. I could feel the trout six
inches from my calf. It moved in for a closer look, playing around
my leg hairs like it was dancing with a sea anemone. I pictured
it—a little oblong watermelon with a bright red throat—and the
tickling set in every time it waltzed on by. There was a rhythm to
it, a natural cadence to keep time with the ripples. The mental
image became more refined with every measure. Its eyes were like
glossy, black saucers and a belly of carmine fading to dusty rose
around its caudal fin. It gave one last flicker of its gills as I
angled the lance-tip backward between my knees and skewered it.

For the rest of the afternoon, I bent
Michael’s ear on everything from Clementine Rossi to Clayton
Brewer, and noticed a washed-out bruise on his right cheek as I
did. I detailed my encounter with the Nuxalk witch while noting
discolorations on his arms that looked like tiny blood puddles
under his skin. Living so close to the land as he did, there was
always ample opportunity to be bumped around, but there were faint
yellow tinges around his right eye like a freckled bird’s egg.
There was something he wasn’t telling me.

“You’re banged up,” I finally said,
encroaching on what was undoubtedly none of my business.

“I had some visitors about a month ago,” he
answered, to my surprise. “Funny. The guy with a plum on his head
notices a few scratches.”

“What kind of visitors?”

“Provincial government’s gouging out a road
between Spring Prairie and Grande Portage; did you know that?”

“That’s Crown land,” I said.

“It was. Now they’ve got survey crews on the
northern pass to Redwater Canyon, and punks with nothing better to
do than go through an old man’s house.”

“Put up a little bit of a fight, did
they?”

“I put the fear of God into them,” he said,
ready to end the dialogue with that.

“How many stitches do you think the fear of
God entailed?” I asked.

“Pinked them up a little is all.”

I showed him the letter from Pietro,
diverting our attention not only from the break-in but also from
the fact that his buffer zone with civilization had become
uncomfortably thin. We spent the dusky hours discussing my fatal
reunion with Roxy Jessup and how I’d lost one of my Colts.

“The barrel was practically burned up with
silver anyway,” I said. “But Roxy, she didn’t make a play for me
until after the shooting had started. She didn’t want to mark me
either. I figure these Gandillons want me for themselves. I guess
they’ve been around a long, long time. They’re
persistent—patient.”

“You’ve probably figured this out,” he said,
plowing a furrow in the coals with the tip of his walking stick,
“but the Lineage has a certain order to it: Noble Wolven, High
Wolven and whatnot. As far as I was ever able to tell, there’s no
king-shit Wolf sitting on a bone throne somewhere and lording over
one universal pack, but the old alphas are the tallest hogs at the
trough.”

“What’s Esau then?” I asked. “Like a werewolf
fairy tale or something?”

“No, they say he was the first,” he
answered. “And he might still be out there for all I know, but from
what I’ve seen its packs like these Gandillons who have what power
there is.”

I chewed on that a little while before
hitting him with my next question.

“Michael, if the Wolves can’t come after you
up here, warning pole or whatever, why did they attack Papa,
thinking it was you?”

For awhile only the crackle of embers
answered back, and then Michael curled his leathery fingers around
his walking stick and pulled himself upright with a groan. His
joints were stiff with rheumatism, and his shoulders stooped. He
turned his feet in the creek rocks to set his balance and looked
down at me over the butt of his staff.

“They didn’t mistake Foster for me. They
weren’t through making me suffer, so they made me kill him. You’ve
seen for yourself the way they count coup.

“Now let me ask you a question, boy,” he said
in a thoughtful tone. “I want to know if you think it was worth it.
If you could jump back twenty years, make a different choice, would
you do it?”

It was a question common enough to be
considered cliché; still, I waited to answer as I began to
understand what he meant. He wasn’t interested in my regrets; he
wanted to be pardoned for the brutal training of an orphaned
child.

I stood up to face him, to look unabashedly
in his eyes. Windows to his world, they were as sharp and lucid as
cut glass, reflecting the soft glow of the orange coals like
portals to the Other Side.

“You kept your promise to Papa instead of
turning me out to become a ward of the state,” I said.
“Worth it’s got nothing to do with anything.”

“The training wasn’t meant to turn you wicked
like it did,” he said, twisting his staff into the sand, “but I
reckon I’ve got too many years under my belt to start tallying
regrets.”

“I’d like to believe that neither of us
really had a say in it, you know? That our lives have been in the
Great Spirit’s hands from the beginning.”

“That comforts you?” he asked, dragging a
half-charred chunk of wood squarely into the flames with his
stick.

“I tell you Michael, if I hadn’t lost
Samantha and Joshua, I don’t think I’d even care. It became an
altogether different war when they died. It’s better to have loved
and lost than never to have loved at all? Bullshit.”

“Correct,” he agreed.

“I can’t get clear of it,” I admitted with a
lump in my throat. “Even when I can’t remember her face, I remember
how she smelled. I still feel the sensation in my chest like an
open hole next to my heart.”

“You’re never going to set things right,” he
said. “Killing Diego was as close as you’re ever going to
come.”

“In the back of my mind I can still see the
Wolf that attacked Papa,” I said. “It was just a shadow on the
ground, but I know its every hair. There’s something inside me that
says I can be satisfied with this Feud if I could just hunt it
down. I think that could be the last werewolf I’d ever kill.”

He knitted his brow, might have nodded, then
turned his head away and looked up at the half-moon shimmering
through translucent, nocturnal clouds. He searched the boundless
skies as though marking the path of Haley’s comet, or watching for
falling debris from the Challenger.

“There are a lot of things I don’t know
about,” he said, still scanning the heavens. “But I understand
pain, even better than you do. This kind, you turn off.” He
pressed the tip of his staff against my thigh, to the place where
he’d once peeled a three-inch strip of skin during a training
exercise. Then the staff rose to the center of my chest. “This
kind, you settle up with. Hate and anger are maggots in winterkill;
they’re born from that kind of pain.”

“I’ve looked for her on the Other Side,” I
told him. “She’s the only thing I’ve looked for. I want to see her
again so much, say goodbye to her. Maybe then I could let her
go.”

Michael didn’t offer an opinion on the
theory; he just regarded me with his staunch, trademark expression
marked as it was with faded bruises.

“I want to cross over again, but I need you
to teach me the way you do it.”

“Want to take off the training wheels, eh?
Well, if you have the feelings for your woman like you say, you can
tap them. Melt them down with the rest of your emotions and senses;
use her to tear through the veil. “

Sagging against his staff, he lowered himself
in front of the fire and carefully fed it another log.

Unsure as I was that I could make the journey
without the Black Drink, I focused on my desire to see Sam again
and took a seat across from Michael. I bathed in the smoke. I
cleansed my thoughts, cleared my head while watching the flames
lick the bark of its newest piece of fuel. They stole over the
sides, plumbing the log’s length and breadth—testing the
suitability of pith and grain before settling in to feed. I began
dialing down my senses one at a time, and slipped into a mantle of
calm.

The night birds’ gloomy-cool sounds, the
coals’ hiss and sizzle, and the creek’s murmur each faded until I
was deaf to all but the trill ring of silence. The shoal slowly
dissolved beneath me until my body was a weightless, floating
entity. Every odor of smoke and fish evaporated from my nostrils,
leaving only the exquisite scent of night—the smell of pine and the
warm, heady fragrance of earth—and then they too disappeared. Soon
I could taste neither the residue of tobacco nor the flavor of the
air as my palate numbed into a lazy memory of food and drink.
Finally, even the darkness behind my eyelids became only the idea
of darkness. I’d become an embryo cocooned within a womb of
pristine nothingness, swathed in its anesthetic void.

I dismantled my philosophies, tore down my
fear, and turned love and hate into detached energies. Pride, guilt
and joy softened and liquefied into an amorphous stew. Anger,
sadness and libido, sentiment, passion and conviction each melted
in turn and drained into the same crucible of uncooked perception.
When the last fickle emotion had boiled to crude, all that remained
was a spark named Samantha to light it up. The result was a psychic
hurricane, which ignited like a reactor. It blasted me from my
mortal coil, through the veil of subjective reality, and down the
rabbit hole.

There are different realms on the Other Side,
and they are the substance of things hoped for and the evidence of
things unseen; they’re what waits beyond the cellar door. I was too
inexperienced to know one from the other, but the Reydosnin
believed that sleep and death shared a border and that at no time
was a man closer to the spirits than when he dreamed.

I’d pierced into a world, bright without a
sun and vast without a sky, where faceless forms moved through
corridors lit by helixes of witch-light. They smoldered with a
prismatic flux while black mists swooped into the whorls as though
baited by their effervescence. There was a hum as tedious as white
noise that permeated radiance and shade and fastened them together
like the bindings of an atom. Masked in the drone were millions of
disembodied voices all speaking the tongues of Babel—incoherent but
absolutely human.

When I willed to move, the surreal
environment altered itself in such a way that I had the impression
of traveling more in terms of time than distance. Rice-white pools
and abstract atolls floated through rods of protean color and waxy
strands of gray, and raced by in as many breaths as comprise a
human life.

From among the anonymous forms came one
wearing a face; the specter of the man I’d known as Gomez, the
Latin John Wayne. He still wore his patent Mohawk haircut, and
carried an M-60 between his shoulders and wrists like an oxen yoke.
Although he wore the Ranger fatigues he’d died in, he no longer
possessed a form except what I remembered of him.

“Corporal!” I hailed, and he regarded me in
the same way a traveler might greet a friendly face from home, no
matter how casual the acquaintance.

“Watch your ass out there, Sergeant!” he
shouted back. “Tanto nadar para ahogarse en la orilla!” Then
he tramped into an eddy of time, caught in a chthonic loop that
always ended in 1968, province of Quang Binh.

There were moments when the living world
spilled in like mountaintop vistas through breaking clouds,
snapshots of remote places, vignettes of unshackled time. I saw the
forested grandeur of the Rockies, and the teeming streets of
Ottawa; picture postcards from the living lands. Myriad doors
promised passage to worlds beyond reckoning with fathomless
combinations of dimension, age and space. There were also
innumerable channels to events that were meant to be, and limitless
possible futures that would never be told.

The mists gradually wound and knitted into
something like a thunderhead, their tendrils snaking deeper into
the lights, choking them with shadow. But the Plutonian smog was
not advancing, as I’d first imagined, instead I was adrift on a
previously undetected current which bore me closer to it. I
intended to resist because it’s always an ominous thing to be drawn
into a black limbo, but the phantasmal jet stream in which I was
caught had already become more resolute. I heard my name spoken
from within the mists. Unlike the other voices, it was soft, like a
baby’s coo and impressed me with a spark of dim recognition like a
voice half-remembered.

“Samantha?” The moment I sank into the mists,
all traces of light were swallowed and the sub-harmonic buzz was
replaced by the sound of distant footfalls. My name was spoken a
second time, louder than before but with other, indiscernible words
tacked on at the end.

“Sam!” I shouted, but the timbre of my voice
seemed to join with the footsteps, intensifying their approach.
They became more threatening with every stride, echoing the beat of
my own heart. Still, I felt the footsteps as much as I heard
them—much the same way one can feel and hear the approach of a
locomotive. Each step was harsher and thundered with such calamity
as to make me wonder how much louder they could become before their
author was revealed or the darkness shattered with their
saturation.

When the giant stopped marching, the black
fog dulled a little. It was just enough to distinguish shape from
shadow. Bizarre shapes like something from a Dali sulked through
the new twilight—apocryphal stones marking a cemetery of spirit
rather than bone. A shape like a burgeoning mountain began to rise
from the purgatory beneath. A round hump sloped into shoulders with
the rumble of a norther in its throat. Its head was obscured by the
great swell of its back, but there was a small gobbet crimped
between its teeth. As its arms unfurled, I could see dripping red
hooks at either end, and as it stood to its full measure, the
mangled corpse of an infant slumped from its mouth. A woman’s
skeletal hands clutched the baby’s heel from farther down the
gullet.

Death wears many masks: skeletons with cowls
and sickles, black-winged angels covered in eyeballs, but for me
its truest personification was the Great Death Bear. If the baby in
its chops hadn’t been my son, its presence wouldn’t have made my
jaded eyes turn away. When its jaws parted, I saw the populous of
the Earth’s dead being slowly digested within its belly-grave, and
with a retching yawn it vomited Joshua and Samantha’s corrupted
remains into a wormy porridge. Then, the bestial Azrael lumbered
off to continue its eternal feast.

The voices came again, from behind me and
with desperate clarity.

“Sylvester—turn around!”

Without actually doing an
about-face—movements, like everything else in this world, were
pastiche—I turned to meet another horror. My left hand covered my
mouth, as my right hand balled into a fist.

We were separated by a Stygian gulf, but
milling around his legs was a nebula of shades. They fawned at his
feet like slaves, and trailed in his wake, a retinue of shadow
slices. I’d seen them before; watched them scurry up walls, pass
over open ground like an army of unearthly black beetles, and amass
in such numbers as to smother the light from a bonfire. Always on
hallowed ground, always when the Beast was near. They’d called my
name every time, and now they seemed to be a train for a discarnate
werewolf.

“Aren’t you intrepid?” he asked, not in the
androgynous whisper of his shades but with the boom of a
blitzkrieg.

He was saturated in the blood of ten thousand
victims, shining like a black light with all the vital evil I’d
ever seen behind a Wolf’s flesh-bound eyes. Michael’s warning about
the Other Side being old hunting grounds for the Beast came back to
me along with a realization of my own vulnerability. There were no
silver bullets here, no diversions, and the Wolf standing across
from me wore his swagger like a full-body badge. Encased in skin
and hide he would’ve been a monster. Here, both of us stripped to
the soul, he was a god.

“Et in Arcadia ego,” he said with a
voice that resonated across the gorge, declaring that he was
present even in death.

“You’re more impressed with yourself than I
am,” I said, the sound of my voice impotent in the echo of his
boasts.

A blast of joyless laughter stormed the chasm
as he walked it like a faux Galilee. “This isn’t a nightmare, you
skræling filth,” he said. “You’ve strayed into a widow’s web. So
welcome to my parlor.”

Whether through the power of suggestion or
some manipulative authority, the mists became a spider’s weave.
Despite all the warning of his braggadocio, he caught me
flat-footed. The punch was thunder from the throne. Every wound I’d
ever sustained opened at the same time. Long-mended bones snapped
again. Bullet holes leaked, burn scars sizzled, and my belly zipped
open like a wet sack of sausages—a Windigo’s encore.

The pain shriveled me like a worm, a black
curl on a summer sidewalk, and left me writhing in breathless agony
in the Cimmerian darkness. The shades became a choir of
encouragement, urging me to get up as they turned on the Beast like
a plague of locusts, but my attacker was oblivious to the swarm.
Unlike Diego during our showdown on Tick Creek, it was evident that
this Wolf-geist didn’t know—or didn’t care—they were there.

“Hindus like to toss their dead into the
Ganges,” he said, huffing while I fermented in misery. “The
crocodiles and giant Chitra turtles have sanitation duty; they take
out the trash so to speak. You’re a heel-snapping scavenger, and so
far off your depth I probably won’t even enjoy this.”

His next attack was like an onslaught of
stiletto-toed boots kicking fresh holes in my face and busting open
lengths of raw intestine. I could smell my own waste. Teeth flew
from my mouth with tracers of bloody spit trailing behind, and as
the beating continued I felt the seams of my skull collapse while
obscure fluids drained sour into the back of my throat.

“Come on; make a show of it,” he mocked,
“Before I feed your soul to Garm.”

With a fistful of topknot, he jerked me from
my fetal position and shook me out to bloody scraps. Then he shoved
two fingers into my mouth and fished between my empty gums until he
caught my tongue between the knuckles. “This part is just for your
sass,” he said, and ripped it out it by the root.

It occurred to me that if the extravagant
injuries he’d dealt me were real—if this fight was what I’d
imagined it to be—I’d be a corpse by now.

I’d said it before: Pain has always been too
blunt an instrument to dissect my will. The North Vietnamese
couldn’t do it, the guards at Massauga couldn’t do it, and not even
the Beast had been able to take the wind from my sails for long. In
a world of thought and emotion, blood and guts were artificial
reproductions, like the ghost of Corporal Gomez. I was suffering
the kind of pain you don’t turn off. Fractured bones were the
torment of a guilty psyche, churned to froth. The nest of entrails
that slung to my knees was a widower’s grief. Torrents of the rage
I’d once adored gushed like open hydrants from a hundred severed
veins that thrashed helter-skelter like live wires.

In a mental operation common enough to be
called intimate, I began gathering my bloodied emotions into a
bundle. I tied them off at the ends and smelted them into something
hostile and treacherous that thickened between my fingers. It
became a demon’s heart, palpitating in my palm. I squeezed it,
wringing cold adamantine from soft, cherry steel while the Beast
plucked out my lungs and folded them into blood-wings across my
back. The heat of a forge crackled in my fist, supercharged by an
aggregate hatred, which I brandished against his head with all the
force I could muster.

At the moment of impact, he smirked and
thrust me under his brow with the enthusiasm of a war god on the
eve of battle. “That’s more like it,” he growled. “Do it again.
Let’s see if I break a sweat.”

The squall of shades calmed to a whimper,
while tempered steel melted into arterial geysers more potent than
the strength I had to get off my knees. A single blow, it seemed,
was all my will had been worth.

“I’m going to make soup from your bones,
Woodsman,” he said, his face an inflexible, saturnine mask. “This
was just a getting-to-know-you. Next time, I’ll pick you out of my
teeth like I would a back-alley abortion.”

I practically poured through his fingers as
he let me fall. There was nothing stopping him from mauling me
again except that he seemed to be finished—at least for now. Had he
chosen otherwise I have no doubt he could’ve returned me to my body
a slobbering vegetable. As it happened, I heard a familiar voice
and thought I had found my way home—whole.

“I’ll help you break that sweat,” Michael
said to the Beast. He stood, arms akimbo, between the feral-spirit
and I—not a gaunt old man, but a warrior in his prime brimming with
vigor and experience. He was as tall as I’d imagined him to be as a
child, with a physique of hammered bronze and an expression hard
enough to strike sparks.

“In the presence of greatness,” the Beast
said, scoffing and yet taking a step backward. “Don’t have enough
battles of your own these days, skræling? Oh, that’s right, you’ve
been boycotted.”

“That doesn’t mean shit to you,”
Michael said. “Creep back down whatever mushroom-hole you crawled
out of unless you want a set-to with me.”

“He won’t make it to your ripe old age,” the
Wolf-geist proclaimed, easing away from the unexpected
confrontation. “You can’t save him and you know it.” Then he and
his shadowy attendants spread into the mists like a smear of black
butter.

Michael knelt at my side and touched my arm.
“All quiet now, Sylvester. Time to go back.”

He’d said those words to me before, and
though I didn’t remember when, I knew it had to have been the night
Papa died, the night he’d climbed an evergreen to fetch a terrified
kid from its branches.







Chapter V

 


My senses were wild with distorted
exaggerations. The sheen off the creek blazed like a nova, while
swallows screamed with the stress of air-raid sirens. The supple,
summer grasses might as well have been a bed of nails. Tension was
braided down my back like a second spine, and there was a heavy
grit in my mouth, but I used them as benchmarks to grade what was
real and what was nightmare.

After my other spiritual excursions, emotions
had readily fallen into place with little conscious effort, but
this time they fit me like bluejeans ten sizes too big. They’d been
strained of their elasticity, stretched beyond recognition and had
left me unable to discern thought from pain. I’d existed in
abstraction for five days, and now I was bewildered by my own
consciousness. Michael had kept me from becoming dehydrated and
sunburned, but I was feeble with hunger and a dozen other things
less explicable.

The initial shock wore off after we’d
returned to the hermitage, but the torture began, hammer and tongs.
Moment to moment, I was liable to scream with volcanic rage or wail
in gothic despair. Michael laced some potage with enough Black
Drink to keep me manageable, but I tried to slit my throat with a
piece of a broken plate; after that he kept me tied to my bed frame
as well.

Despite these precautions, for the first 24
hours I subjected him to a litany of withering, verbal abuse. I
insulted every aspect of his character that had ever exasperated me
and cursed him as no better than the Beast. His weakened state and
bodily blemishes must’ve made my behavior all the more vulgar. Once
my meager reserves of strength had been depleted, I begged him to
stab me through the heart, or to give me enough Black Drink to send
me to the Other Side permanently.

There are few things harder to admit than
defeat, but the Wolf-geist had reduced me to a half-mad sewer rat
wallowing in a gumbo of my own filth. I would have sold my soul to
the Beast itself for a pistol with one bullet.

On the second day, I had withdrawn too far
into myself to be dangerous. Michael, unaffected by my outbursts,
had released me from my fetters and tidied me up like an orderly
overseeing an invalid.

“After the Great War ended I was on the
subcontinent with the British Raj,” he said while pushing cold,
cornmeal mush between my lips. “It’s a dirty place—at least it was
in ‘19—shit-piles on the streets, lice infested children and lepers
stalking around like the walking dead. But for all that, it was
filled to the brim with faith. I met a holy man who’d been standing
on one leg for fifteen years. Can you imagine?”

I shifted my eyes just to register the
authenticity of his presence; even in a trance, I realized the
anomaly of his casual tone.

“Anyway, one day I stopped by this tumbledown
little stand in an open-air market in Karnataka. They were selling
snakes for food—Cobras mostly. The customer would make his pick
from the cages, and then the handler would put it in a smaller cage
that had a glass divider stuck through the middle. He’d put a
mongoose in other end.

“The cobra would flare its hood and get all
agitated while the mongoose chattered away, its tail like an old
bottlebrush. After the snake was all worked up, the man would
butcher it for the customer on the spot. That was the mongoose’s
job, see, to scare the cobras so they could be killed with their
juices flowing.

“Its fear, they said, enhanced the flavor of
the meat. I always wondered what would have happened to the cobra
if the customer had changed his mind at the last minute—if it was
put back with the rest of the snakes with its blood hot and fangs
juiced. Would it become even more dangerous than before? Would it
be more or less afraid of a mongoose after that?

“That Ghost Wolf sharpened his claws on you,
but he didn’t kill you—doesn’t matter why. You can get through
this,” he said, a slash of uncertainty cutting through his voice.
“Stubbornness was one thing I didn’t have to teach you.”

I have little recollection of anything but
migrating shadows after that. Hours blurred into days while I hung
in a catatonic balance. I can’t remember a single thought that
passed through my head during that time. Dead gray nothingness,
like spiritual rigor mortis, stiffened me from the inside out until
sleep finally came.

I awoke to the smell of approaching
autumn—the moody scent of leaves starting to die. They say our
olfactory memory is best, and so it was that my mnemonic faculties
were the first to return.

Two columns pressed slowly through the gloom
of a tarnished dawn. Michael had carved one, with honored faces in
tribute to his proud and melancholy heritage. The other was a lofty
and terrible monument, at whose apex materialized two stacks of
enamel like the grin of a Cheshire cat. Cavernous sockets surveyed
Michael’s shack with a blind, impassive stare. Vaulted in that
singularly massive skull was the secret Michael Winterfox had kept
for decades, the one that had kept him a misanthropic hermit. The
warning pole, as I’d always known it, watched me like a scarecrow
amputee, daring me to move from the chair that had been my bed, my
toilet for two days. When I finally did, it wasn’t as the same man
I’d been a week before.

We sat at the breakfast table without
speaking as I tried to evaluate what had happened to me on the
Other Side. The fact that I couldn’t only compounded my
frustration.

“You can stay here as long you want,” Michael
said. “You know that.”

I ignored his overture and plunged my spoon
back into my oatmeal. I didn’t want to speak at all, not to him or
anyone else.

“Maybe you should stay a spell,”
he added. “At least you’ll be safe here.”

The only thing that kept me from toppling the
table was my uncertainty of Michael’s intentions. It didn’t seem
possible he was trying to convince me to hide under his shirttail;
more likely, he was using his own brand of reverse psychology. His
sincerity made it hard to decide. My teeth set and my nostrils
flared as I clutched the spoon handle, white-knuckled.

“Safe?” I spat it out like the foulest
word that had ever left my mouth. “Is that what this place is?” I
laughed. “My life is shit because of this place! I’m a fucking
leper because of this place. What’d you call them, the walking
dead? That’s me! My Papa died here, and now I’ve been ripped to
garbage right under your nose. Excuse me all the way to hell and
gone, but I don’t know what safe is.”

He let it roll off his back, just like the
excoriating remarks I’d leveled against him a few days before. He
straightened in his chair; his face darkened with a solemn
expression, as he withdrew his hands from the tabletop and placed
them in his lap.

“It’s as good as it gets,” he said,
unaccompanied by smile or frown.

The crockery jumped when I slammed my fist
against the table. I’d only raised my hand to Michael once before,
and it had been in the very room where we now sat—the same table in
fact. Although the incident had ended with the octagonal bore of a
Henry rifle in my face, it didn’t seem so frightening a prospect
this time around.

“Hit me if you want,” he offered; my
intentions weren’t difficult to read. “I won’t give you much
trouble.”

Fear was the next thing to find its way back
to me. Like ice-cold piss down my back, it doused me with an awful
realization: I was willing to do more than just hit him. My
fists softened from the fright, and I noticed again the subtle
abrasions he wore on his face, and the dapples on his neck and
arms. He’d never looked so helpless, and I wilted to the floor,
trembling with disgrace and humiliation.

When I finally became human enough to look
up, Michael was filling the bottom of a coffee mug with some corn
squeeze. He belted it back, coughed, and then poured another.

“Let’s go outside,” he said, clasping my
shoulder.

Once he’d downed his second round of
180-proof courage, he cut a chaw from a tobacco twist and took the
seat next to me on the porch. “One of the last times I threw-down
with a Wolf was 1948, and that’s him.” He pointed to the warning
pole. “I searched the world for that one; five continents and two
oceans. He was a Beast among Beasts, and he knew how much I hated
him—used it against me to strike a bargain: the chance to kill him
in exchange for servitude if I failed.

“By his birthright, he pledged an oath to his
father-god, binding himself and the Lineage to the promise that if
I succeeded I’d be untouchable. I agreed to the stakes just to get
a shot at him; I would have done just about anything for that. It
was a fool’s bet.

“That pole doesn’t have any real medicine,
and it isn’t for warning them away. They know better than to break
the oath. The main reason it’s there is so I don’t forget the day I
shamed myself in victory because I risked my soul for the sake of
blood.”

I was starting to snap out of it now. His
tale had been a bucket of water to the face. Michael’s life wasn’t
just an unread book; it was a tome where a single paragraph evoked
ten more chapters. Imagination, it seemed, had found its way back
into my psychological index.

“What was his name?” I asked. They were the
first civil words I’d spoken in a week.

“Lucane,” he said tersely, as though
recalling a memory more painful than glorious. “Esau’s third
whelp.”

“A Prince?” I swallowed,
remembering what I’d learned of Lineage taxonomy. “That’s one of
the six Beast Princes?” I pointed to the skull.

“Forty years ago I boiled his rotten head
down to the skull in a wash tub ….” and his sentence trailed off.
“Now I can’t even fend off trespassers.” He absently touched the
last traces of his facial bruises.

“How’s that?” I asked. “I thought you sent
those boys running scared.”

“I did the first time,” he admitted.

The kids he’d put the “fear of God” into had
returned the following night with ample re-enforcements to “Teach a
fossilized trail-nigger a lesson,” as one had put it. Michael had
counted six in total, and at one time that might’ve been even odds.
They’d ransacked his home, debased him with racial epithets and
taken turns beating him up.

One had urinated in his fireplace while
another did a drunken mockery of a rain dance and then pretended to
scalp him. They’d also held him down and soused him with their
liquor, taunting him with tired stereotypes about fire-water. In
the end, they’d left him aching and groaning, his face painted with
his own blood. The only thing they’d found in their pillage worth
stealing was his vintage iron-frame Henry rifle—the weapon my
father had carried the night he died. That had been months ago, and
though his wounds had all but healed, he hadn’t quite recovered
from the rape of his pride.

 


* * *

 


Trailers spangled the canyon’s northern pass
like little tin ovens in the sun, hemmed in by windrows of blast
rubble. Bulldozers marked with a Hale & Hogan Company logo
collected debris from other motorized monsters that subtracted
earth and tree from the landscape. The greasy stink of diesel
polluted the honest scent of overturned dirt.

Not far from here, I’d once saved an owl from
a murder of crows and it had accepted me as a brother. Looking over
the man-made lacunae, it didn’t seem as profound.

While waiting for darkness in a secluded nook
above the excavation, memories and questions tangled into a
fearsome Gordian knot in my chest. I was afraid of that unsolvable
snarl because I knew what it really was, and I would’ve annexed it
into my physical pain if I could’ve. Nothing galvanizes anger like
fear, and the reincarnation of my nefarious wrath was waiting to
hatch—the next stage in the evolution of hate.

At nightfall, I descended into the
construction site and gathered a few items I found lying about: a
spool of heavy gauge wire, a pair of cutters, and some plastic
grocery bags. I’d taken a head count of ten road workers, all of
whom apparently lived on-site in the cracker-box trailers. I was
only looking for six.

From 7:00 p.m. until about 9:00, I watched
them pound beers around a bonfire fueled by the spoils of progress.
I judged most of them to be between seventeen and twenty-five years
old, with the oldest of the crew well into his thirties. He was a
partially bearded, pot-bellied man who spoke increasingly louder
with every can of Labatt’s Blue he tossed into the fire. A short
fellow with fuzzy red hair stuffed beneath the band of his
sweat-stained ball cap, drank his lager twice as fast as the others
and amused the party with an occasional dirty joke.

The rest of them weren’t as descript, just a
motley crew in dusty denim, cheap cigarettes and uncombed mullets.
I kept waiting for some verbal cue to identify the ones I was
after, but that didn’t happen. Instead, just past 9:00, one of them
announced his intention to take a shit. He stepped inside the
portable outhouse, which sat away from the light of the fire, and
closed the door behind him without realizing he wasn’t alone. When
he finally did, the look on his face was precious.

Twenty minutes later someone shouted out for
him: “Hey, did ya fall in the pot or what, eh?” But that was the
extent of concern for about another fifteen minutes. It was the
nappy red-haired kid in the Caterpillar hat that finally tottered
away from the bonfire.

“Come on Shane, quit jackin’ off,” he said
while banging on the plastic door. “I’m about to drop a load out
here.”

When there was no response, he stepped inside
and dropped his britches. He took a seat, and was unaware of his
dilemma until he’d finished.

It was 10:15 before the rest of them started
to question the whereabouts of their friends. At first they just
stood around shouting their names—Phil was the one in the Cat
hat—then they ventured into the darkness with their flashlights. I
could hear the insidious pitch of fear rise in their voices with
every unanswered call. Nothing on the order of panic—they worked
hard to put up a front—but it was there and it was growing.

One stout fellow wearing glasses and overalls
had decided not to leave the comfort of the coals. He didn’t seem
to care about the others as he swigged from a fifth of Old Crow,
but when the search party returned to the fire about 10:30, he was
no longer there. Just his whisky and a pair of broken frames
remained.

“They’re fuckin’ with us,” said one with a
dirty blue bandanna wrapped around his head.

“No way,” replied a skinny guy with a
ponytail. “Something’s bad wrong.”

“What the fuck!” shouted a young man with a
panther tattoo on his shoulder, while an even younger man silently
wrung his hands and cast worried looks into the surrounding
night.

“One of ya go and get my shotgun,” ordered
the older pot-bellied man. A kid wearing a flannel vest
complied.

“This is bullshit,” someone said. “Where did
they go?”

Once they’d regrouped and armed themselves,
they headed back out together—the pot-belly on point with his
20-gauge Mossberg. Five of them reeked of fear as they shuffled
through the darkness, holding their Maglites like talismans against
the night. The other two were confident, cocky with testosterone,
and emboldened by their fearless youth. They were also likely
comforted by their lock-back blades and Buck knives.

“I see something!” yelled the one with a
ponytail, and he leveled his flashlight beam on a weird, white
shape struggling near the ATVs.

The others noticed it, too, but before they
could tell what it was, the pot-belly decided he was going to kill
it. White became red as the blast rang through the canyon. The
shape stopped struggling.

“Got it!” he shouted, and they all moved in,
cautious as jackals, to examine the kill. What they found was Shane
with a plastic bag over what the buckshot had left of his head.
He’d been tied hand and foot with stovepipe wire.

Panic officially set in. Two them lost all
courage and immediately made for the security of their fire while
someone demanded they go find the law. One by one the remaining
employees of the Hale & Hogan Company retreated to the confines
of their trailers, but when they got inside they discovered the two
who’d run back first were also missing. Pot-belly walked back more
slowly, too confused and unnerved by the shooting to exercise
proper control over his weapon. He reached into the cooler for
another beer; and the boogeyman snatched him up too.

The time it took for the initial fright to
wear off was enough for me to make the necessary preparations for
the next scene in my little drama.

Panther-tattoo stepped out of his trailer
first and ran like a scalded dog for his Bronco, parked at the top
of a ridge. The rest followed suit, but each of them found slashed
tires on their vehicles. A kid wearing the blue doo-rag was the
first to get off a scream as I grabbed his ankles from the
underside of his rusted out Dodge. I brought him in and put him to
sleep with a simple manipulation of his carotid arteries.

The three that remained locked themselves
inside their rides, but panther-tattoo did the other two one
better: he plugged a spotlight into his cigarette lighter and waved
it around in search of answers. The thing must have had a few
million candlepower, because it lit up everything it touched like
midday. What it couldn’t reveal was the blockage in his
transmission linkage and his severed break lines. A little push
from behind, and his 4x4 became a runaway. He bailed out, as
expected, as the Bronco rolled down the soft embankment, flipped
over, and then came to rest on its side. Before the kid could
recover from his improvised exit, there was Bavarian silver-steel
against his throat.

The other two then emerged from their
respective vehicles, calling for their friend whom they thought was
still in the Bronco. As they raced down to his aid, I caught one by
his shirt and cold-cocked him with the butt of my Colt.

The last man standing inspected the wreck to
find no sign of his friend but a burning spotlight shining through
broken glass into the stars. When he saw me coming down the hill
with his two buddies in tow, he froze, like I wouldn’t see him if
he didn’t move. In his mind, I must’ve been some nameless monster
stalking the night, because there was something of relief on his
face when he realized I was a man with a gun.

The firelight drew a portrait of nine
kneeling shadows on the wall of the closest trailer. Their hands
were wired behind their backs and their heads fitted with discarded
store sacks, but everyone was conscious. I stoked the blaze while
some of them prayed, a few of them cried, and all of them bled a
little. I’d tied the blue bandanna over my nose and mouth in the
style of a rustler, more for effect than to hide my face since I
was officially dead and gone.

“You’ve got problems, boys,” I said, pitching
my voice just loud enough to hear. “I guess you know that.”

Their grocery hoods crumpled in and out with
their breathing, and some of their hands were already drenched in
red from their efforts to best the wire. Pot-belly and
panther-tattoo had both pissed their britches, and Phil smelled
like a latrine since I hadn’t given him the opportunity to wipe his
ass.

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” I said;
adjusting the cuffs on the oily work gloves I wore. “You’re all
going to suffocate in about ten minutes. Except for you,
pissy-pants,” I kicked dust at pot-belly. “At the rate you’re
panting, you’ll be dead in half that. This is why your mommas told
you never to put a plastic bag on your head. Think that over and
I’ll be right back.”

I went through three of the five trailers,
each of them little more than a camper with two bunks, a tiny
propane range and some storage drawers. Michael’s rifle was stashed
in an overhead compartment with a curled stack of nudie
magazines.

“Who can tell me where this came from?” I
asked, returning to my captive audience. Even through the plastic,
I knew they could make out the Henry’s distinctive form profiled
against the fire.

“They took it,” said flannel-vest who was the
first to roll over. I tore a hole in his mask to give him some
air.

“They?” I asked, squatting on my heels in
front of him.

“Shane and them,” he confessed, while sucking
for air. One by one I opened the sacks so none of them asphyxiated.
It wasn’t my intention to smother them. That would’ve been too
polite.

“Since fat-boy here just blew off Shane’s
head, I’m going to need some more names. Don’t make me start
looking for old bruises.” Michael had undoubtedly left his
share.

They all began shouting at once, swearing
their innocence or blaming someone else for the theft. They called
each another cock-suckers and mother fuckers, and other more
colorful names, but a few of them tried to secure mercy by citing
girlfriends or children back home who depended on them. I let them
bicker among themselves, keeping my bullshit detector on high while
I tried to get a handle on who needed to die and who was
going to be one of those unfortunate casualties you always hear
about.

“That’s enough!” I shouted, and everyone
became mute almost instantly. “The next one to open his mouth gets
to suck off my .45.” I held my only 1911 where they could all see
it.

“A guy will say anything to save his ass, so
I’m going to come around, one at a time, and ask if you had
anything to do with what happened to the old Indian man. If I don’t
believe you I’m going to cut something off you’d rather keep. I
know there are five of you left.”

But I didn’t start questioning them right
away. I was fighting with the urge to just do them all
Godfather-style and be done with it. The only thing holding
me back was the desire to deal more severely with those who’d
actually been involved. I took a long, hot belt of Old Crow and
then tugged the handkerchief back over my mouth.

“Always better to make an example of someone
in a situation like this,” I said. “It tends to make everyone more
cooperative once they know you’re not playing.”

Ponytail started sobbing.

“Go on and get it off your chest,” I said,
placing my hand on his head like a sympathetic uncle.

“I kicked him a couple times, but that’s it,”
he said, hoping his honesty would buy him some slack, no doubt.

“What about you, four-eyes?” I asked the big
fellow with shards of his prescription lenses stuck around his eyes
from where I’d bashed him earlier. “How’s your conscience these
days?”

He wrinkled his nose, causing the dried blood
to crack. “I just started working for H&H last week. I don’t
know who you’re looking for, but it ain’t me.” He gulped like he
was swallowing a walnut.

I believed him and continued down the line,
asking the same question until I had five true believers and three
terrified bystanders. Nobody had lied as far as I could tell, and
no additional persuasion was required.

I hadn’t wanted to be at it all night, but it
hadn’t really occurred to me that these men weren’t nearly as
case-hardened as the people I was used to dealing with. They were
just working-class stiffs, dirt jockeys for a road contractor. With
a cold beer in their hands, they were brave as Argonauts, but not
when it came to sticks and stones.

I probably could’ve walked up with a Colt,
ordered them on their faces and gotten the same results, saving
myself the trouble of an elaborate interrogation, but that wouldn’t
have been nearly as much fun. I’d figured that by the time I’d
gotten decent confessions, I’d be all lathered up and ready to
drive shims into their balls, but I was cooling down now and didn’t
really want to kill them all. A cartoon angel on my right shoulder
pleaded with me not to hurt anyone innocent while his cloven-hoofed
cousin egged me on to kill them quick and then be creative with the
guilty. I didn’t find either side of the argument especially
appealing.

“Which one of you pissed in his fireplace?” I
asked, re-imagining the scene in a deliberate attempt to warm my
blood.

“I was drunk,” flannel-vest said.

This was far too easy for my liking, and I
considered how I must’ve seemed to the Wolf-geist.

“Okay,” I sighed. “Your folks would be proud
of you. It takes a lot of sack to ‘fess up to a man with a gun in
your face.”

I finished off the whisky bottle and flung it
into the flames. “New plan,” I announced. “I’m going to let the
five of you live if you tell me who did what to the old man.
Instead of getting planted under this road you’re making, you’ll
get to go back to your mommas and brats. Otherwise I’m going to
start plugging away like the Wild Bunch, and then go have some
supper. Which will it be, gentlemen?”

Submissive as baby bunnies, the culprits came
clean about the role they’d played in Michael’s degradation. By now
they would’ve told me if they’d ever gone down on an animal. I mean
they spelled it out for me: the mock scalping, the whisky
baptism—everything down to the last racial slur.

I toyed with the tiny orangey vial, wondering
if what it contained was everything Dr. Deacon had made it out to
be. I didn’t explain what I was doing as I dribbled a little on the
tip of one of their lock blades and punched it into ponytail’s
thigh. It was a very superficial wound that should’ve required no
more than a little Bactine, but with the platypus venom it was like
I was meandering through his leg with a rusty bone saw. He screamed
for mercy, begging God for relief while I repeated the procedure on
the other four. The northern pass brightened with their screams as
they frothed at the mouth, and twisted the wire bonds deep into
their flesh.

Their pain didn’t subside after a few
minutes; it got worse as it went on, and on, until their
unmitigated cries had excited my killer’s instinct. I yanked
pot-belly’s head from the dirt. He’d confessed to striking
Michael.

“That old man was killing Germans in France
when your daddy was still on the tit!” I spat, as I stuck him again
in the shoulder with what was left of the poison. I wanted to carve
the nose right off his face, but anything else I could’ve done at
that point would’ve been little more than a distraction. They
wailed like they were having a prostatectomy without
anesthesia.

Massauga had a knack for reducing men to
slobbering infants, so did the North Vietnamese. Who would have
believed that a duck-billed, egg-laying mammal could do the job by
itself? It wasn’t long before the venom’s power became nothing less
than disturbing. The squeal of vocal chords strained to their
limits became tantamount to fingernails raked over a blackboard,
and I wished for a dial to turn down the torment.

“Shut up!” I screamed.

One of them gargled on his own vomit, while
another tried to burrow into the ground with his face. I kept
hoping they would black out from overloaded synapses, but the
poison was not so compassionate. I finally did them a favor to the
back of their heads.

The five were silent now; their faces twisted
into hideous tragedy-masks. Brains in red syrup slid down the side
of the trailer in a grisly race to the bottom, and then hung there
like lumps of cooling wax. The emotions of my four surviving
witnesses ran the gamut from catatonic to hysterical, and they had
squirmed away from their dead companions. The Colt was almost
empty, so I reloaded at the insistence of the little fiend
whispering in my ear.

“Clean your plate,” he demanded. “If you let
the cops question them, they’ll lead them right to Michael. Then
what do you think will happen?”

As corny a metaphor as the old imp on one
shoulder, angel on the other was, the imp was right. I’d announced
the reason for my revenge in no uncertain terms, and under the heat
of questioning they’d tell the authorities all about it. I
shuddered to think what might happen if they tried to take Michael
off his land, but the cherub in my other ear wouldn’t give up
innocent lives without a fight.

“There are other ways to handle this besides
cold-blooded murder,” he rebutted. “You can be persuasive without a
pistol in your hand.”

As the final arbitrator of the debate, I
tucked the 1911 into my waistband. Maybe I’d dallied with death
enough for one night, or perhaps I wasn’t as heartless as I’d
thought. In any event, I took their wallets and hunkered down by
the fire with them. I pocketed their Hale & Hogan paychecks and
credit cards for no other reason than to give the police a false
motive. When I’d procured a nice sampling of domestic photographs
and driver’s licenses, I read off their names and addresses.

“Now I know where you live,” I said,
matter-of-factly. “I know what your wives look like, and your kids.
Look here, I’ve even got a daycare number. So, since fear rarely
stays yellow for long, I’ll be taking these with me. Think of it as
collateral. Each of your families, right down to the last
grandmother and her knitting circle, will die screaming on their
knees if there’s so much as a knock on the old Indian’s door about
this.

“After their funerals, you can convince me
how sorry you are while I’m taking your skin off a strip at a time.
Remember that when the cops are asking you the same questions for
the millionth time, and decide for yourselves if you think they can
find me before I find your family. Keep your mouths shut, and you
won’t ever have to see me again. They call that a bargain, the best
you’ll ever have.”

“What do you want us to tell them?” asked
four-eyes.

“You tell them it was the man in the moon,
and he never said so much as ‘boo’,” I replied. “Stick to that like
the gospel of Jesus Christ and you won’t have to wake up with me
standing at the foot of your bed some night.”

It’d taken ten years, but I’d finally earned
my life sentence for multiple homicides. That night, as I washed up
in a creek, I winced at the irony and sought consolation in the
lives I’d spared. By sunrise I was already regretting that
decision.

Between Alberta and Saskatchewan I stopped at
six taverns in an attempt to dilute the last 72 hours. When I paged
Dan Rogier from a bar in Regina I was saturated with alcohol. He’d
been expecting my call, and we arranged to meet up forty miles east
of Thunder Bay, Ontario.

Around 4 a.m. on a Thursday morning, I
arrived at our predetermined location. I’d expected to find a truck
stop or a rest area, but there was only a deserted overpass,
overlooking Highway 11. The infrequent headlamps passing below were
the only source of light besides a golden moon in its meridian and
the distant glow from little towns sketching the night skies. Since
I’d been liquored up when I’d talked to Rogier, I compared my road
atlas with his directions to make sure I was in the right
place.

My alcoholic haze was on the wane, but the
knot in my chest wasn’t. Five murders hadn’t managed to loosen the
coils; if anything they’d become even tighter.

I walked onto the dark overpass, suckling a
cigarillo from a pack I’d picked up in Medicine Hat. I rested
against the guardrail, shut my eyes and for a second entertained
the idea of doing a backward free-fall into the blacktop below. It
was very quiet on this lonesome piece of back road, nestled as it
was in the unruffled darkness of listening trees. I thought I might
curl up on the rail curb and fall into an exhausted sleep when I
heard the hum of an engine that soon went silent. A car door
slammed on the other side of the bridge. I crushed out my smoke and
touched the scales of my Colt, and then recognized Rogier’s cool,
measured gait behind the sweep of a flashlight.

“You made good time,” he said in a
conversational tone, but in the stillness it sounded like a shout.
I was still a little dopey from my 400-mile bender.

“This is the kind of place you take someone
for a killing,” I said, once he’d come within proper speaking
range.

“Hard to kill the Man of Steel,” he said, as
he clicked off his light and stood next to me by the rail. “All
you’re missing is a cape and a spit curl. You take out bad guys,
rescue maidens—bullets apparently slide right off you. Speaking of
that, the forehead’s looking much better.”

He kept his flashlight off as we wandered
down a gravel road skirted on either side by elms and oaks that
formed a thick canopy. It blotted out the moon, leaving only a dim
strip of chalk path.

“Cut yourself shaving?” he asked, tapping his
neck to reference where I’d tried to open my jugular. He plunged
his hands into the pockets of his overcoat. “You look
frazzled.”

“Just waiting on my second wind,” I said.

I trusted this meeting less by the minute,
and found myself keeping one eye on where he kept his hands.

“Enough of the how-do-you-do,” I said.
“What’s on the docket?”

“OK, here’s the good news,” Rogier
said.

When he fumbled for the smokes in his coat, I
twitched.

“I had a conversation with my British
counterpart yesterday morning, and as it turns out, the Expo sniper
was Ahmed Izqbal, a Syrian who was a sectarian triggerman for the
IRA back in the ‘70s. There’s sort of an international terrorist
exchange program between Mid East and European factions, and our
friends at MI6 had Ahmed on their list of Jabberwocky probables. We
know he was Black Cross. The Highbury connection might mean
the hospital’s being used as a dead-letter drop, a go-between.
You’ve got the all-clear to check it out.”

His voice drifted as we left the canopy
behind, and passed along a drooping split-rail fence with an
abandoned farmhouse on the other side. It stood back from the road
like a moonlit specter, floating in a field of high grasses.

“You’re welcome. Christ, I told you this was
the good news,” Rogier said.

“I’m curbing my enthusiasm until I’ve heard
the bad. You haven’t saved it for last for nothing.”

“Spoken like a true pessimist,” he said,
sucking down on his cigarette.

While he turned to look out over the field—at
the deserted home and the derelict barn behind it—I wondered how
long it might take for a report of mass murder to reach his ears
from Alberta. How long would it be before he connected it with my
most recent sabbatical? Endangering my dead man’s status was
probably a capital offense. Rogier made a living dealing with
world-class desperados, and that—if nothing else—made him one of
the most dangerous people I’d ever met.

“I need you to run an errand before you head
out for England,” he said, turning away from the field and jamming
his hands back in his pockets. “Simon Girty didn’t come back from
his detail.”

“The undertaker?”

“I know him very well,” he said with a
mouthful of smoke. “Well enough to know that when he doesn’t finish
a job, he’s either dead or in chains. I need someone I can trust to
find out which.”

“You’re pissing down my back, Danny-boy,” I
said. “Out with it.”

“Damn, you’re cranky this morning,” he said.
“We sent Girty to Nova Scotia to hit Mr. and Mrs. Bernard Gordon.
Know the names?”

I told him I had not.

“Bernard’s originally from Toronto, but was
doing fifty long in a Hong Kong slam. Interpol busted him running
pregnant Fijian illegals for a Tokyo-based Snakehead the
Jabberwocky was using as cover. Six months into his sentence, he
was shivved by another inmate and pronounced dead by prison
doctors. I guess it didn’t take because he showed up on CSIS radar
last year, along with his wife, Tia. She’s from Luxembourg, where
she charged top-dollar for late-term abortions and then sold the
fetuses to the Jabberwocky. She’d once abducted a woman and cut out
her baby with a door key. Together, she and Bernie have an asking
price of about a half a million Canadian. That was Girty’s bonus;
he was supposed to neutralize them and seize any paperwork he could
find.”

Rogier reached into the opposite side of his
coat from where he kept his Chesterfields. When I twitched this
time, there was a Colt in my hand. I didn’t point it at him, but I
let him see it.

“I hope that’s not kryptonite you have
there,” I said.

“You’re quite the prick,” he said, slowly
withdrawing a monogrammed, pewter flask. “I was going to offer you
some brandy, but I don’t think I want to drink with you right
now.”

“I’m a little fucked-up lately,” I said.
“Nothing personal.”

“If I took personal every gun that’s been
pointed at me, I’d have a self-esteem problem. I just didn’t expect
jumpy coming from you. Do me a favor and holster that, so we’re not
out here like a couple of idiots holding our rods.”

“Do me a favor,” I said, putting the
Colt away. “Shoot me anyway.”

“Well, I’ll tell you,” he began, as we
continued down the one-lane road. “If it ever comes down to it,
I’ll do it right to your face. No surprises, no shame. Does that
make you feel better?”

“The fact that you’re serious does,” I said.
“Why did you want to meet me out in the sticks?”

“I don’t know how you’re going to react to
what I have to tell you,” he said. “And I didn’t want you around
anyone else when I did.”

“Sounds like thunder,” I said.

He nodded. “While you were in Vancouver,
someone dug up your false grave lot, along with your wife and
child’s.”

He kept a straight face, but I couldn’t
believe him. It was a gag line from a joke too disgusting to
repeat, the kind you’re embarrassed to laugh at.

“They pulled the caskets, and spread your
body-double all over the lawn. They took the other remains.”

“I don’t know ….” I trailed off. “What’s
that, now?”

The knot in my chest had become a steel net
drawing my inners into tight little squares. It hurt to breathe. I
remember saying something vapid, but don’t remember what it was.
Rogier said something about the cemetery reeking of urine as the
old house and field spun into the smirking yellow moon.

I shifted back and forth on my heels, looking
into the sky and then at the ground for some kind of antidote for
the slow-freeze that was petrifying me from the inside out. My head
drifted away from my shoulders, and Rogier seemed to wobble in a
fisheye lens. As the road buckled and sagged beneath me, I
remembered that the Death Bear had regurgitated my family. My body
came unstrung.

A cold morning drizzle woke me as it pooled
in my eyes. My shirt was stained with vomit and I could still taste
it in the back of my throat, at the corners of my mouth. Rogier was
some 50 yards down the road, answering the call of nature along the
tree line opposite his Mercedes. With a portable phone cradled
between his shoulder and ear, he held a black umbrella in one hand
and glanced both ways every so often. I sat up with a groan and
leaned one shoulder against the rear bumper of the Benz.

I spit the puke taste out of my mouth, and
tousled the rain out of my hair while waiting for the pain to roll
back in like a caustic tide. I wondered if I’d be able to stand it.
I put myself through my morning paces, stretching out creaking
joints and groaning muscles. The only thing different on that
morning was that I was surprised I had the will to stand up.
Something inside of me, everything in fact, had gone mercifully
numb, and I wondered if I’d reached my saturation point for the
kind of pain you can’t shut down.

“Hey,” Rogier said, collapsing the antenna on
his phone. There was a splash of pity in his tone. “Feeling
better?”

“Different,” I said, and that was the truth
in a single word. I peeled off my stinking shirt and tossed it into
the wet brush. “About this Nova Scotia thing… if the Gordons are
still alive, can I collect them?”

He critiqued my new attitude with an arched
eyebrow. “It’s an open contract,” he answered. “But you have to
find Girty first. If I just wanted the Gordons dead, I’ve got
people who are literally overqualified in that department.”

“People like Girty? He’s probably hanging
from a meat hook right now, and even if he’s not ….” I shrugged.
“Natural Selection and all that.”

“You’re talking out of your ass, James,” he
said, jabbing at the rain from beneath his umbrella. “I can’t tell
you what I know about him, but let’s just say he’s every bit the
killer you are a hunter. And as far as this Darwinian horseshit
you’re handing out, I seem to remember another guy hanging from a
meat hook, with his guts falling out in the middle of nowhere.”

“OK,” I said. “So I find Girty first. Just
tell me why you give two shits if he’s dead or alive.”

“Since I think you’ve got the wrong
impression of the Victorian Ring, and me in particular, I’m going
to tell you why,” he said. “For the same reason I wanted to tell
you about your family in person. I could’ve had Alexandretta shove
a packet of orders in your face along with some Polaroids from
Heritage Hill, but that’s not how I operate.

I’m not a dog handler, and I’m not a KGB
spymaster with my agents names engraved on bullets. You’re part of
my team, and since I’m not a gangster, that means something to me.
I bust my ass to keep things tight so there aren’t any loose ends
to snip. See, this is me trying to keep things neat. This isn’t the
Firm or the Company; it’s not even the CSIS. I recruited you guys
for your talents, but I wouldn’t have bothered if I didn’t trust
you; whether or not you feel the same about me is your own
business.”

I bought the speech, but I couldn’t really
take it to heart. However Rogier wanted to represent himself, I
knew he could sharpen a man’s heels and chink him into the
ground.

“I think they ate Samantha and Joshua,” I
said, switching to the subject that should have had me staggered
instead of talking shop. “That’s why their remains haven’t been
found.”

“The cemetery re-interred what was left of
your surrogate cadaver,” he said. “The groundskeepers cleaned
everything up; they even replaced the lilies that were
scattered.”

Cora Windson had laid a bouquet at her
daughter’s grave, an arrangement of her favorite flowers, and I’d
seen her do it. It hadn’t been a delusional fantasy caused by a
.380 head wound; somehow, without willing it, without knowing it,
and with my body lying next to Clementine Rossi’s, I’d crossed
hundreds of miles.

“Look, I know it’s none of my business,”
Rogier said. “But you did black out earlier. And now, well, you
seem to be sucking it up a little too well.”

“What would you have me do?” I asked. “Fall
all over myself with grief again?”

“Everyone knows you’re a soldier, James.
Lord, of all the men in my crew there’s no one I’d rather have
watching my back in a fight. But, soldiers bleed—and you’re
bleeding, my friend. You look bad, you smell bad, and right now
you’re as rattled as I’ve ever seen you. When’s the last time you
had anything to eat?”

I couldn’t remember. I hadn’t had an appetite
for days. I lowered my head to let the rainwater drip down my nose,
and sneered at the sight of my Sundance scars; they were mementos
of a pledge to a god more concerned with ritual than suffering.
What a sad waste of pain that had been.

“I’ve been making promises I can’t keep for
years,” I said.

“Gerard Lucas is in a Ghost Prison just south
of Brigadoon,” he said. “Before long, the freaks who sacked the
graves will be sharing a dungeon with him.”

“You’re going to need some silver for that,”
I said, and then frowned. “And a lien against your soul.”

“You’re the Wolf killer, my friend. I’ve
misinterpreted that in the past, but I think we’re on the same page
now. Find Girty for me and you can kill one on our nickel.”

“Now, there’s a bartering system I can live
with.”







Chapter VI

 


I’ve spent most of my life thinking about
death in one form or another, and what it means to take the life of
another person. With burial grounds that outnumber cities and
countless mothers who’ve wept for dead sons lost in thousands of
wars down through the ages, shouldn’t we be used to death by now?
Stalin killed Ukrainians, Hitler killed Jews and the Phoenicians
sacrificed their children into the smoldering arms of Moloch. After
a hundred-thousand years in a global culture of death, you would
think that at some point the race as a whole would have come to
terms with it. Yet we still grieve when someone close to us dies;
that part of us, it seems, wasn’t meant to evolve.

Sane folk, whether they’re carpet bombing a
city from 10,000 feet or dispensing a cyanide tablet in the next
room, often need a way to wrap their heads around their situation
in order to stay that way. Liquor is always popular when it comes
to this task, and so are prepared inner-monologues, which, when
used frequently enough, can replace actual emotion with
predetermined responses. I’m the last to throw stones, but it seems
to me that while killing, state-sanctioned or otherwise, is as old
a profession as prostitution, we were never intended to think of it
as acceptable. We have an innate distaste for death and a basic
aversion toward causing it.

Real killers—people like Simon Girty—are
devoid of such misgivings; they’ve practiced murder so habitually
they’ve blunted every barb of conscience on the stone of
repetition. Humans may have built-in taboos against things like
murder, anthropophagy and incest, but we also have the congenital
ability to adapt to anything. Dealing in death isn’t as casual as
Hollywood makes it out to be, but like anything else, it gets
easier with practice.

If we put our hand too close to a flame, our
instinct for self-preservation kicks in and makes us pull away.
Madmen and zealots aside, not many of us desire to exert our will
over that survival mechanism; those who do will eventually pull
back an unfeeling, unusable appendage. On the other side of bodily
suffering is death, and beyond mental pain is insanity. I had
endured my share of both kinds of pain, but my soul had been
saturated with the most damage. The result seemed to be definable
with a single word: evil.

As far back as I can remember I’ve had
nightmares; Deacon’s ad hoc psychoanalysis had been dead-on in that
regard. Dreams of the dead, of Hell, and my own tumultuous past
were nothing new, but lately I’d been waking up in sweated-down
sheets and with a tar-like taste in my mouth. The dreams
responsible were instantly and mercifully forgotten.

 


* * *

 


I finished my third hamburger in the shadow
of a defunct Canadian National Railway roundhouse. It was a
skeleton of girders and beams, with plenty of corroded chains and
retrograded equipment scattered around. Hulking boxcars had been
left to the mercy of rust and vandals, and ricks of railroad ties
reeking of creosote lay across old narrow-gauge tracks. Across from
them were a cut-rate liquor store and a XXX video arcade, both of
which promised the best selection and lowest prices in the Eastern
Townships. This unincorporated burg twenty kliks north of
Lennoxville, Quebec was the last place Simon Girty had made contact
with Rogier, and I could see the very payphone on the other side of
a busted Budweiser sign.

A legless old man, asleep in his wheelchair
out front of Lorie’s Package Liquor, snorted as I walked by him. I
bought a six-pack of Moosehead to wash down my dinner, and when I
stepped back out the old cripple was wide awake, and he watched me
almost deviously as I passed. It irritated me.

“Something on your mind, hop-along?” I asked,
bunching my sack into one fist.

He touched his chest with a “Who, me?”
gesture and an impish grin. The arms of his chair were mapped with
grime, and poking from a backpack slung over the push bar was a
wrinkled stack of coverless comic books. With tobacco-stained
fingers he gripped his hand rims and rolled closer.

“Give us a brew, won’tcha buddy?” he said in
a Quebecois accent. He seemed to shake off a chill just then, and I
suddenly wondered why I’d bothered to speak to him in the first
place.

As if I hadn’t heard him, I turned and walked
back to my ride where I popped open a bottle and sat the rest on
the floorboard. The old man started singing.

“Ridin’ a billygoat, leadin’ a hound. Hound,
he barked, and the billy goat jumped. Throwed old Dan, he straddled
a stump ….”

The tune raised the hair on my arms as I
turned to see him wheel around the back of the porn shop. I
followed him across the patchy gravel to a dumpster overflowing
with wet cardboard and torn trash sacks. A stray dog lapped up the
leaking garbage juice.

“I’m told Dan Tucker was a fine old man,” I
said, recognizing the tune he sang. His back was to me.

“She said you’d be comin’,” he said, while
suppressing a chuckle.

He was recycling Clayton’s dialogue, so I
seized the handles of his chair and spun him around to face me. He
stunk worse than the cocktail of spoiled garbage behind him, and
just for an instant, something moved across his sallow face like a
shadow that wasn’t really there. When it passed, he sagged into his
seat like a puppet whose strings had just been clipped, and then he
shuddered again.

“I told you it would rain,” he said.

His eyes were different now, though something
else had been couched there a moment before—not exactly the Beast,
but I knew he wasn’t alone inside his head.

“You know what he told me?” the old
man sputtered. “By killing Brewer, she kissed him on one cheek and
slapped him on the other.”

“Am I supposed to know what that means?” I
asked, not to the indigent double-amputee, but to whoever was
inside pulling his strings.

Darkness filled him up all the way up. His
posture straightened and he stared into me with eyes that weren’t
his own.

“She raised her hand against his favored.”
His voice was the same, but the accent had vanished. “And you were
her weapon.”

“Are you Pietro?” I asked, without the spite
that should have salted the question.

He reached into the backpack behind him
without answering, and pulled out a crumpled funny book. “I can’t
wait to meet you in person,” he said, handing over the magazine. On
the first page, beneath the red and yellow letters that spelled
out: SHAZAM! was a neatly penned address.

I rolled the comic into my back pocket, and
watched as whatever possessed him left his body. He slumped back
into the chair and his eyes dulled.

“I’ll never understand the appeal of being a
Wolf’s toady,” I said as I withdrew the Bowie, secreted in the
small of my back. That the old gimp had been manipulated through no
fault of his own hadn’t escaped my notice, just my pity.

“How do you feel about being a basketcase?” I
asked, and calmly stepped in to relieve him of his remaining limbs.
This was one pawn that wouldn’t be played again.

Up under the armpits, around the shoulders
and through the connective tissues that attach the humerus to the
shallow scapula socket; two minutes, and I would have his arms off
like chicken wings. But the unexpected appearance of the
porn-palace manager interrupted my plans. He was a Middle Eastern
man who’d come out back to empty a bucket of mop water, and now
gawked from the doorstep. His very presence had ruined the moment,
so I returned the blade to its sheath, chalked the incident up to
bad timing, and walked away without threat or apology to either
man.

A year earlier, March 1985, the Hell’s Angels
chapter of Lennoxville had invited some other members to a party
that turned out to be an ambush. They were executed for stealing
drug profits, and divers found their bodies later that spring at
the bottom of the St. Lawrence River. They’d been wrapped in
sleeping bags and sunk with weightlifting plates.

Outlaw motorcycle gangs take as much money
out of the Canadian economy as the mob does; be they Calabrian,
Corsican, Triad or Bōryokudan. They imagine themselves to be the
same kind of rugged individualists who tamed the West and won two
World Wars. They also prize personal freedom with a vengeance, and
have no qualms about slapping leather with the cops to defend it.
In the world of organized crime, if families like Stefano are
white-collar, then gangs like the Rock Machine are the
working-class. I’ve had experience with both rungs of the criminal
strata.

The address written over Captain Marvel’s
lightning bolt insignia was in a town called Titus, which,
according to Rand McNally was a black pimple off Highway 108 in
Compton County.

The city limit sign offered a population of
500 souls—living presumably—but all I saw were rookeries of
slapdash houses and a trailer park that looked more like a salvage
yard. Titus was a dismal place that smelled faintly of salted meat,
but it wasn’t completely repulsive. There was a public garden next
to a ball field whose chain-link backstop was grown over with
finely laced ivy, and a grand old courthouse stood as a monument to
a more prosperous past. Along the main drag, a remuda of Harley
Davidson motorcycles lined the curb in front of a short string of
taverns, which seemed to be the only places open for business.

I walked into a bar called Captain Swag’s.
Everyone inside was wearing colors of the scooter-trash variety,
and I counted two of the Big Four gangs by the rockers, or patches,
on their vest panels. There were two or three puppet clubs and a
bunch of strikers prospecting for membership. Molly Hatchet sang
Flirting with Disaster as I cut out a niche for myself at
the bar, edging aside a couple of drunks and their old ladies. A
measured display of cash caught the attention of a barman on
crutches who wore his name on his belt buckle. I took a handful of
stale pretzel pieces as he hobbled down to take my order.

“What happened to your leg, Dwight?” I asked,
as he hunkered down on the rubber pads.

“Wrecked my ride last week over by Laval,” he
replied. “Whattya drinking?”

“Rye whisky or whatever you’ve got,” I
answered.

He poured my drink and took my money—about
$97 more than the price of a whisky shot. He curled the bills
around a crutch handle and gave the room a once over.

“I need something else, too,” I said.

“So I figured.” He adjusted the crutches
under his pits and squinted one eye like he was looking into a
partial eclipse. “For sniffing or smoking?” he asked, like it was a
menu choice like soup or salad.

“Something with a little more recoil.” I sat
my surviving Colt on the bar; the one Roxy hadn’t chomped on.

“I can help you there,” he said, nodding.
“Peanut’s got all that shit. Give me a minute to round him up,
eh?”

Ten minutes later, in the storeroom of the
bar two doors down, I perused a gun cabinet of bootleg firearms.
Peanut was a greasy-haired, bushy-bearded lout who wore a small
bullring in his nose and apparently called everybody, Mack.

“I got all the latest models; Smith &
Wesson, Beretta, Glock—now there’s an up and comer. It’s an
Austrian nine with a polymer frame. Everybody’s going to the NATO
round.”

“I’m not digging through all this shit,” I
said. “I told you I need a Colt M-1911, just like this one. If it’s
not in stock, I’ll look somewhere else.”

“OK, Mack. You’re from the old-school, and I
can respect that, but can I just show you this?” From the top shelf
of the locker he pulled a .45 long-slide with a two-tone finish.
“Ain’t she a honey?” he said. “The slide and the frame are Caspian
Arms. The barrel and safeties are Wilson Combat. You won’t find a
custom job like this around the corner. Ever see the
Terminator? It’s got everything but the laser sights.”

He’d hardly finished his sales pitch when I
took his bullring ring between my fingers and gave it a casual
clockwise twist.

“The thing is, I’ve got a double shoulder rig
that I’m real attached to,” I explained over his yelps. “But
because one of the holsters is empty, I can’t wear it without it
bunching up.” He kept his hands slightly aloft, and arced his back
to alleviate the strain on his septum. “So you can see my problem,
and why I’m not really warming up to the up-sell.” His eyes had
become pools and there was a splash of color in his nasal drip. “Be
happy to go over that again if you like. Draw you a picture
maybe.”

“I got it, Mack! Fuckin’-A, I got it.”

“You need a tissue, big guy?” I asked as I
let him go. “Want me to call somebody for you?”

He shook his head and wiped the water out of
his eyes. His sheer size and occupation made it unlikely that
anything like this had happened to him before, and he was obviously
taken aback. Not scared, not rattled, just a little angry and
confused. He glared at me while deciding whether to save the sale,
or go with a more physical response.

“We’ve got a whole room busting with pistols
here,” I said. “We can go ten-paces or High Noon in Dodge if you
want.”

“Shit,” he said wiping mucous onto his
sleeve, “I’ve been hurt worse fucking.”

He refrained from further spontaneous
negotiation as he unlatched a suitcase with another small arsenal
inside. He laid out three handguns matching my specifications; one
had wooden grips with a Rebel flag on them. “That one belonged to a
Texas Bandido,” he said. “He didn’t hand it over peacefully.” The
second weapon had patches of surface rust in the bluing, and the
third was nickel-plated with ivory grips. The one with Confederate
scales had the smoothest action.

“I’ll take this one,” I said. “But I want the
handles off the rust bucket.”

I was about to make an offer when two more
bikers and the injured bartender walked unannounced into the
storeroom. One of them was toting a SPAS-12 tactical shotgun, the
other a Redhawk revolver.

“Is this the faggot?” asked a swarthy,
bug-eyed miscreant with tattoo sleeves up both arms. He had a high
Roman nose, a jet-black beard that ended in a braid in the middle
of his chest. The diamond-shaped patch on his vest designated him a
One-Percenter, which meant he talked the talk and walked the walk.
Dwight nodded and closed the door behind them.

“He’s still strapped, Bela,” Peanut warned as
he stepped clear of me.

“Sure he’s strapped,” the other replied,
notching back the hammer of his Ruger. “Ever meet a blood-junkie
who wasn’t?”

At his side was one of the thickest men I’d
ever seen this side of Jericho. He was almost twice as wide as the
other, with a curly thicket of white hair and a Fu Manchu
moustache. The lettering on the underside of his right forearm
spelled out his road name, “Yeti.” It stood out in hard relief
against his chalky complexion, which was barely recognizable as
skin tone. The rocker on his colors identified him as a Nomad; he
was used to taking care of his club’s business.

“Let’s do him in the alley,” the Yeti
said.

They had the drop on me, but I still had a
few options. I could try to take the fight into the dark by
knocking out the overhead light bulb, or just try to shoot first,
but with the shotgun in play I didn’t like the odds of either
scenario. I decided to take a less dramatic route, mostly because
of what Bela had called me. I wanted to know who they thought I
was, but it wouldn’t do any good to ask politely. My whole life had
been a testimonial to the wing and the prayer, and since I was
going to have to buck the odds again I drew upon a specific point
from, The Art of War.

“Put your gun on the table with the rest, you
sick fuck,” Bela said.

“Come and get it,” I replied.

Hold out baits to entice the enemy …

“I’m gonna wear your head for a watch,” he
hissed, and then moved in to disarm me while I stared straight into
the barrel of his Redhawk. He’d done this sort of thing before.

“There better not be any scratches on that
when I get it back,” I said as he plucked the Colt from my
waistband, then he punched between my eyes with the trigger guard.
It smarted, but not as much as I let on. My legs went soft and I
wobbled to one knee as though I’d never been pistol-whipped
before.

Feign disorder …

“Want me to call somebody for you?”
Peanut mocked, while blood forked down the creases of my
nostrils.

“You and Dwight make yourselves scarce,” the
Yeti said to Peanut, and then piled his shotgun with the rest of
the hardware. I guess he’d decided he wouldn’t need it.

While Peanut and the barkeep exited the same
way they’d come in, Yeti kicked the back door open and Bela shoved
me into the darkness behind the tavern. I fell into a tumble with
the bikers just a few feet behind. The Nomad folded his enormous,
pale arms and secured the doorway while Bela’s finger curled around
the trigger.

“This is almost a public service, Snowman,”
he said, grinning over his shoulder, but when I wasn’t where I was
supposed to be his smirk drooped back into a scowl. His eyes
shifted back and forth as he waved his weapon at empty patches of
alley.

“Bullshit,” he mumbled with a nervous
grimace, no doubt wondering how anyone could parlay an eight-foot
head start into a getaway.

“What happened?” the Yeti asked, unfolding
his arms and lumbering into the mosaic of rubbish that carpeted the
narrow strip of back lot.

“Naw, naw, naw!” Bela chanted in escalating
tones of frustration. “He was right fucking here!”

“You are a simple son of a bitch,” the Yeti
chortled. “Outsmarted by a brat-rancher. If that’d been Baby
Bernie, you’d be ass out.”

“Why don’t you stand there laughing it up
instead of helping me find him?” Bela said, fuming, as he stomped
deeper into the dark. “He couldn’t have gone far.”

And I hadn’t, but Bela didn’t know that for
sure until nine inches of silver-steel had stitched his crotch to
the wall.

And crush him.

He didn’t scream right away; he didn’t have
the air for it. He sagged like a sock-monkey against the flat of my
knife; dark red poured from the bell of his trousers like he was
pissing a Bloody Mary.

The Yeti had been searching the other end of
my supposed escape route. When he turned at the knife thud, he
couldn’t know why his companion was shuffling his feet at such an
awkward angle against the rear of the building.

“I don’t hear any gunshots over there,” the
big man said.

“He’s right here,” Bela said in a wet whimper
before blacking out. The top half of his body fell forward and his
legs went soft, forcing the knife to bear his weight alone. The
resultant shock to his nervous system jarred him back to life
instantly and severely. He cried out as he fought with the handle
sticking through his fly like a stag-horn erection, but the
strength to pull it free was steadily filling up his boots. The
sound of the metal as it rasped against his pubic bone was a flinty
scratch, and his eyes blazed in agonized fury. His spit sizzled
between clenched teeth like a thousand volts were chasing a rabbit
through him, but he finally succumbed to a blackness beyond all
resuscitation.

When the snowy-haired Nomad had drawn close
enough to see his partner affixed at the groin he must’ve decided
he needed that 12 gauge, and turned back for the stock room.

“What’s a blood-junkie?” I asked from the
shadows, and then made sure he heard the hammers click back.
“What’s a brat-rancher?” Though I was sure the question answered
itself.

He stopped where he was. “You going to shoot
me in the back?” he asked and sighed, like it might be
inconvenient.

“You’re right,” I answered, stealing close
enough to smell fried fish on his breath. “Take your boots off, and
get down on your belly like you were going to make a trash
angel.”

“I don’t think so,” he said defiantly. “You
can have your jollies when I’m dead, but that’s what it’s going to
take.”

“I’ll give you a few seconds to think it
over,” I said. “They’ll miss you at Sturgis.”

“Shoot me,” he said, “and in ten seconds
there won’t be anywhere to hide.”

“In three, there won’t be any Yeti, and I’ll
be in the wind before you stop twitching. I don’t have to kill
you.” I twisted the Colt muzzle into the back of his head at such
an angle that the bullet would exit the bridge of his nose. “But
that’s where we’re headed.”

He must’ve considered all the barbeques and
keggers he’d miss out on; all those poker runs and turf wars still
to come. Once he’d knocked off his steel-toes he crawled into the
dirt where Lord knows how many people had taken a piss.

“Explain: blood-junky,” I demanded.

“You get off on stealing people’s blood and
insides,” he said.

“And I’ll bet a brat-rancher sells black
market kids. Anyone like that around here; say at 201 E. Henning
Street?” It was the address on the comic book, and unless “Baby
Bernie” wasn’t a sobriquet for Bernard Gordon, his silence was a
resounding yes.

“If it makes you feel any better,” I said, “I
was on my way over there to do a little light cleaning.”

“Just who are you supposed to be anyway?” he
asked, craning his practically neckless head to get another look at
me.

“Let’s just say, in the future, you shouldn’t
be so quick to jump to conclusions.”

A few feet from Bela’s body was a heap of
used fluorescent bulbs; the long tubular kind, bunched alongside
some stackable, wooden pallets. No attempt had been made to arrange
the bulbs in any semblance of order, so they jutted in every
direction. They were piled one atop another until only the pallets,
and a dumpster on the other side kept them from rolling all over
the place. They were just more trash so the Yeti paid them no mind
as I walked him over to Bela’s corpse.

“Go ahead, take him down,” I said, wondering
if he felt plucky enough to turn the knife against me.

He was hesitant at first, but pulled the
blade from between the dead-man’s legs and then dropped it, almost
in the same motion. Bela left a broad stroke on the wall as he sank
into a lump of mortal clay.

“Take him on out of here now,” I ordered. He
reached down, scooped up his partner and headed down the alley with
him.

Just as he approached the fluorescent tubes,
I stomped out his knee. He folded and pitched sideways into the
bulbs with exaggerated impact from the extra weight in his arms.
The bulbs shattered, and their shards slid through his ligaments
and tendons as slick as greased razors. Bela’s body bounced against
the dumpster as the big man settled into the jagged, white
nest.

“Nothing sharper than broken glass,” I said.
“If I were you I wouldn’t move around.”

For a moment he didn’t even clutch his broken
kneecap, he didn’t even know what had happened. The pain from his
incisions hadn’t yet reached his brain, but when it did he quite
naturally tried to extract himself, and that’s when the blood
started to pour. The pale glass darkened with red ripples. He’d
been slashed to the bone in about a thousand different places where
gristle lay bare through the meat. Deep semi-circlets scored his
bare ankles, with blue denim clipped clean to the mark around his
calves and thighs. Exposed muscles looked like savory, uncooked
rump roasts pressing through butcher’s paper. Staggered trails
gushed from his scalp, driving the white from his hair. One of his
ears hung by a slip of skin, and flapped against his cheek as he
finished his danse macabre. It was as much blood as
I’d ever seen come out of one person.

I cleaned my blade on Bela’s shirt collar,
leaving behind an accretion of bone splinters that resembled the
massacre of a clutch of insect eggs. I wiped my prints from the
handle of the Redhawk—more for Rogier’s sake than anything—and left
it there.

The Yeti had been right about one thing: If
the rest of his biker-brothers showed up in force, Titus would
become a much smaller town. It wouldn’t be long before Peanut and
the Dwight decided to check up on their friends, but I wasn’t
leaving before I’d retooled.

Contrary to what Lone Ranger fans will tell
you, silver bullets do not fly straighter than most. In
fact, if you don’t cast them just-so, their ballistic value is
almost nil. It takes a lot of experience, years of it, to know how
to compensate trajectory for the harder, lighter metal. They’re
also hell on a weapon barrel. As a rule, gun makers don’t design
their products for use with anything but lead and gliding metal
jackets, and silver eventually wears out the rifling. Since I
hardly ever found myself alone in a private munitions stockpile, I
took advantage of the situation and the tools on hand to
cannibalize not only the scales from the rusted Colt, but its
barrel as well. And since I’d been able to take apart a 1911 and
put it back together again since I was seventeen, I was finished
trading out parts before anyone missed Bela and the Yeti.

Lots that had probably once comprised a
respectful residential neighborhood had grown together in snarls of
wild grass and unopposed weeds. The house on Henning Street, an old
bungalow-style structure, had survived the passing of every other
building within two kilometers. The curling yellow paint around the
doorway and the lonely frame of a back-yard swing cultivating wasp
nests suggested it used to be a family home. The brick construction
needed tuck-pointing and the guttering had torn loose from the
eaves, but it wasn’t a place that called attention to itself—at
least not overtly.

There was nothing inherently ominous about
the residence; there were no gray shutters banging in the wind, nor
malicious windows frowning on the lawn. Neither was it abandoned,
with lights burning through its curtains and three seemingly
functional vehicles parked in the side drive. But beneath the
surface was a muted feeling of desperation and depravity, which
oozed between the gaps in its mortar. The house had been corrupted,
not like one of those haunted places with which I’d become
acquainted, but more in the vein of a child who’d been degraded
under the yoke of some tyrannical guardian. And there was something
more, creeping like an infestation under the sills—the spoor of the
Beast.

That indescribable sense, which I’d always
described as a scent, had never failed to whet my appetite for
hate. But at that moment, it was conspicuously absent. What I felt
instead was a peculiar kind of joy, a feeling that told me this is
where I belonged. If actors are happiest on stage, and musicians
most at home with their back to a riser, then this was my Avalon,
and I wanted to milk it of every horrible pleasure.

Crouched bare-chested in the thistles and
tares bordering 201 E. Henning, I painted my face from the gash
Bela had given me. The leather of my holster rig warmed my
shoulders, and I knotted back my hair. I turned my eyes from the
waking world to invoke the owl and snake, and then drank of my
brothers’ spirits with a gluttonous thirst.

The rattlesnake wound its way through my
intestines, chilling my blood with a serpent’s gall and an essence
colder, darker than it had been in British Columbia. He was not a
totem of wisdom this time, but a herald of evil. His black and gold
eyes sulked beneath my lids, counting darkness no handicap and
heat, the light of life. With my palms against the earth, I could
feel worms crawling underneath, bugs scampering among the grasses
and the vibration of every moving thing behind the four walls of
the house.

The horned owl was the same harbinger of
death he had been in the lair of Skuclikwana, his spirit as dark
and smoky as burning Cavendish. He, too, could symbolize wisdom,
but tonight he was, méstaa’e—the boogeyman that Cheyenne
children feared most. Silence is his crest, memento mori is
his creed—a reminder that everyone has an appointment to die.

Evil and mortality walked hand-in-hand inside
of me as I went to meet an enemy that defined the one and defied
the other.

The back yard was bordered by a picket fence
that had been trampled to the ground along one whole side. Missing
or broken slats gave the rest of it the appearance of a set of
teeth in sore need of bridgework. There were also the remains of a
couple of Mulberry trees whose branches had been snapped off and
strewn about the lawn by some long-forgotten thunderstorm. One
massive limb still clung to its trunk by a dried strap of bark. The
bulk of it rested atop an empty chain-link dog kennel, whose pole
supports had become a horseshoe around the weight.

I plotted my way through the Mulberry clutter
and a foul-smelling bush whose thorny branches were alive with
wasps. I came to a short but steep set of muddy cement steps that
led to the basement. At the bottom of the narrow stairwell was a
flimsy wooden door, tacked together from peeling plywood and the
leftovers of other projects. It was barred from inside by a length
of 1x4 which rotated on a center nail. The Bowie fit between door
and jamb, and with an upward thrust realigned the primitive lock to
a vertical position.

The door had not been planed to surface, so I
had to lift it by its conscripted washtub handle in order to open
it without scraping against the floor. The rickety thing gave way
to a mutant stench of sweat, urine, and garbage. When I closed the
door behind me—shutting myself into utter darkness—the odor of
infection and starvation joined the rancid bouquet.

I see very well in the dark, but in the pitch
black, even the most acute mortal vision finds its end. The owl in
me had no such trouble. In a palette of bruised grays, he showed me
a crumbling old coal bin that had outlived its use and had been
transformed into a subterranean pantry and storage room. Dusty
mason jars filled with vegetables lined a door that had been hung
horizontally into a shelf—the invention of some thrifty housewife,
no doubt. A net of cobwebs covered a dilapidated lawn mower and an
assortment of gardening tools propped into one corner. A stiff pair
of coveralls hung from a water main.

The basement was prone to flooding. The mud
from the stairs ran the length of the coal bin and under another
door, which separated the room from the rest of the cellar. The
second door was a set of boards braced with a Z formation and
fastened with a bolt, presenting a more complicated puzzle than the
first. I heard, or rather felt, movement on the other side. A less
patient man might have challenged the lock’s integrity by putting
his foot into the door, but you don’t live through the things I
have without learning something about timing. Anyway, pit vipers
are notoriously patient predators.

With the knife in one fist, I stood alongside
the door making soft, pitiful whimpering sounds like those of a
hungry puppy. My imitation ranged from squeaky yelps to mournful
whines for the better part of an hour. I’d become accustomed to the
foul-smelling air by the time footfalls padded across the floor and
stopped on the other side to listen. I poised the knife, ready to
strike it into the skull of whoever came through.

The bolt clacked open and a tinge of drab
light spilled through with a fresh wave of stink. As the door swung
open, I could see the inquisitive shadow of whatever sad sack had
answered my call. Then, the heat signature of a small boy stood at
the threshold, just outside the reach of my arm; I think I would
have killed him anyway if he’d been a little closer. He was dressed
in rags and covered with grime. He saw me plain as I stepped into
view, but his expression didn’t change except for a slight look of
disappointment.

“I thought you was a squirrel or somefin’,”
he said, with a patch of crust scabbed over his lip.

I pushed past him and surveyed what might as
well have been a dungeon. The ceilings were low—only about six feet
high in places where there weren’t pipes or wires. The reek was so
palpable it was warm, and so distracting I had to dial down my
sense of smell. To my left was the stairway up, and straight ahead
was a decaying brick column that hid everything on the other side
of it. Stick figures and chalk cartoons covered the wall to my
right, and on the floor was a blackened, half-peeled banana on a
paper plate.

The kid was maybe eight years old, with a mop
of brown hair that hung in his eyes like a nest of wet straw. He
smelled like no one had ever wiped his ass and his stained britches
were about two sizes too small. The zipper was open and the
waistband turned down so they’d fit around his hips. He had red
welts that looked like fleabites up and down his arms and across
his neck, and was altogether unfazed as he watched me eyeball the
place. When I didn’t say anything more he plopped down by the
drawing wall and began to pull back the flaps of the rotten banana.
He scooped out the mush with his fingers and ate it like it was
cookie dough.

“Who else is down here?” I asked in a
whisper.

“Just Gina and them,” he said, sucking the
dark banana paste from between his grubby fingers. “She’s sick with
her special baby.” He didn’t say it like he was particularly
worried about her, just in the way of status report.

Overhead, the boards creaked with footsteps
clear enough to chart a course between rooms.

“I tend to Gina and them,” he said, smearing
snot and banana onto his torn sleeve.

The child stayed where he sat as I returned
the Bowie to its sheath and drew my refurbished Colt. It hadn’t
occurred to me until that moment that by replacing the barrel I’d
upgraded right out of my last set of silencer threads.

Beyond the stairway was a hair-matted drain
and a commode straggled with liquid shit. Even at a comfortable
distance from the toilet, I could see that it was clogged with
blood-brown paper towels up to the rim. On the adjacent ledge,
right next to the fuse box, sat a few cans of spray paint and a
candle melted into an upturned peanut tin.

A low-wattage bulb on a pull string was the
single source of light, its glow partly dampened by paint
over-spray. The shadows it threw made faces on the floor and
water-heater, and hinted at a morass of blankets spread out along
the far wall. Sprawled upon layers of filthy quilts, comforters and
rugs, a cluster of infrared patterns appeared in the shape of four
waifish human forms. They marked my approach with nary a flinch.
The lady with the swollen belly was unconscious. To the right of
where they lay, just in front of the brick column was a standup
deepfreeze that had been put on its back and lined with more
blankets.

When I’d drawn close enough, their thermal
images gave deference to every nuance of their bodies, down to the
smallest dimple. They were just girls, teens anyway, naked except
for their lice-ridden coverlets. Two of them were gaunt with
hunger, scabrous and sick; their eyes were too weak to regard me
with anything but a vacant stare. One girl’s feet were nearly black
with neuropathy, abscessed with pressure sores from the result of
untreated diabetes. The third girl was in better condition and
cradled the expectant mother’s head on her lap. Not as dirty or
emaciated as the other two, she sported two black eyes and a fat
lip that covered the rest of her mouth. She was pregnant, too, but
not so far along as Gina. Her eyes were refrigerated with fear, but
she made an effort to cover her nakedness, feeble though it
was.

“This Gina?” I asked, indicating the girl she
was holding. “The one with the special baby?”

“It’s killing her,” she said.

The girl’s forehead felt like it was
sunburned even though she was pasty from lack of light. Her pulse
was frail, her breathing labored; she didn’t have much longer. When
I placed my palm on her dilated stomach a little sting arced from
her womb through my wrist, and agitated the rattlesnake. I didn’t
drive my blade through her belly, but only because I knew someone
was bound to scream if I did. Then I’d have to kill everyone
downstairs, too, and I hadn’t come to execute victimized
people.

“Bare your belly,” I said to the other one,
but she bowed over Gina to hide her face.

I didn’t repeat myself, but slipped my hand
under her sheet and ran it down along her paunch. The fetus inside
her kicked like a mule, but only because the serpent inside
me was sensitive to the slightest tremor. There was nothing
to indicate that the soft flesh beneath my hand was home to
anything more terrible than a few stretch marks.

“Are you going to help her?” she asked, as I
tugged her away from Gina. She stood up, naked and shaking, and I
looked for something that didn’t crawl to throw over her.

“There’s a workman’s suit in the room by the
kid’s picture wall,” I told her. “It’s not clean, but I didn’t see
any lice on it. Go get it; I’m not going to look at you.”

“She can’t go in there,” said the boy as he
slipped into the room through the brick column’s jungle gym of
pipes. He had an axe-handle in his hand. “I gotta call up to the
boss, and whack her s’more if she tries to ex-cape.”

I didn’t hit him hard, just poked his chin
enough to put him to sleep. I placed him into the horizontal
deepfreeze, which was apparently his bed anyway.

“When the shooting starts, you better clear
out the back if you’re able,” I told the girl, while exchanging
pistol for axe handle. “Help these other two if you want, but leave
Gina here. I’ll be back for her when I’m done upstairs.”

The flight of steps was tacked together with
loose boards from top to bottom, but my ascent was silent all the
same. I figured if there were a full fledged werewolf in the house,
I’d been made a long time ago.

Another latched door waited at the top, but
it was only fastened by a hook and eye job, easily foiled with the
same technique I’d used to get inside the coal bin. I slipped onto
the main level with an unsympathetic yard of hickory in my right
hand.

The kitchen was little more than a compost
heap with appliances. The sink and the counters were piled with
every conceivable piece of tableware, all of which contained some
portion of putrefied food. Green macaroni and cheese rotted in a
saucepan while cockroaches scurried over unidentifiable, half-eaten
science projects, and maggots wriggled from the fleshy parts of old
chicken bones. Crumpled fast-food sacks, beverage cans and burrito
wrappers coned the top of a garbage pail and covered the
surrounding linoleum like a small landfill. A curtain of
grease—splashed so high up the walls I could only guess as to how
it got there—covered everything within five feet in every direction
of the oven. Rodent droppings were so thick that it looked like a
jumbo tub of chocolate sprinkles had exploded.

Just off the kitchen was a small lavatory
with the latest issue of Popular Mechanics sitting on the
toilet tank next to a straight razor soaking in a jar of urine. The
bathtub had been used as a butcher’s block. The porcelain was
cloyed with russet gobs, bone chippings and skin samples with hair
follicles still intact. And as if there was any doubt as to what
had taken place there, a hacksaw and a set of stained loppers lay
at the foot of the tub.

A cloud passed in front of my face like a
gossamer curtain, through which I saw—much as I’d seen Clayton
Brewer’s murder—things I had no earthly right to see. The room
began to walk and talk with images and sounds whose time had
passed. A werewolf in his mortal guise lowered a headless corpse
into the bath while three men stood at the door. The first man wore
a gray sports jacket and had arranged his thinning hair over the
scalp to create an altogether unconvincing illusion.

“What are you bringing him in here for?” he
asked, “You killed ‘im, get rid of ‘im.”

The werewolf, who resembled something lupine
even in his present state, exited the bathroom and grabbed the
comb-over by the scruff of his shirt.

“He’d have turned you into a bucket of chum,”
he snarled, and then wiped a bloody hand down the front of his
jacket. “Get rid of him yourself.”

Before I could get a good look at the body,
someone coughed from the doorway to my right, dispelling the
vision. The room was shut off from the kitchen by a single drapery
panel on a tension rod, its occupant fast asleep on an unframed
mattress. Even though I’d previously blunted almost every offensive
odor known to man, the funk of perversion and soured sperm still
found its way up my nose. I wondered how long it took to get used
to such an oppressive reek to the point where one could sleep in
it. On the bureau next to him were a collage of sex toys and an
open container of soiled Vaseline. Ivory sheets had been strung
between three halogen light posts and an 8-mm camera watched the
bed from a tripod propped in front of another door. The murmur of a
television set came from the other side.

The man under the covers coughed again and
then turned over on his back. He had a feminine face, and his
fingernails were painted black. Holding each end of the axe handle,
I mounted his chest so my knees pinned his arms on either side. He
spluttered a little as I crushed the handle into his throat, but
his trachea collapsed before he could make any kind of definitive
sound. Unsatisfied by just choking him to death, I bore down
harder—the mattress made it more difficult—until I felt his
cervical vertebrae pop and separate.

I back-tracked through the kitchen and
followed its other exit into a dining room whose table was
cluttered with cards, joints and a few paltry bills the evening’s
high-roller had left behind. Serving as a centerpiece was a
strange, elongated white ashtray laid open like a clam shell.
Closed, it would’ve resembled the shape of a human forearm because
it was a plaster cast that’d been cut down the center; once I’d
realized that, I knew who’d been in the bathtub.

The TV’s undercurrent continued to filter
from the south end of the house. It was coming from a den, once
removed from the dining room by an empty living room. From where I
stood, there were at least three orange silhouettes sitting in the
television glow.

Sharing a wall with the kitchen was another
room, closed off by an old-fashioned key-holed door. The Great
Horned Owl pierced the peephole and showed me a second bedroom;
this one uncluttered by pornographic trappings or garbage. A
middle-aged woman in her skivvies sat against her headboard while
she leafed through a copy of, The Catcher in the Rye. She
had short dark hair, a broad mouth, and eyes like black pearls in
the flare of her night light.

I checked over my shoulder to make sure
everyone was staying put—even though I would have heard them
stomping like bulls if they weren’t—and gave the door a gentle,
tap-tap-tap.

“Screw off,” she said in an accent not quite
French, and not loudly enough for anyone else to hear.

I knocked again and added: “It’s
important.”

“I’ll bet,” she said, and threw herself out
of bed with a huff.

When she opened the door, I stepped into her
with the butt of the axe handle. I caught her fall, and then walked
her half-naked body back into the room while her heels dragged the
carpet.

When I was at the Recondo School in Nha
Trang, one morning an instructor was lecturing us on how to
recognize real intelligence in the field. There were six of us
sitting in a clearing with no real cover in sight except for an arm
of trees some twenty-five meters away. While he was likening the
enemy to ants who wouldn’t remake a trail after someone had stepped
on it, a Project Delta snake-eater stood up in a ghillie suit right
in the middle of our group.

“Dear Mr. and Mrs. Doe,” he said. “The
Secretary of the Army regrets to inform you that your son was
killed because he had his head up his ass.”

Not even I had seen him coming. It was as
though he’d simply fallen from the sky. I’d seen Michael do the
same thing, and he’d passed the skill along to me long before I’d
enlisted, but in the naivety of my youth I’d never expected to see
such a demonstration from anyone else.

So, when five people watching TV in a den
didn’t notice me sitting among them, it wasn’t an unprecedented
feat. I studied them for a while, memorized their faces, their
clothes, and their hidden weapons. Three middle-aged men sat
together on a sofa just on the other side of the double French
doors, smoking cigarettes and farting into the cushions.

The balding one on the far end had a .38
snub-nose on his ankle, the one in the middle was a Latino with an
Errol Flynn moustache, and the silver-haired man next to him had
been standing at the bathroom door before they went to work on
Girty. Aside from them, a young buck stretched out in a recliner
next to a dormant fireplace. He had his hand down his pants and a
.357 Colt Python stowed under a fancy Western vest; I recognized
him from my vision as well. The fifth person was a weak-chinned
woman with track marks up her arm. She was so stoned she was hardly
worth counting. Together they were watching some kind of
flying-saucer flick and nobody spoke to anyone else until
silver-hair, who sat closest to me, cleared his throat.

“Del,” he said in a hoarse voice.

“Yeah,” answered the man in the recliner.

“Go down and check on our gal. See if her
water’s broke.”

“Alright,” he said, and hopped out of his
chair.

He padded through the house in his sock feet,
zipping up his trousers along the way. He gestured with a raised
middle finger to the bedroom door and called out, “twat” under his
breath as he passed.

Moving stealthily, if you do it well enough,
can seem to the observer an almost metaphysical mode of
transportation; here one moment, there the next. A little shadow, a
basic understanding of human cognition and a lot of practice is
really all it takes to wow ‘em. In most situations you don’t even
need cover, and if you’re really good you can hide in broad
daylight. Needless to say, I was able to follow Del from den to
kitchen undetected.

“Everybody decent?” he said to himself as he
pushed open the basement door.

I let him have the first stair before
grabbing his other foot and pitching him the rest of the way down.
He landed on his head right off, then twisted up on himself and
finished the rest of the ride on his face. It made a terrible
racket. He piled at the bottom with his ass in the air and his head
folded under his chest. He was still breathing, but from all
indications had become living cabbage.

The bald man with the .38 in his shoe left
his seat to investigate the ruckus, and as he passed through the
dining room, I rose behind him from underneath the table holding
the hickory like Casey at the Bat. I had much better results
than the fictional slugger. The axe handle crushed his ear and
cheekbone, and the resulting pressure proved too much for his right
eye. It shot out from the socket like a paddle ball, spritzing a
velvet painting of Elvis Presley with blood and water. Even with
his eye hanging out, he still had enough sand to reach for his
Smith but was too disoriented to find his own ankle. I finished him
off with a croquet blow to his temple, but the den was on the move,
so I dropped the axe-handle and drew both .45s—ready to sample the
next course from the murder buffet.

The Hispanic Errol Flynn put his hands in the
air the minute he saw me, but the white-hair who’d ordered Del
downstairs nudged by him.

“If there’s a problem we can fix it, son,” he
said as he motioned for me to lower the pistols.

“I know we can,” I said, and shot Errol Flynn
in the gut. “Did that surprise you?” I asked while the report faded
and his partner sank to the floor holding his new navel.

“You know,” he said without giving the man a
second look, “It’s like nothing surprises me anymore.”

“That makes two of us,” I said.

From below, light tremors of hurried
footfalls pounded through the coal bin and into the backyard.

“Well then,” he said, cooler than most people
would be. “Must be we can work something out.”

“Where’s the man who wore your plaster
ashtray?”

He glanced at the table behind me. “Several
different places,” he admitted. “Mr. Gordon’s aide, Desmond,
smelled Mr. Girty coming a whole hour before he actually arrived.
He was in town to check up on his unborn son when your friend came
to call; poor timing all the way around. Desmond’s due back this
evening. If you want to wait, maybe you can take it up with
him.

“In the mean time, if you’re looking for Mr.
Gordon you could check with his bitch of a wife.” He nodded to the
bedroom door I’d knocked on. “If you haven’t gotten to her
already.”

“Where’s Girty’s head?”

“Buried in a bag out back,” he replied.
“You’re welcome to it. I’ll even show you to the hole.”

“Turn around,” I ordered.

His expression went blank except for an
anxious half-grin that crawled up his lip like a grub. “Can I ask
what this is all about?” he said as he showed me his back, still
maintaining a nearly unparalleled composure. “I don’t even know
you.”

“Aw, shucks,” I said, putting away my Colts.
“Girty wasn’t my friend, so I really don’t care how many pieces he
ended up in, and the fact you breed babies from enslaved women
hardly enters into it at all.” I skinned my knife. “So, as you can
see, this has nothing whatsoever to do with you. Looks like poor
timing again.”

I grabbed him by the neck and forced him to
the floor with a knee in his back and a fistful of silver locks. I
reached around and slid the edge of the Bowie under his hairline.
He screamed as the blood washed into his face, and again when I
jerked his bloody wig free from a few stubborn strands of flesh. A
scalping, even a botched one, usually won’t kill a man instantly,
so I let him bleed to death for being such an asshole.

“Now that we’ve worked that out ….” I mumbled
to myself, and headed back into the den to dispatch the skag whore.
Just because she was mainlining didn’t mean she wouldn’t be a fly
in the ointment later on. Her syringe sat beside her on the end
table, so I filled it with air and sent the bubble up her arm. It
just seemed fitting. She went into acute cardiac arrest shortly
thereafter.

For my part, trying to scrub the blood from
my cuticles at 3 o’clock in the morning has never been particularly
glamorous or cool. My history with killing fellow human beings
ranged from warfare to private execution, from self-defense to open
revenge. Taking human life isn’t what I set out to do when I
declared war on the Beast, but it got all wrapped up in it just the
same. I’d passed the point of apologies, and had stopped looking
for absolution. Now I know what Skuclikwana had meant when she said
I wouldn’t go to my ancestors, whole. I’d already put my heart in a
box.

Not only had Gina’s water broken, she had
died in labor. The child had killed its mother as incidentally as a
parasite kills its host, but that didn’t stop it from continuing to
crown. I watched the tiny thing, no bigger than a half-loaf of
bread, fight its way from the womb in a black membranous wrapper.
Although it was only partially born, it sweltered with the Beast.
But aside from its thermal blueprint—which registered three shades
brighter than a human being, the same kind of image Roxy had
produced—it looked like a human baby, moved like one, and if
someone smacked it on the ass I knew it would cry like one. I had
to remind myself of what it really was, and took note of the fact
that no child with feet of clay could climb from a dead woman’s
belly on its own steam.

I tore open the sticky caul like a chrysalis
cocoon, and placed my hand over the divergent bones of the soft
cranium. A hot electric sting sizzled up my arm, dispersing any
uncertainty as to the child’s pedigree.

In the back of my brain I could see his
father, Desmond, getting closer. Wide-set eyes peered over the
wheel of his vehicle, the throb of his heart fast and fierce in his
naked chest. He was polished to the waist in blood, sitting in a
swamp of it as he navigated the road before him without the benefit
of headlamps.

“You’re as efficient as any machine,” said a
voice just next to me, pushing through the vocal chords of the girl
with ulcerated feet. She sat reclined against the wall, staring
straight ahead as she had from the start, her sunken stomach rising
between shelves of ribs with each breath. The Voice had found
another mind too feeble to resist it.

“You again,” I said, with a rumble in my
throat.

“Not all of us track by scent alone. You see
Desmond the same way I see you—through the reflection of the soul,”
it said. “It’s been that way from your first glimpse of
enigma.”

Tears welled in the girl’s eyes and cut muddy
tracks down her face as the ventriloquist played her as his
dummy.

“You leave a trail in two worlds now,” said
the Voice. “I know where you’re going to be before you know it
yourself.”

The mystery of Clementine Rossi’s prescience
suddenly unraveled, and the bonds Rogier had found under the
backseat of her Lincoln started to make sense. The puppet master
had employed a human, third-party vendor to bring me to the grounds
of St. Dismas, in accordance with the terms of the Nottingham
letter.

“What are you, Pietro?” I asked.

When the Voice cackled, it made the girl look
like a mad ghoul; the smile she wore made all the more unpleasant
by the fact the rest of her was crying.

“I am not Don Pietro, who smeared you across
the gulf of the dead,” it said. “But to answer to your question,
consult the Werewolf in the North. Then you will know he who has no
sire but the Dark One.”

It said no more and released the girl just as
the door to the deepfreeze rose like a coffin lid, with short grimy
fingers curled over the side.

“You gonna whack me sum’more?” the boy asked
as he peeked from the crack of his only refuge. As I noticed the
bruise I’d left on his jaw, it occurred to me that he’d probably
asked that question more than once in his life.

“You should’ve left with the other girl,” I
said.

“How come?”

Confident enough that I wasn’t going to hit
him again, he crawled out of his bed and dug a finger up his nose
as he watched the half-born were-child squeeze to its
shoulders.

“She’s having her baby ain’t she?” he asked,
almost excited.

“It’s having her,” I muttered. “The TV’s
still on. Go upstairs and see what’s playing. I’ll be up
directly.”

“I’m not allowed,” he said, shaking his head
like I was trying to get him into trouble.

“My rules now,” I assured him. “Go up, and
don’t pay any mind to the dead folks you see; they can’t hurt you.
But if you’re not sitting in front of that set when I come up, I
will.”

“OK,” he said with a crusty smile, and
sidestepped Del’s paralyzed body as he dashed up the steps.

The were-child was almost out. Amniotic fluid
drained from its pinkish body as it fought through an increasingly
rigorous birth canal.

Desmond was at the back door. The clatter of
toppled garbage announced him in the kitchen, and creaking boards
on the stairs. He shuffled past Del, leaned forward and propped
himself against the water-heater, partially transformed, nude, and
bloody. His heartbeat had dwindled to a docile thump and the wet
trail stringing behind him was steadily cooling from neon red to
cobalt blue. That was when I knew he wasn’t wearing the juices of
his latest meal, but his own.

“Get away from my son,” he demanded, but
lacked the strength to impose his will.

He wore two exit wounds on his chest and one
on his left shoulder. None of them lined up with critical organs,
but the holes had been made with hollow points and the resulting
tissue damage was extensive. A lesser Wolf would have already
keeled over from the blood loss alone.

“He means something to you?” I asked, holding
one Colt on him and the other on his wriggling offspring. “How the
worm has turned.”

His teeth sheared together in a mist of red
fog, as he teetered back from the water heater. “Don’t you know
what I am?” he shouted.

“Blood-born,” I said. “And dying from someone
else’s silver.”

He lunged for me, but smacked the floor and I
saw the corresponding bullet pocks in his back. Unless he’d been
shot by Michael Winterfox, I was fresh out of ideas as to the
identity of his assailant.

“Wave bye-bye to your da-da,” I said to the
newborn Wolf, already feeding on its own afterbirth. It was dead in
a smeared stroke of thunder, but even with a snake in my veins, I
couldn’t look at the mess for long.

I’d seen the ragged expression in Desmond’s
eyes before—fury debilitated by silver. His paternal instincts were
stronger than I’d imagined; Michael had told me how werewolf
fathers used to eat their young.

“Look’s like you’ve caught your death of
gunshot,” I said, crouching so he could get a better look at
me.

He tried several times to get up from the
concrete, his fingers straining in creeks of blood that followed
the path of least resistance to the floor drain. His powers of
transformation had been sapped. From his nakedness I gathered he’d
been shot at full ascension, and his current metamorphic phase was
as far as he’d been able descend before the silver put a kibosh on
his metabolism.

“It might take awhile for you to bleed out,”
I said. “While we’re waiting, maybe you can clear something up for
me.”

With his rage on the wane, he set his eyes to
their corners and tried to focus on my face like he was trying to
recall something just on the tip of his tongue.

“Is it true blood-born Wolves actually have a
trace of conscience? That’s not the word I’m looking for, but you
know what I mean.”

He sagged closer to the floor and lapped the
bright bubbles from his narrow lips. “There’s a saying,” he
croaked. “Birthright tempers the body, birthmark hardens the
soul.”

“So how did hearty Big Bad like you end up as
Bernie Gordon’s wet nurse?”

“La Voisin owns him,” he mumbled,
mouthing the words like he was talking in his sleep. “Took him out
of Shek Pik and put him to work in the nurseries. They made me his
proctor.”

The way I figured it, Titus was prime real
estate for the Jabberwocky because it was already overrun with
criminal element. It was like Rogier had explained during the St.
Ives briefing: They hide in the shadows of known notoriety using
false flag operations almost exclusively, but thanks to Desmond, I
knew what they called themselves—La Voisin.

“I see them,” he said after a few more
minutes had passed. He spoke so feebly I barely heard him.
“They’re all here … little black bugs.” His last breath
wheezed through him in a death rattle.

The first thing I noticed after releasing my
ma’heono—my sacred powers—was how warm I’d become. I suppose
the rattlesnake’s blood had been a refrigerant. I was wringing with
sweat as I trudged up the stairs and into the sty. My eyes floated
inside my head like soap bubbles, and I was thirsty enough to drink
straight from the bathtub’s gory tap.

When I walked back into the adjacent bedroom,
the woman was as I’d left her, except her face had started to swell
from the hickory kiss, and she was awake. She was still secured
spread-eagle to the corners of her bedstead, though the knots in
the stockings had become noticeably smaller.

“Tia,” I said. “Everyone’s dead but you.”

“Retournez à la pute qui t’a accouchée!”

She chewed her French like a mouthful of
spoiled pork, and though I was never fluent in the language, I’d
learned the curses from Papa.

“Sale pute,” I replied, returning her
flattery. “The only reason I haven’t unzipped your throat is
because of your trade-in value.”

I pulled a chair from under a dressing table
and noticed an odd kind of mobile hanging from the mirror. It was
an eight-inch piece of dowel topped with a miniature wagon wheel.
Several smaller pieces of wood about the size of doll pins had been
tied from the spokes with filament line. I’d seen the same kind of
gimcrack in the Nuxalk’s house and again in Roxy’s briefcase. I
took it down from the mirror and spun it between my fingers like a
whirligig.

“What does thing mean?” I asked, and tossed
it aside.

“Mange ma chatte,” she spit and
laughed.

I wiped the sweat from my armpits on one of
her blouses, and then squeezed her mouth into carp lips. “How about
I blow it inside-out,” I said, running a steel barrel between her
thighs and nudging the bore against the crotch of her panties.

“You’re a misogynist with a gun,” she said.
“La Voisin will do things to me you’ve never heard of, and they
will not excuse the loss of this house—not of either of us.”

“To tell you the truth I usually take a dim
view of men who knock women around. But you cut a baby from its
mama’s sack with a fucking house key, and that makes you barely a
mammal in my book. You deserve whatever I decide to do to you, tits
or no tits.”







Chapter VII

 


On 23 August 1986, I met with Alexandretta
and a man named Cohen in the lobby of a Trailways bus station in
North Bay, Ontario. I’d just woken up from an unsatisfying, if
well-earned, nap, but thanks to Doc Deacon’s prescription, I was
feeling no pain.

The terminal was deserted except for the
three of us and the graveyard shifter manning the ticket desk. I
joined my fellow spooks at the table of a coffee kiosk, sat the
cardboard box squarely between them and then leaned back, savoring
the narcotic euphoria of the methadone.

“What’s this?” Cohen asked. He was younger,
shorter, and sturdier than Alexandretta with round imperial eyes
and a dark coiffeur glossed back with hair gel. He wore a stud in
his left ear and a tiger’s-eye ring on the forefinger of his right
hand. His black silk shirt was open to the second button, and a
gold Italian horn dangled into his chest hair, which might’ve
indicated a kind of midlife crisis if he’d been a day over
thirty.

“Proof of death,” I replied. “I’d wait to
open it in fresh air—it’s been underground awhile.”

“Simon?” Alexandretta asked, tapping the ash
from his cigarette.

“From the neck up,” I replied. “The rest of
him is in Hefty bags somewhere.”

“Is he high?” Cohen asked his senior partner.
“Are you high?” he then repeated to me. “Bringing a decapitated
head into a public place?”

“Taking that tone with me will get you hurt,
Cherry,” I said.

“Is that a fact?” he said, with his teeth set
along the top of his lower lip.

“Tuck in your chest, Cohen,” Alexandretta
said. “Take this out to the car and have it picked up.”

Cohen did as he was told, put the box under
his arm and gave me a slow-burn stare as he walked past.

“The kid just came back from shadow-duty in
Sri Lanka,” Alexandretta said upon Cohen’s exit. “The Tamil Tigers
didn’t cut him any slack. Maybe you could go easy on him.”

“Slack,” I repeated, patting myself down for
a smoke. Alexandretta slid his pack over when I came up empty.

“Where’s the second package?” he said, while
extending the service of his lighter.

“The one with legs,” I said, taking a drag on
the Du Maurier. “She’s keeping my spare tire company.”

“She’s alive?”

“You’re no more surprised than I am,” I said.
“If you’ll take her in and get her processed, I’ll split the
finder’s fee with you—that is, if you have a plane ticket for
me.”

“I’ll do it for twenty-five-percent,” he
said.

“I was thinking ten.”

“Twenty,” he countered. “The whole thing’s a
pain in the ass.”

I nodded my agreement. “Rogier’s pissed,
eh?”

“As pissed as he gets,” he said, fanning away
a cloud of smoke. “You turned that place in Titus into a charnel
house. Fortunately for you there was a double homicide of some
bikers, right before you turned into Bill Hickok. The cops think
their brothers took the house as payback.”

“Hickok, my ass,” I said. “I only shot
one guy. The rest I just got creative with.”

“Then I guess that wasn’t your bullet that
went through the baby,” he said in the same monotone voice.

“It wasn’t a real baby—”

“Not at all interested,” he interrupted. “I
don’t know if your issues are mental or chemical, but I’ve been
with the Ring long enough to know the Marlborough House has little
forbearance for good guys who wear black. The coordinators
appreciate the shortage of boy scouts with the kind of skill-sets
they’re looking for, but when London sees you as Snidely Whiplash
rather than Dudley Do-Right, a house-cleaning’s not far behind. You
actually scalped a guy”

“Are you suggesting that I shouldn’t have
cleaned that house?”

“Who told you to?” he asked, and then
dismissed the question with a turn of his hand. “The Sûreté du Québec have two .45 silver bullets in their forensic
lab, conspicuously similar to the ones pulled from the crime scene
of the Galgier Cult Murders.You can’t blame Rogier for being
hot.”

I sat forward and steadied
myself against the table, revisiting Galgier, Manitoba in my head,
and the night I was arrested for killing thirteen werewolves in one
sitting. They’d all reverted to their human form just in time for
the cops—an anomoly I still hadn’t explained.

“I may run a tab,” I
said, “but I pay it off with interest.”

“That,
sir,” he said, punctuating his words with his
cigarette, “is the only reason you’re still in the starting
lineup.

“You’re probably not the kind
of man who takes advice, but here’s some anyway: Keep a few
magazines with normal ammunition on hand. Since you’re officially
dead, the silver bullet link will probably be made for a copycat,
but that’s a number that’ll be all played out next time
around.”

“What about my travel arrangements?” I asked,
my eyelids getting heavier by the minute.

Alexandretta handed me a passport from his
shirt pocket.

“Let’s see who I am this week,” I said,
removing its plastic sheath. There was an old photo of me under the
name, Dr. Wilfred Glendon. “Diplomatic, no less,” I said, eyeing
the seal.

“It’ll buy you some latitude with
customs.”

“Looks like I get around,” I said, perusing
the travel-stamped pages. “Do you realize this is the second time
you guys have turned me into a doctor?”

“You’re going to a hospital,” he said. “Two
things you need to know before you get there: The U.K. access agent
is Jason Stuart; he’s the Secretariat’s golden boy, and he’s made
his position on your visit very clear. He won’t lift a finger to
help you if you get into a jam. Rogier had to sell you to this guy
like a cold cup of coffee.”

“That’s cute,” I said. “What’s the other
thing?”

“If you make a scene over there in any way
reminiscent of Titus, you won’t have to worry about making the
return flight. No one from over here will be sweeping up after you
either; once you land our hands are tied.”

“I know what it means to be a kite,” I
said.

“I’m just saying; whoever you’re going to
ghost keep it quiet, that’s all. There’s an open-ended ticket at
British Airways’ will-call desk at Thunder Bay International;
first-class accommodations, naturally.”

“Good briefing,” I said.

“Since we’re through here, let’s sign for
that second package.”

A few minutes later, Cohen parked bumper to
bumper with my car to transfer ownership of a Luxembourgian
baby-breeder. It had started to rain again, but the cool drizzle
felt good on my face.

“You want us to junk your ride?” Cohen asked
as we moved Tia into their trunk.

“Go fuck yourself,” I said, because in an
opiate fog, I thought he’d insulted my vehicle.

As soon as the trunk lid slammed shut,
Cohen’s fist was in my mouth. It was a solid, snapping blow that
turned my head and made me wobble.

“Talk some more shit!” he shouted, taking a
fighter’s stance and ready to be answered.

Alexandretta watched mutely from the
passenger side as the kid worked things out, but the whole incident
struck me funny, and I started to laugh behind a string of blood
and drool. “I didn’t see that coming,” I chortled while
trying to keep my balance. “Was that your Sunday punch?”

Cohen dropped his fists when he realized that
I wasn’t going to hit him back.

“What a waste,” he said with a groan, and
climbed back behind the wheel shaking his head.

Alexandretta closed his door and met me
between the trunks.

“Kid’s got a nice left,” I said, glancing
around the parking lot as it shimmered with street-lit rain. “He
got a tooth coming in or something?”

“I can have the reward money wired to your
account, or give you the cash next time I see you,” he said.

“Either way,” I answered, and spit from a
busted lip.

“There’s a CSIS safe house here in town,” he
said. “It’s just a room, but we use it from time to time; here’s
the address and a key.” He put an envelope in my hand, and then
looked around like he was making sure no one was watching. “You’re
doing pretty well for a guy in the life,” he said, keeping his
voice down. “Don’t push your luck too far like I did.”

I don’t remember the name of the street I
parked on or how I found the inn—shit, I don’t even remember
leaving the bus station—but the key fit the lock and there was a
bed inside. That was good enough. I wasn’t exactly sleepy, but I
buried my head in a stale pillow just the same, basking in a world
where my muscles didn’t ache from head to toe.

The distinct sensation of being rocked like a
baby settled over me with all the safety and comfort of the cradle.
Measured, gentle oscillations set a tempo that kept count with the
beating of my heart, creating a smooth and soothing environment as
tranquil as a summer night on still water. From out of this lazy
repose came a peculiar tang that swabbed my lips with a bitterness
that reminded me of a harsh porter. The taste became increasingly
astringent as the rocking continued, filling my mouth with a bite
as strong as kerosene.

Hooves pounded in the distance with the dread
of God’s own thunder as they rose from behind the vanishing point
of a nameless hill. It was a terrible, ominous sound that flushed
my pores and palsied my limbs. At the pinnacle of the hill appeared
a single, ragged white horse, its flanks a gruel of weltered gore.
Its rider, a half-breed woman naked to her hips, was lathered with
the same bloody broth through which her mount had galloped.

With a hateful smile and noxious black milk
seeping from her tits, she reined in her steed and watched me with
an unsettling familiarity. Her long, blank stare seemed to roll
back the years, reducing me to a child who could be wounded by
nothing more than a curt word. I wanted to pull the covers over my
head and hide.

Then the backdrop changed like the stage of a
play, rearranged to suit the next act. In this new scene I sat
across a table from a freakish werewolf who dealt a deck of cards
with the dexterity of a vaudeville magician. The Wolf was a
scrawny, mangy aberration whose cadaverous flesh was notched with
bullet holes from its female breasts to the bony erection between
its legs. Through a rupture that curled from the fretwork of its
ribs, I could see its spine, rotting like a stalk of corn too long
in the field. If it had ever had eyes they had been eaten out,
leaving the sockets as empty and dark as its soul. The skin of its
snout was split down the muzzle to cartilage winking through
scrolls of carrion.

I gathered my cards but didn’t look at
them.

“Nothing more real than a dream to a
Cheyenne—right, Sylvester?” At first its voice sounded like
Michael’s, confident and succinct, but as it studied the cards
fanned between its protracted fingers the tone became more
sinister. “This isn’t one,” it added, now with the voice of the sex
shop cripple. “Not at all,” it concluded, sounding like the
diabetic girl from Titus.

“Dealer takes one,” it said, drawing another
card. “You are the finest thing to happen to the Lineage since
Alaric went to the dust,” it said, “but you’ve got a future as grim
as Ragnarök, and I’m going to help you find it.” It made the
proclamation as though the cards were Tarot, and sounding like the
Wolf who, in Georges words, smeared me across the gulf of the
dead.

“Dealer calls.”

“I haven’t made my bet,” I said.

It smiled, baring teeth that were either
fractured to the root or missing altogether. “You haven’t been
paying attention.”

I folded, revealing cards too symbolic for
this encounter not to be a dream—aces over eights, James Butler
Hickok’s legendary Dead Man’s Hand.

If I’d been asleep—if—I wasn’t any
longer. Thanks to a rude and startling noise, I launched to my feet
grabbing for weapons that weren’t there. My overextended reach
stretched me off balance and I fell into the nightstand, catching
the sharp corner in my shoulder. Again, the sound pierced my skull
like the croak of a baleful crow, and I couldn’t remember where I
was.

While I gawked around the room like a kid
lost in the dark; it seemed that I’d left one nightmare for
another. I was trapped in a labyrinth of dreams I was unable to
escape. The malevolent sound continued while I pulled myself
upright and caught my reflection in a mirror over a chest of
drawers. Seeing the stormy expression on my face and the clumsy
posture of my body had a sort of grounding effect, and I remembered
I was still in Thunder Bay. I had also left my Colts in the
car.

The spiteful sound that had been so
distressing was nothing more than a telephone sitting beside a city
directory just under the mirror. After shuffling to the bureau, I
sat down next to the phone and picked it up just to make it stop
ringing. Someone kept repeating, “Hello” as I held the receiver in
my lap. I was too disoriented to give any thought to the caller’s
identity. I put the handset to my ear and listened to a woman’s
voice call my name.

“Are you there?” she asked. “Logan. Logan.
Can you hear me?”

“Who’s this?” I asked, and for a moment the
line fell silent.

“Tanya,” she said.

The sound of her name was more hurtful than
Cohen’s belt to the chops, but it dissolved the cloud in my brain
and reinforced my reality check.

“I don’t blame you if you don’t want to talk
to me,” she said.

“What do you want, Ms. Clemons?”

“I haven’t seen you for a while. Dan said you
might be there. I know you’re angry with me.”

“No, I’m not,” I said. “I don’t care enough
about you any more to be angry.”

“I don’t believe that,” she said.

Beneath the narcotic that swirled through my
veins and the vestiges of a heart in a box, was a tiny, tender
something that wanted to bury the hatchet and make nice.

“Can we clear the air between us?” she asked
in a tone cold with doubt. “You used to say that you owed me, and I
told you I wasn’t keeping score. But when you rescued me at the
Expo you didn’t just save my life, you risked your own—that’s
something I never did for you. I said some things at the restaurant
I thought I meant, but ….”

I don’t know if I stayed silent out of rancor
or because I just didn’t know what to say.

“I suck at this,” she confessed with a
nervous chuckle. “Do you think we can meet somewhere and talk this
over in person?”

As long as she kept talking, I could almost
feel that soft nugget in my heart glow like an ember under the
ashes. It was the quixotic in me, the part that enjoyed long walks
in the country, cool jazz, and all the other nonsense new lovers
pretend for each other. It was also the remnant of a husband, a
father, and a son who’d once longed for the mundane because his
life was such a horror.

“I’m going to pass,” I told her. “So I’d
appreciate it if you’d leave me be. Don’t call me again unless it’s
as the director general.”

I put the receiver back in its cradle and
unplugged the cord. I turned to study my face in the mirror, marked
up as it was. My bullet wound had shrunken to the size and color of
a cherry boil, but with the split between my eyes and a freshly
fattened lip, I looked like Dillinger at the morgue. There were
wrinkles around my eyes I hadn’t noticed before, and my temples had
started to gray. I couldn’t look at the man in the mirror anymore
without disdain, so I stumbled to the sink and spit the kerosene
taste out of my mouth.

 


Somewhere over the Atlantic I finished,
The Werewolf. My interest in the book was only driven by its
mention of the Gandillons, which had given it more credibility than
I’d originally allowed. Once I’d overcome the trepidation of
following its antiquated word structure and fairy tales about
salves and wolfstraps, I couldn’t stop turning the pages. I liked
the fact that the Reverend Summers referred to the Beast as,
“that most terrible and depraved of all the bond slaves of
Satan,” and his insistence that anthropologists had failed to
interpret the riddle of the werewolf legend. Unlike his peers, who
had treated the subject in terms of sadomasochism and folklore, the
learned and somewhat excitable Summers did not relegate werewolfery
to lycanthropic insanity, drug-induced glamour or porphyria. He
believed they were real and did not flinch from that stance. That
had to count for something.

It wasn’t until chapter six that I really
began to appreciate the accuracy of his research. Entitled, The
Werewolf in the North, in Russia and Germany, it relayed the
account of Peter Stubbe, a 14th-century Wolf who was
executed on Halloween, 1583. The narrative detailing his torturous
death made no mention of the use of silver—a recurring fallacy
throughout the book—but the last paragraph of the discourse
described a memorial that had been erected in honor of his
destruction. The monument had been made from a pole, a wagon’s
wheel and pieces of wood strung from the rim—one for every person
he was known to have murdered.

The correlation between the monument and the
miniature versions of it, which I’d found on three separate
occasions, prickled my pores. I closed the cover and stared at the
red contour cutaway of Maurice Sands painting, Les Lupins.
Below the plain white lettering of the title was a cluster of
smaller text that modestly displayed the chapter titles within.
When the Voice had told me to consult the Werewolf in the North, I
hadn’t realized that the oracle had been so accessible.

If Pietro was Peter Stubbe—and how could he
not have been when even his Christian name was just an Italian
variant—then he’d not only survived his comprehensive execution at
Bedburg but had become a purveyor of the ghastly sins for which he
was tried. Perhaps he was the Jabberwocky. My quarry was
coming into focus, but exactly what waited behind the walls of
Highbury Hospital was not as clear.

Even though there was no one holding a sign
for me at London Heathrow, I knew better than to believe the
Victorian Ring wasn’t waiting. I cleared Immigration with a wink
and a nod and proceeded to the baggage claim where I sized up a
group of punk-rockers milling around a newsstand. Even with
multicolored Mohawks, liberty spikes, and safety pins in their
faces, any one of them could have been a VR minder.

In addition to the neo-anarchists, I also
mentally tagged a Hare Krishna selling incense sticks, an old
Indian woman in a saffron sari, and the quintessential English
gentleman who carried a copy of the Guardian under one arm. I
exited Terminal 3 through customs and choked down methadone tabs in
the nearest men’s room.

By the time I’d hired a car to take me to
Nottingham the little pink disks were on the job. I slumped into
the upholstery of the back-bench seat and watched out the window as
the sun played hide-and-seek through a constant, steady sprinkle of
rain. It irked me that it wasn’t dark yet; between the long flight
and multiple time zone changes it seemed I was caught in perpetual
daylight.

The day had become too sterile an environment
for my liking, the sun too soulless and strict, waiting to expose
the transgressions of those who dared indulge them under its watch.
How much more sympathetic was the darkness, where secrets could be
kept beneath its cloak. Nighttime was a sultry whore with fire
between her thighs, a smoky, passionate creature in whose embrace
one could revel. Funny that I’d once despised the night, for the
monsters it invited; funny, because now I practically adored it for
the same reason. My hatred had metastasized long ago, but it had
mutated like a wily virus into the profane ecstasy I felt when
killing anything associated with the Beast.

From Whitehall to Piccadilly Circus I sat
with my head nestled against the glass, making bets with myself on
water-drop races and watching oncoming traffic approach from the
right lane. From my humble vantage point, London seemed like a city
with its dignity on its sleeve. Not as dismal or menacing as
Moscow, the only other European capital in my travelogue, it had a
sort of unspoken solemnity garnished with the kind of timeless
grace one associates with a Stratovarius. I found myself wanting to
wander its streets and bridges, steeped in typecast scenes of foggy
alleys and gas-lit streets haunted by the likes of Jack the Ripper,
Sweeney Todd and Spring Heeled Jack—villainous fiends ripe for the
kill.

Stone walls cut across farms and pastureland,
and hedged the M1 Motorway en route to the country’s East Midlands
Region. My driver, a lean Asian man with a wispy beard, made a
couple of attempts at conversation to pass the 110 mile commute,
but I was too much in my own head to be good company. With the tips
of my fingers, I considered the fat lip that Cohen had given
me.

 


* * *

 


There’s a dreadful little fright to waking up
under a tree with your head on a rucksack and not having any
recollection of how or when you got there. I didn’t remember
reaching my destination or paying my chauffeur, but unlike my last
bout with amnesia, I panicked internally. But the more I tried to
orient myself and put the present into some sort of chronology, the
more difficult it became.

The sun had mercifully set since I’d last
seen it, and the weather had cleared. Just across from me sat
people on benches, and from behind was the kind of hubbub generally
indicative of a tavern. My memory returned in phases like a
developing daguerreotype, blending together and filling the gap
between the cab ride and the here-and-now. The driver had brought
me to the Nottingham City Centre, and from there I’d gone in search
of libation. I must have decided to nap awhile first.

I dusted off the seat of my pants and slung
my pack over one shoulder, sizing up my new surroundings. The
public house behind me had been built at the foot of a sandstone
bluff. It was a tall white building with black trim and a matching
roof. On its broadside was painted: Ye Olde Trip to Jerusalem,
the Oldest Inn in England. Patrons sat under green umbrellas in
the beer garden and clustered around the doorway of the main
entrance. Tourists and Brits alike were jammed inside the pub’s
Ward Bar, as it was called, all of them vying for the
barman’s attention. I decided that a nearly 900-year-old
establishment should have another bar on its premises—people are
and always have been thirsty—so I ventured up the stairs to find
it.

The second floor’s Rock Lounge was
less hectic, but still without an empty seat.

“Ay-up, duk,” said the white-haired woman
pouring drinks at the corner bar. “Wottjowant?”

“Give me a pint of the local stuff,” I
answered—just barely confident that she’d asked me what I wanted to
drink. I pointed to an advertisement for, Olde Trip Ale.

The Rock Lounge had a definite
medieval ambience with its natural stone walls and rustic décor.
While I waited for my pint, I studied a hanging replica of a wooden
galleon, its sails and rigging smothered with scarves of dust that
looked like barnacle formations collected in the bosom of the
Atlantic. The case clock on the wall reckoned the time to be 9:30
p.m., which meant I’d slept for about six hours.

After the bartender deducted the cost of my
ale from a fistful of crinkled pound notes, I squeezed down an
adjacent narrow hallway looking for a place to sit on the other
side. It emptied into what they called the Museum Room, where I
located an empty stool.

The prattle of the clientele must have been
Nottinghamese, and was only sporadically recognizable as English,
but after awhile it simmered into an almost Gregorian drone. It was
pleasant to the ears in its own unique way, at least until the
methadone wore off.

It was apropos or maybe just impeccable
timing that the sound of harsh words echoed from down the hallway
just as my pain returned. I couldn’t understand what was being
said, but I knew belligerence when I heard it and, busybody that I
am, had to see who was causing the disturbance.

I slipped back through the tight corridor
that linked the two chambers to find most of the crowd dispersed.
Those who hadn’t cleared out jockeyed for the empty seats while
three toughs hectored a thin man who, with his lanky build, snipe
nose, and small forehead, reminded me of Walt Disney’s unflattering
interpretation of Ichabod Crane.

“Gizz a bitt,” demanded a raw-boned thug in a
black tank top and a pompadour greased high enough to be a
rooster’s comb. He took away Ichabod’s drink and quaffed it down
while his own bottle of Grolsch dangled, corked on his other
thumb.

“Look at strop on that,” one of the other two
said; a brawny youngster with rings meant for violence on every
finger. I think he must have been referring to the rather morose
expression worn by the man they were accosting, but who the hell
knows?

Ichabod maintained eye contact with his
aggressors as he slipped from his bench, self-possessed and with an
indefinable sense of pride on his fair, lightly freckled face. The
bullies didn’t try to hem him in, and when he turned to take his
leave I saw a slight bulge in the small of his back, the almost
imperceptible imprint of a holster tucked under his black-frock
jacket. There was something recognizable about the man, even though
I probably would have remembered meeting someone so
strange-looking.

The hooligans followed him to the stairs,
where the man with the cockerel coiffeur sucked a mouthful from his
green bottle and sprayed the result all over the back of Ichabod’s
blond head.

“Are yer nockin’ off?” he
called after Ichabod, who didn’t miss a step of his silent downward
retreat. He acted as though nothing out of the ordinary had
happened.

“Don’t be mardy!” the
third tough shouted down to him.

The lady behind the bar
planted her fists alongside her. “Rack off!” She demanded, scowling
at the troublemakers.

They ignored her order to vacate
the room and congratulated one another on a triumphant
humiliation.

“Fuck
off!” the woman reiterated slowly, and in
terms even I understood.

“She’s talkin’ bullocks,”
said the rooster, but encouraged his cohorts to follow him to the
ground level when the woman threatened to call Old Bill.

Of course I followed after
them. These were the kind of ruffians that had begged to be made an
example of every day they drew breath, and God, I wanted to
fight.

Back in the
Ward Room,
the three of them made sure Ichabod hadn’t decided to loiter. They
elbowed their way through the other customers, dropping insults to
anyone who happened to catch their eye; visiting foreigners seemed
particularly susceptible to the abuse. From the dialogue between
them, I understood the man they were bent on tormenting was of
German extraction. I’d heard them refer to him as a Heine,
and again as a Kraut as they canvassed the crowd. 

My only interest in
Ichabod was the paradox he presented—a
man bold enough to go heeled but lacking the basic instinct to
stick up for himself. If I’d still been hard under the influence,
it would have been easy to dismiss him as a coward, but as my pain
returned so did a sharper eye. I’d seen cowards before, lots of
them, and pistol or no pistol he didn’t seem to fit the part for
which he’d been typecast; it was his poise that gave him
away.

My imagination raced, as
it is prone to do, devising scenarios that would explain his
behaviour. Perhaps, I thought, if he was a Royal spending the
evening incognito, confronting the hoods upstairs would have been
both beneath his dignity and hazardous to his masquerade. He
might’ve also been a thief, or a bagman who, rather than spoil his
schedule in an altercation with home-grown roustabouts, decided to
exercise discretion.

For a while it seemed that
the toughs had been successful in convincing him to leave. There
was no sign of him anywhere, but then I wasn’t actually looking for
him. All I wanted was for the hoodlums to go someplace where I
could kick their asses between their shoulders without an
audience—Alexandretta’s warning hadn’t been a total
waste.

While I waited for the
bullies to finish their search I made a point of keeping myself
within their earshot, and just as I was about to spill my ale down
the pompadour’s shirt and then lure them somewhere more private,
they located their prey and rushed out to greet him with the kind
of enthusiasm fledgling psychopaths take in pulling the wings off
flies.

The German was standing in the
courtyard next to a drain pipe, and doing nothing in particular.
The three hoods boxed him against the brick wall in plain view of
everyone.

“Entya gorromm tuggatoo,” said the rooster,
while baptizing Ichabod’s glossy, black Florsheims with what was
left of his bottle. I believe he was suggesting it was high time
the man took himself home, even though it seemed clear they weren’t
going to let him this time.

“I’ll bat yer
tabs,” said the kid with rings, knotting his jeweled fist
and waving it under the man’s oversized beak. Then, with no further
warning, he drew back and plowed his knuckles into the thin man’s
face. The whole courtyard gasped at the sound, which was a solid,
ringing blow. The kid’s rings left vivid marks on Ichabod’s white
cheek, which promptly blossomed into a red dumpling just beneath
his eye. His head had turned no farther than the range of the
punch, and he appeared no more addled by the blow than if he had
just sneezed.

If the, “Trip” had a bouncer, I remember
thinking he needed to be shit-canned. At any other time in my life
I wouldn’t have thought twice about playing the role myself, but I
didn’t care about Ichabod or what the punks were doing to him. I
just wanted to crack some skulls. I put my hand inside the flap of
my rucksack, touching the handle of a Colt. Just in case the German
suddenly grew a pair and pulled his hideout weapon, I didn’t want
to be caught in a shootout sitting on my thumb. But the thin man
didn’t draw down on his tormentors, and he didn’t flinch from the
blood dribbling down his jaw; what he did was break eye contact for
the first time by turning his head. If I’d just walked in on the
situation, I would’ve assumed he’d turned away in shame, hiding his
face from the slack-jawed stares, but there was nothing of the sort
in his eyes. Then I noticed, while half his face turned purple,
that he wore an insignia ring on his index finger. Inlaid in onyx
was a crest, or something of the kind, consisting of four tiny
crosses like plus signs situated between the limbs of a central
cross potent. Since the man was literally turning the other cheek,
I deduced it was some kind of religious symbol.

“Ee’s gon round the bend,”
said his attacker, shaking the impact from his hand and looking to
the pompadour for a second opinion.

“Gee it sum welly,” he said with a shrug and
a sneer, and then demonstrated to the air how much harder the
follow up punch should be.

The kid with the rings really put his back
into it this time, and the blow crashed into the unmarked side of
the German’s face with an impetus that snapped his head against the
wall so hard it bounced back. Once more no one did anything but
gasp, and once more Ichabod demonstrated his resilience to the
efforts of lesser men by soaking the damage without stagger or
complaint.

I happened to catch his gaze while blood
streamed down both sides of his face; his expression was
unmitigated by his fattening cheeks. That was when it happened
again, the slight sense of acquaintance I’d felt when first I’d
seen him.

“What are you, fucking Gandhi?” I shouted,
though I don’t know why I bothered. I guess it just galled me to
see an armed man let himself be a whipping boy.

From the group of mostly apathetic bystanders
came an older woman, threshing across the courtyard in his defense.
She wielded her handbag like a mace and the hooligans pointed her
out to laugh as she caught her shoe on an uneven piece of cobble,
stumbled, and almost fell.

Abstract scents were something I’d become
aware of over the years. Fear has a smell, so does a lie, and
there’s a peculiar odor akin to something scorched right before a
situation deteriorates to loud and nasty.

The moment the pompadour tried to put his
hands on the old woman, I caught wind of that smell, just as
Ichabod Crane—whom I could think of in no other terms than that
impotent schoolmaster—became more like the spectral Hessian who had
finished him.

No sooner had the pompadour taken hold of the
woman’s purse, arms which had once appeared ham-fisted, lashed out
in a blinding series of manipulations that were as complicated as
they were precise. Long, spare fingers selected the choicest nerves
and snapped them. The tough slumped into an unconscious heap.
Deacon’s bodyguard hadn’t moved as fast, or with such fearsome
grace. Without losing momentum, the German almost waltzed into the
face of the thug who’d bashed him twice, providing a buffer between
him and the old lady. The punk with the rings had only begun to
clench a fist when the German’s index and middle fingers punched
into the soft spot just under his sternum like he was flicking away
a fly.

The crowd had come to its feet by this time,
shouting and carrying on while curiosity-seekers drawn from inside
by the smell of blood poured into the courtyard with the enthusiasm
of Romans on Lions vs. Christians Day. The throng became a human
curtain, blocking the German from my sight, but I caught a glimpse
of fastidious, thug No. 3 as he tried to extricate himself from the
grounds. Of the three hooligans this guy was probably the oldest,
and had reminded me more of the little cartoon mutt who was always
trying to impress his bulldog buddy—You and me’s pals ain’t we,
Spike? He had sticker-book tattoos on his arms and smelled like
Hai Karate and armpit.

While the rest of the crowd swarmed one
direction, No. 3 pressed for the Ward Bar door and an easy
way out; which meant he had to pass right by me. I’d already
secured my pack, drawn my knife and spit on it for slick access to
his sweetbreads. But as he struggled, momentarily caught in a dense
pocket of spectators, I decided the Bowie wouldn’t be as much fun
as my bare hands—I suppose watching the German had whet my appetite
for a little mano a mano. When he’d managed to fight free of
his entanglement and had pushed into my reach, I yanked him to the
wall, kneed him in the balls, and bashed his head against the
bricks using his ears as handles.

There was this exhilarating warmth that
rushed through me as I listened to his skull rattle, it was as
fresh as a first kiss and just as thrilling. I must’ve been
grinning ear-to-ear as the bricks got wet, his cranial vault
splitting every time his head was re-introduced. That smile must’ve
been the last thing he saw. When blood came from his ears and eyes
and his head felt like broken china in a skin sack, I thought about
how Peter Stubbe had eaten the brains of one of his victims, and I
wondered what they had tasted like. I was hungry. I let him
drop and slipped out the main entrance while the mob’s heat still
flourished.

 


* * *

 


The streets of Nottingham were cool and damp
that night as I tried to clear my head of everything but Georges
Gandillon. I’d already culled four relatives from that particular
gene pool, and now that Highbury Hospital was only a few minutes by
train, I had to decide how I was going to up the ante. Strolling
into his hospital room and parking one in his brainpan didn’t seem
to be my most realistic option, especially since I was one slip
from a Victorian Ring gibbet. Subtlety had never been my strong
suit, but I’d been able to hatch stratagem before: Louisville in
‘76, Harwintowne in ‘83. I had to stay lucid, lay shrewd plans and
make good decisions; to that end, I took a room at an inn around
midnight.

Britain had experienced its share of
lycanthropic cases in recent years—the kind of “werewolves” touted
by psychiatrists and clergymen—beginning in 1983 with Bill Ramsey.
This so-called, “Werewolf of London” had attacked an intern and a
policeman while in the throes of a wolf-like rage, but was
eventually subdued with Thorazine. Ramsey was strapped to a gurney
and taken to an asylum until veteran exorcist Bishop Robert
McKenna, with the New England Society for Psychic Research backing
his play, could administer the rites of exorcism.

Just a few months ago—18 May, 1986 to be
exact—another supposed werewolf was arrested for the murders of
four gay men. Michael Lupo was an ex-Italian commando who had
cultured a taste for sadomasochism and a proclivity for smearing
his slaughtered victims with excrement. Acquired Immune Deficiency
Syndrome made things almost as deadly for his numerous lovers, and
two men who’d managed to escape his in-house torture chamber.

Georges Gandillon was more than a possessed
soul or sexual predator. He came from a historical line of Wolves
whose dynasty stretched from 16th-century Jura to 20th-century
British Columbia, and he would not be pacified with anti-psychotics
any more than he would be restrained by a court of law.

Ask any professional bodyguard or
counter-terror operative and they’ll tell you if an assassin is
willing to trade his life for his victim’s, there’s precious little
that can be done. From the day I’d first loaded a silver bullet,
I’d been willing—even eager—to die with the Philistines, but now I
wasn’t so sure. Things had changed since the last time I was faced
with that option, and dying for the sake of vengeance had lost its
appeal.

By 2:30 a.m. not even the BBC could tempt me
to sleep. My head hurt from trying to stage-manage a situation I
didn’t know enough about, so I took to the streets again hoping to
find invigoration from the English night. Instead, I found myself
fighting a sweat and the pills in my pocket. I immersed myself in
the Georgian architecture, lace markets, and city bicycle shops
while the hook in my mouth continued to set. It wasn’t a feeling
that could be switched off, and it wasn’t transmutable
emotion—annoying is what it was. Compounding my aggravation were
the revenants of my recent kills, which irked me with their
incessant whining. They became as tiresome and distracting as a
wart on the sole of my foot—like any of them had the right to
complain.

The Navajo have a legend that tells of
Naayéé neizghání—Monster Slayer—how he killed Horned Monster
and draped himself in his blood-gorged offal. With the creature’s
colon wrapped around his neck and his intestines folded over his
shoulders, he ran along the Continental Divide calling out to
another monster—Rock Monster Eagle—that he was next. The moral of
that story to me was that even heroes get bloody, and over the
years I’d found some justification in that, but it mattered whose
blood you wore. It defined the line between monster and slayer.
Lord knows I’d never been the true-blue hero, but up until lately
I’d never considered myself nefarious.

If the Gandillon dynasty saw me as a
vigilante with a chip on his shoulder, then it was a generous
summation. The rest of the world wouldn’t file me in the same
drawer as Bernie Goetz, not if they knew I’d tortured and executed
half an Alberta road crew and perpetrated the bloodbath in Titus.
They have another name for guys like that: ‘serial killer’. The
press would probably come up with some nifty moniker for me—the
Silver Bullet Slayer, maybe—so they could sell more papers and give
armchair sleuths a story they could sink their teeth into. In ‘76
they’d called me a mass murderer, but those had been righteous Wolf
kills, and that was the point. There’s a difference between killing
monsters and people I could have just as well left alive.

When I was fifteen years old, sucking on an
air-pipe inside a customized coffin, I’d been comforted by the idea
that questioning my sanity was as good as being sane. If that was
true, then wouldn’t it also be true that questioning my morality
was the same as having morals? The answer to my question was jammed
into my soul like a splinter. Souvenirs of the best parts of my
life, little things like a rocky mountain morning or the times Papa
hugged me, had been fused together by hatred’s fire to form a tiny
light in the otherwise black cavern of my soul. Stubborn to my best
efforts to destroy it, its survival had made it all the more
difficult to extinguish. And while it was only a candle flicker,
everyone knows little lights burn brightest in the dark. Bottom
line: I was not OK with what I’d done.

I sought refuge from my angst in an
after-hours gin palace that looked surly enough to suit my humor.
Quite the Dickensian scene, the clientele were a gaggle of
knuckle-dragging bottom-feeders hunched over tables and spread out
on barstools. They slurped rum and stout, and sucked down smoke
like it was mountain air; they didn’t want to sleep either.

A beefy, no-neck doorman tried to intercept
my path to the bar by putting his hand against my chest. He shouted
at me in the local dialect of nonsense, apparently distraught for
having neglected his post when I’d caught the door from an exiting
patron. Imagine his distress when he heard his fingers break. As I
forced him to his knees, his wrist in the simplest of joint
manipulations, he seemed to lose his huff.

“Don’t ever put your hands on me,” I said.
“And don’t talk to me in that garbage unless you want to be
limp-wristed enough to bounce a fag bar.”

He winced under the pressure but still tried
to kidney punch me with his free arm. I snapped his thumb over the
top of his hand as his blow just sort of petered out on my hip.

“I will cut your throat and drop you down a
hole, mate,” I said in a mocking Cockney accent. “You
feeling me?”

He nodded but I broke his wrist anyway. It
made a sharp, popping sound like a firecracker. Before I let him
go, I wedged a cowboy boot in his balls as a parting gift.

The barman with the flat-top haircut was
either impressed or intimidated enough to buy me a drink, but there
were a couple of bad-ass pieces of real estate who weren’t. They
waded through tables and chairs from different parts of the dive to
see for themselves if I was the man of the hour.

“Step up boys,” I offered, downing my
complimentary shot of Scotch. “Did you want to meet your Heavenly
Father one at a time or as a group?”

The limey who answered was an atavistic,
broad-shouldered brute with hair sticking through his wife-beater
like filaments of fine wire. His upper lip was dented down the
middle with a scar from a corrected cleft palate, and he struck a
stance like the Marquis of Queensbury while the doorman rolled out
of our ring.

“You’re talking cobblers, miduck, but ahl
shut yer cakole.”

Since the other contender
had folded his arms to watch, I assumed the answer to my previous
question was: One at a time.

“Come ahead there, Bluto,”
I said, beckoning him with two fingers. “Show me some of the old
John Bull.”

He took the first swing, the kind of reckless
roundhouse that’s too easy to slip. Quickly, he pulled his arms
back into a guard and circled right. I put up my dukes—actually I
was holding my Scotch glass in one of them—imitating the sweet
science he’d obviously studied. I faked a jab at his chin just to
see if he’d jump. He did not.

The small crowd cheered him on, calling him
Hewitt or Bad Dog, alternately. Inspired by a perceived home-court
advantage, he took another swing that was even bolder than the
first, and as I was ducking it, he stomped at my foot. Undeterred
by the fact that he’d only made the floorboards rattle, he followed
up with a forehead to my face.

“Ere’s yeol Glasgow kiss!” Someone shouted as
I let my head ride out the impact. He had a granite skull but the
thrust of his headbutt had lost most of its steam on my pre-emptive
recoil. The ridge of his cranium had caught me just at the edge of
my bullet wound so it smarted more than it should have, but
sometimes you have to make a few sacrifices to set up a good
retaliation. Now that I’d brought him close enough, I slammed the
open rim of my Scotch glass over his nose and drove it like a
cookie cutter into his face using my other fist as a hammer. The
glass exploded, shattering into his cheeks and cutting him to the
teeth. He went down like a spine-shot moose. There was something
about the smell of his blood that made my mouth water like I was
watching a pork-steak sizzle on the grill.

“Next!” I shouted, shaking loose a piece of
glass from my palm and greedily sucking up the leak. Contender No.
2 didn’t like what he’d just seen; I suppose he thought it was
dirty pool. “No such thing as a fair fight,” I said. “Bring it if
you’ve got it, son.”

A few of his friends took hold of his arms
and shoulders, trying to prevent him from fighting me even though I
could tell from his eyes that nothing would please him more.

“Let him go!” I ordered, but his pals won out
and persuaded him that I was a dickhead, unworthy of his attention.
Ah, the high ground, the last bastion of a coward.

The barman bought me another round and didn’t
even charge me for the broken Scotch glass. A few concerned
citizens helped Bad Dog Hewitt to his feet, pressing handkerchiefs
against his nose to keep it from listing to one side. I pressed my
cut hand into a bar rag and thought of how Ms. Aroha King had done
the same—now there was a scrapper. I remembered the zeal behind
those smoky eyes, her confident, killer instinct, and acerbic
tongue that had turned me on even if it wasn’t supposed to. She was
so fierce looking with her Maori chin tattoo, and so stunning in
spite of it. The thought of her after two shots of Glenfiddich,
made me—to use the vernacular—randy.

“I need to blow some stink off,” I told the
barman, whose name was Kennet if his Speidel ID bracelet was to be
believed. He scratched his head with a pencil and stole a glance at
the blood on his floor.

“Not that kind of stink,” I said. “I need a
lady of commerce.”

I could see the question mark floating over
his flat head.

“I’m still in England aren’t I? You people
do speak the Queen’s English? I’m talking about a whore, you
dumb shit.”

A light bulb came on and he nodded.

“Up ‘em stairs then,” he said, pointing them
out. “I’ll ring up for ye.”

I think they were the first words I’d
understood so clearly since my plane landed. I gave him ten quid
just for being a sport and made my way up the steps, but stopped
part way.

“If either of those gentlemen on the floor
wants to find me,” I called to the bartender. “Be sure to send them
up.”

At the top of the stairs was a pear-shaped
old dame holding a serrated bread knife. She wore scruffy pink
house shoes and a faded purple muumuu dressed up with a strand of
fake pearls. Taken together with painted on eyebrows and a copious
amount of blue eye shadow she looked more like a clown than a
madam.

“See ‘ere now, Mr. Mun,” she began, with spit
bubbling over a Scottish drawl and a glut of red lipstick. “If ‘ell
ye’r lookin’ ‘a do is hurt a body, thun yu kin take yurself right
back downstars. Ain’t none o’ me gurls takin’ tharty sterlin’ ta be
whooped ‘anight.”

“I wouldn’t think so,” I said. “All I need’s
a little strange and maybe a band-aid.”

“Ahm not kiddin’ wit’cha,” she said,
squeezing the handle of her kitchen utensil. “Ahl have yur true’st
word on et ‘afore ahl let ye come en.”

“Trust me, mother; if I was fixed on bedlam,
you’d know it.” I rolled thirty pounds in notes from my pocket and
squashed them into her free hand. “A bargain at any price.”

She stepped aside and lowered her knife with
a pardoning smile, then tucked the money inside her muumuu.
“Atche’r survice,” she said and showed me to a foyer where four,
“unfortunate women” were already waiting. They put on their
business smiles and presented themselves for appraisal. One was a
heavy, ice-cream blonde with soft, freckled breasts showcased in a
wine red teddy. Two others were brunettes with pretty faces and a
mild case of adult acne; they could have been sisters. The last was
an olive-skinned woman with broad, dark eyebrows and a tiara of
black ringlets on her forehead. She wore seamed stockings, frilly
lace undergarments and an open, satin robe. She wasn’t as striking
as Aroha but had the same kind of razorwire in her eyes and her
complexion was a dead-on match.

“What’s your name?” I asked, putting my hand
on the curve of her hip. She smelled like patchouli.

“Leda,” answered the madam. “She don’ speak
one word ‘a English, that one; Basque, ye know. T’ink nuttin’ of
et.”

“I won’t,” I replied, while Leda took me by
the hand. “I wasn’t hiring her conversational skills.”

She led me down the hall to her quarters
where she lit a candle and an incense cone before shedding her
robe. Her bedroom was a potpourri of jasmine sticks and discount
perfume layered over the subtle pong of body odor and dirty
clothes. A mirror had been strategically placed over the bed, and
there was a range of lotions and oils next to a box of powdered
medical gloves on her bedside table. The holes in the plaster
breathed a draft of chilly night air while water droplets plunked
into a wastepaper basket from a brown stain on the ceiling. She
said something softly in her native language, as she gathered her
long locks and pinned them into a crown with a hair stick. I
imagined Aroha King undressing before me, and in the candlelight it
wasn’t too far a stretch. She had a long, supple neck and fine
shoulders that sloped gently into black tufts of hair beneath her
arms. Small, slack breasts gave way to a tight belly lined with old
stretch marks and a surgical scar. A curly thatch of dark silk
gleamed from between her slender thighs as she slid her panties
over coarse knees and muscular calves. She wore a beaded anklet,
and put her left foot against my chest, pressing me backward into
her rumpled sheets.

I’d not been with a woman since the redhead,
but there was something about the way she touched me that redefined
my expectations. It was only business of course, but she was a
consummate professional in creating the illusion of passion. The
warmth and softness of her skin was wanton and quieting at the same
time. The smell of her was musky and inebriating as the tips of
rough fingers grazed over my chest and stroked my inner thighs
where North Vietnamese soldiers had once extinguished their
cigarettes. Now and again she would lift her face from my lap to
take some air and whisper things in her mother tongue that made my
flesh prickle. The fantasy of bedding Ms. King had evaporated,
along with my previous inclination to have angry sex with Leda by
proxy. The Basque woman had an unexpected kindness to her, a
sadness in her touch with which I could identify. Without really
thinking about it I’d assumed such qualities had been driven from
Aroha long ago.

When I was getting close, I took Leda’s hands
and pulled her on top of me, where her curls drooped in loose coils
toward my chest.

“Zer erremedio?” she asked, as though
I could interpret the question.

I put my arm over the back of her neck,
rolled her to her back and kissed her mouth while parting her
thighs. She didn’t seem overly fond of being kissed but gradually
submitted and took my mouth as she buckled her feet around my
waist. She bit her bottom lip while I fathomed through her eyes the
depths of another broken soul. Maybe it was part of the illusion
sustained by my own male ego, but I’d studied enough people’s eyes
in my life to know a kindred spirit when I saw it. I like to think
that she was responding to me as a woman, instead of a prostitute,
but it was probably just my bedroom pride.

The small room had become very hot, and our
bodies peeled apart with a smack of sweat. She tossed her head onto
the mattress where her hair came down and feathered around her neck
like a raven’s wing. I studied the groove of her arched back and
the heart-shaped curvature of her buttocks with my hands. I kissed
her ear and stretched out her arms.

When the illusion had all but ended, I held
Leda like I used to hold Samantha—spooned against her with my face
in the side of her neck. She held my head while I wept quietly into
her hair.

I was on Angel Row just before sunrise when I
started to lose my breath. The sweat, previously owed to sexual
exertion and my addiction, started to soak through my clothes. The
scars sandwiched between my naval and privates began to rumble with
the portent of a rising storm, and my saliva went cold. I hurried
into an alleyway, ducking from streetlights like they were guard
towers. Stomach cramps, like having to pass a cinderblock, laid me
out as the strain warped me into a ball. I groped for the methadone
tabs in my shirt pocket. Most of the agony would be gone before
they could kick in; an evasive detail when you’re crippled with
Promethean pain.

The difference between a hallucination and a
vision is largely at the discretion of the observer. I hoped
reliving my encounter with the Windigo was the former.

My feet burned and my eyes bled while I raced
a frigid, frozen terror through the untamed temples of elder gods.
It whistled down my back, smacking with the fetor of an animal
carcass and leeching at my courage as it howled my name. Windigo
was the epitome of everything the Algonquin people saw as evil, the
Manitou of starvation and unredeemable wildness, the son of storm
and nightmare, and the very visage of winter death. This Ojibwa
Snow-Walker, the one whose infectious weirdsong caused men to feast
on one another, had re-acquainted me with horror.

It had signed my flesh, and left me to
die—judged at my own request—in the icy sacristy of its terrible
forest. Until now I had naïvely imagined my subsequent coma to be
the sum of its verdict. A germ had been planted in my spirit, and
had incubated in my own hatred from that day to this. What’s more,
I’d survived to carry its seed to term, giving birth to an
abhorrent translation of myself.

 


* * *

 


Rude, brassy light had turned the inside of
my eyelids dusty yellow. When I couldn’t move my arm to block the
intrusion, I knew something was frighteningly amiss.

Fear had started to visit me with increasing
regularity. I feared pain so I took pills. I feared night-terrors
so I tried not to sleep. Being afraid pissed me off—the machine
which changed fear to anger was still quite functional, you see—so
it was the more aggressive of the two emotions that forced me to
open my eyes.

Losing my memory to Morpheus had become a
predictable occurrence. I’d learned not to panic just because I
didn’t know where I was or how I’d gotten there, but when I woke to
the bite of steel shackles, and a body cast of coagulated blood,
those other considerations became trivial. I was lying on a
sweat-soured mattress on a wooden bench that creaked when I sat up,
trussed up like a pig on a spit.

The dried patina of blood cracked apart at
the bend of my waist like a coat of thick black paint. My clothes
were a shrink-wrapped second skin pasted to hair and flesh like
gory decoupage. The back of my head sported new throbbing lumps,
but there was no pain to account for the kind of wounds necessary
to create the cinnamon caul in which I was wrapped.

My ankles and wrists had been fitted with
manacles, held apart by cross bars wrapped in padding. The cell
walls were lined with canvas pulled over humps of yellowed foam
ticking that spilled from torn sections like purulent growths. The
solitary window was too high on the wall to be accessible to
anything but the sunlight. Other than the scent of my bloody
carapace the room smelled as clinically sterile as a surgeon’s
studio.

“When you think about it,” the Voice began,
from the other side of the cell, “most people are no more than two
or three generations from being totally forgotten.”

I could barely see him, sitting straight and
proper in the shadows. The tip of one shoe extended into the trunk
of light coming through the window. He folded his left leg over his
right.

“It’s a sobering thought,” he said. “A person
is no better than the testament they leave behind. It’s directly
proportional to the duration of their memory. Even men of
celebrity—inventors, patriots, etc.—become ambiguous names in
census books and taxmen’s ledgers. To wit: What do you know of your
great grandfathers? It’s a purely rhetorical question, but you take
my meaning. One must accomplish great things to survive, if only in
the thoughts of their progeny. Your epitaph will read as Keats’:
‘Here lies one whose name was writ in water.’”

“Is that your real body, Georges?” I
asked, while nails of pain pushed through the crown of my head.

“Your servant,” he said, picking a stray
fleck of lint from the leg of his trousers. “I’ve so looked forward
to this.”

I slid to the edge of the bench as he removed
my passport from its plastic sleeve.

“Dr. Wilfred Glendon,” he read aloud. “Your
directors have a sense of humor.”

“Whose blood is this?” I muttered, dropping
my head to the brick-red crust on my chest.

“Three different men’s, I believe. That’s why
you look as if you’ve been excavated from a bloody bog.”

“I’ll have to take your word for it,” I
said.

“Even under the influence of Dolophine you
fight like a cornered animal. To be fair to the deceased, they’d
been instructed not to kill you. Naturally, you were bound by no
such order.”

I had absolutely no memory of the incident to
which he referred.

He stood up, eclipsed by the darkness for a
moment before stepping into the light where I could see him. I’d
expected to find him locked in a rubber room, but he wore an
outdated suit instead of a straightjacket and a clip-on tie instead
of a skauld. His face was that of an imperious old man with
groomed, stone gray hair, arcing eyebrows, and sunken cheeks. A
thick moustache covered the top of his lip, completing his
Mephistophelean masquerade. The rest of his body could have
belonged to a man thirty years younger, if he’d actually been a
man.

“This is Highbury Hospital,” he said, as
though I hadn’t already guessed. “Specifically, the Arkwright House
for the Disturbed. I expect the discomfort you’re feeling is
withdrawal symptoms more than anything else.” He folded his hands
over his belt. “Cold turkey is hospital policy.”

“You’re the administrator?” I muttered.

“My mortification goes only so far, even in
self-imposed exile. I am nothing if not a philosopher, and it is my
contention that no Child of Therion can attain true, unspoiled
brutality unless he can experience it himself. That is why I have
confined myself to the world of mankind, suppressing the
inclinations of my birthright night after night, year after year.
It is my magnum opus.

“You can’t understand that kind of
abstinence,” he said. “But try to imagine a hunger strike that’s
lasted seven years. I seek something more than to simply ravage
with earthbound teeth. You might consider me the first
werewolf-Buddhist. Fathoming the depths of my nature by subjecting
myself to what is altogether unnatural for my race has made me
treacherous in a way my brethren will never understand. Remarkable
how efficient a mental ward can be when its overseer can dictate
its patients’ thoughts.”

“What you are is a hypocrite,” I said.
“Slipping out of your body to do your dirty work doesn’t make you a
martyr.”

His slender lips twisted into a belittling
grin as he stooped to his haunches in front of me; his milky blue
eyes could have almost passed for mortal.

“Your opinion is noted,” he said,
disparagingly. “Whatever your sophomoric observations may be, when
you and all you’ve known are in the dust of centuries, I will still
be Bisclavret.”

“You’ll be a self-righteous hack, and
according to Pietro, a wasteful masochist.”

“You refer to the letter,” he said, brightly.
“Roxanne was a conniving little bitch, a thief and a turncoat.”

“Well, from what I hear you Gandillons bring
out the worst in people. They even talked that Nuxalk witch into
selling out her whole family.”

“You know a little history,” he said,
unamused. “But you should know I take umbrage when my family is
insulted. It’s a weakness I find difficult to surmount.”

“Your family,” I said with a sneer,
“may be hot shit on planet Wolf, but to the rest of the world
they’re best remembered burned at the stake. If that’s your legacy,
it’s not much to crow about.”

He took hold of my steel bracelets and closed
his eyes as though wincing from a migraine. “It’s been a decade
since last I tasted human pork, but you tempt me,” he said, a
little private vanity showing through his monastic veneer.

“I put your brothers in the dirt,” I said.
“They went out like jailhouse punks. You ought to be
tempted.”

He rose and turned away in a marked effort to
restrain himself. It probably bothered him that his façade of
civility was slipping.

The effects of withdrawal had set my hands
trembling, and a cool crop of sweat beaded on my forehead. Every
time I spoke it was like someone sinking awls into my ears, but I
had to get over on him. I wanted to break his cherished asceticism,
to succeed where intrinsic cravings and full moons had failed. I
wanted him to show me the Beast he’d kept caged for seven
years.

“You’re a third-rate paper tiger who’s
installed himself as a de facto ruler of a broken down kingdom of
horrors.”

“I am the Beast of Gevaudan!” He barked;
there was a sincere kind of pleading in his voice like he really
wanted me to believe him.

“Your nephew, Martin, died on his knees,” I
said, baiting him. “He answered every question I put to him; hell,
I could have bent him over if I’d wanted to.”

The pallor of his nails darkened just
slightly as he made for the door with the urgency of one about to
soil himself.

“He begged me to kill him!” I shouted, the
strain filling everything above my chin with scalding brine. “The
House of Gandillon is an embarrassment to the Lineage and to
Esau!”

He rushed through the cell door and out of
sight, but not beyond his capacity to hear me.

“At least grow some hair between your legs,
Georges,” I said more softly for pain’s sake. “There must be
someone in your family that doesn’t have a yellow stripe up his
back.”

Silence didn’t mean he wasn’t listening.

“Did I hurt your feelings? That’s a Gandillon
ankle-biter for you,” I said, like I was talking just to hear the
echo, “just another crumb-snatching Birthright pussy.”

Almost before it had completely closed, the
reinforced, overstuffed steel slab of a door opened again and
Georges stormed back through it. His eyes had become flamboyant
parodies of themselves, clouded with stress and storm. His nostrils
had grown wider, and I noticed the inseam of his trousers had
popped a thread. Neither of us said anything as he closed in on
me.

They say when someone’s about to die, often
times there’s an accompanying feeling of peace. I’ve heard that
lullaby myself, and have learned to gauge the Reaper’s imminence by
how profoundly I sense it. This time, I only felt tepid, vomitous
fear.

The impact of his hand sent a fiery backdraft
rushing into my brain, and left my jaw hanging open like a door on
a broken hinge. Though I wobbled at the brink of unconsciousness, I
knew he’d pulled his blow with more than a modicum of restraint.
Otherwise, sending my head across the room would’ve been the more
likely result.

He took a deep breath and pinched between his
eyes, no doubt considering Pietro’s interpretation of,
“unmolested.”

“I was warned you’d be insolent,” he said,
the bristle in his retinas dissolving. “It’s my own fault for not
being better prepared for it.”

Georges took a handkerchief from the breast
pocket of his dated suit jacket and wiped off my chin.

“I had hoped that you and I could have a
conversation, like that mawkish legend of enemy combatants on
Christmas. Do you know the story I mean? Warriors in the midst of
conflict hear the tolling bells, and lay down their arms to be at
peace with one another for a little while. The war and the
nationality of the soldiers vary from age to age, but the theme is
always the same: sworn foes take pause from the killing out of
mutual respect and an appreciation for something more momentous
than themselves.

“I’ve anticipated some questions you might
have, even though I’m aware you probably wouldn’t have asked them.
I do apologize for breaking your jaw; I know it’s not
exactly the reaction you were seeking, but this way we can
share a momentary truce before the bells stop chiming.” He folded
the hankie with my blood on it and returned it to his pocket.

“To start off, you should know that the lady
assassin who accosted you near your former home was operating under
my sway. One needn’t be a squatting lunatic to be demented.
Practically anyone without a conscience protecting their soul can
become my vessel. That’s what the human conscience is, you know: a
shield against the snares of the fowler. The irony is that Clayton
Brewer was never such a vessel, damaged though he was. Roxanne,
thoughtless little minx, simply chose a poor candidate to lure you
into her plot to kill Gandillons. When it finally soaked through
that rather robust skull of hers that I could infiltrate the mind
of her dupe, she sent her subordinates to dispatch him with all
haste. By then, of course, the jig was up as they say; I’d already
picked through Mr. Brewer’s thoughts. My family didn’t take the
news very well. Bad enough that Roxanne had betrayed her husband
and sire, but to employ the services of the Woodsman, well … let’s
say it was more than they could bear.

“Wake up,” he said, snapping his fingers in
my face. “I know you’re strong so don’t play the wounded wren with
me.” He pulled his chair closer to my bench, then sat down and
crossed his legs like a dandy again. My stomach was beginning to
sour.

“Roxanne didn’t mark you,” he said. “You must
have wondered why. The appeal of doing so would only be to make you
into the thing you hate most, but that’s chestnut, and besides, I
think you’ve accomplished that on your own. There’s a price
associated with the birthmark. It’s what prevents demagogues like
Diego—and deters the rest of us—from populating the earth with
werewolf armies.

“The master Beast invests a piece of himself
when he imparts the Birthmark. The more brood he has, the greater
the risk to him if they die. It’s a nonrefundable sort of
investment—well, most of the time. As you might expect, the odds of
losing one’s litter is remote, but every so often humans like you
come around and remind us the checks and balances exist for a
reason. By the time you finished Diego, you’d already killed enough
of his issue to substantially decrease his power. Combined with the
wound he carried, his chances with you were never very good. It was
the best thing for him really; squandering his soul willy-nilly
down through the years. His arrogance—a result of his hidalgo
blood—was always in a class by itself. Don Pietro would have
rectified the situation personally if you hadn’t beaten him to
it.”

The pangs of withdrawal coupled with the
blood trickling down my throat had made me nauseous, and I spilled
my stomach on his shoes.

“I’ll have the custodians clean that up
later,” he said, disregarding the smell and location of my vomitus.
With the sleeve of his jacket he cleaned the excess from my open
mouth, but a pool of it had settled behind my bottom teeth and I
couldn’t spit it out.

“You know, I really should have written some
things down,” he said with a chuckle. “But isn’t that the way it
is? One could have a thousand things to discuss until the audience
is under way, and then poof!” He snapped his fingers like a
magician to punctuate the effect.

“You may be wondering what Don Pietro want
with you,” he said, stepping up from his seat to put his hands on
my shoulders. He scratched away a few loose scales of dead blood
from my neck like he was picking at a scab. “You’ve a darkly
tangled mind, for a human; what do you think he wants?” he asked,
while his thumbs and forefingers parted my droopy eyelids. He
leaned forward and kissed me on the forehead, his lips moistening
the dried rind enough to leave a rouge of blood on his mouth.

“Oh my, that’s first-class,” he said, sliding
a finger over the smear before taking it to suckle. “We’ll talk
again before you leave.” He consulted his watch. “Regrettably, I’m
still on hospital time.”

He left me alone in the isolation tank, and
for a long time afterward I faded in and out of consciousness. The
only thing I distinctly remember is trying—unsuccessfuly—to fend
off a pair of orderlies armed with needle and syringe.

A shower spray softened the blood plaster
until it fell from my body like gobs of pudding. I watched little
black curds wiggle and hop in the drain trap before they melted
into orange and slid away. Afterward, someone peeled off my clothes
like wet strips of papier-mâché and put them in a red bag labeled
for hazardous materials. They shaved off my hair, set my mandibular
fracture, and wired my jaw shut. Whatever they’d sunk into my veins
had seen to it that none of this mattered to me.

For the first few days, I was at the mercy of
anything and anyone who crossed my path. I was Georges’ prisoner,
but as the methadone withdrawal became severe, I found myself
unable to care about anything else. There was a fever that seemed
to come from my bones, uncontrollable muscle contractions, and a
backache that felt like a rat was chewing through my spine. I
convulsed in flashes of hot and cold, stewing in my own diarrhea
without even a modest respite of sleep to console me. When throwing
up, I had to force it through my teeth to keep from aspirating, but
there was no way to keep up with it, and I ended up swallowing
almost as much as I spewed. Gratefully, there wasn’t much left in
my stomach and such incidents quickly degraded to dry heaves.

Now and then some attendants would stop in to
change my sheets and give me a once over with a lukewarm washcloth;
I was just glad to have the water they brought. Even when my body
had exhausted its natural supply of fluids, I still felt like I
would go crazy if I couldn’t climb out of my skin. If I’d had the
strength I would have tried to facilitate it myself.

With my mind in a febrile haze, I turned to
the business of leaving my body. Leaving it unattended in its
present state was a dangerous gamble, but greater was the need to
escape it. As I picked through a junkyard of emotions, I knew there
wasn’t enough left in me to ignite the reaction needed to jettison
myself to the Other Side, and my senses had been worn to the
nub.

The one commodity I had plenty of was pain; I
couldn’t keep up with turning it off, so I started sifting through
its individual sensations, trying to bundle them together like
cordwood. There was so much pain it confused me, and concentration
ran wild as March hares. It seemed like every time I’d gathered
enough I would lose focus and have to start over again. The
exercise became its own torment: frustration became exasperation
became resignation to my fate. Then I’d fall back to helplessness
and my newfound terror of death. The fear would anger me, and then
inspire me to try again. Each time the cycle repeated I took
another step closer to my goal until I had brought my cauldron to a
simmer. The throb in my jaw and the bite of the wires under my gums
had migrated to the center of my body, along with every other ache
and pain. Instead of experiencing the suffering in their places of
origin, it had accumulated into a blistered, tortured mass
stationed over my chest like an unstable orb of nuclear fire. It
detonated on its own.

Blessed nothingness enfolded me in its arms.
No more intestinal spasms of a small mammal decomposing inside my
stomach. No more wondering if the last thing I’d see was a cell
floor carpeted with my own waste. On the Other Side, there was
nothing but analgesic breezes and a blurred preview of what it
meant to be dead. I didn’t know how long it would take my body to
beat the methadone, or even if I’d survive it, but I knew that in
the other world sixty seconds could last three days. I also knew
what had happened the last time I was there, and for that reason I
stayed close to my body, watching over it like my own guardian
angel.

The rattlesnake and the Great Horned Owl were
there, too, but through the Looking Glass the distinction between
them wasn’t as clear. With no actual shape to define them they
seemed little more than a matching set of phantom bookends bracing
up my soul—a job my conscience should’ve been doing, according to
Georges.

My vacant flesh, with its eyes wide and
staring, was taken from the tank into more hospitable environs,
where attendants put it on a table and ran a tube behind its teeth
to suck out the excess vomit. Then they stuck it with more needles,
and looked very concerned. My body was as fallen as my soul.

And then something whispered to me: there’s
something to be said for embracing one’s fallen self. The voice
hadn’t come from some external source, but was speaking from inside
my spirit. It was the voice of Windigo, and it didn’t care if my
heart was in a box or that I’d fallen short of the man I’d wanted
to be. Neither did it ask for my surrender—I’d already done
that—but rather terms of allegiance. To feel like I had in
Titus—all blood and thunder and curled up in the Devil’s right
hand—it offered to help me kill Georges.

When I looked back over the table where my
body lay, I saw a cluster of medical workers performing vigorous
chest massage while waiting for the defibrillator to charge. My
skin was as waxy as dime-store paste, and the thought of
re-entering that foul, cold husk was as appealing as slipping into
a dirty, lukewarm bath. The only reason to do it came from my new
companion, fear.

Crawling back into my carcass was like
putting on wet, foul smelling clothes that had never really fit in
the first place, but as soon as I did the EKG spiked from flat
line.

The doctor held the paddles over my chest,
and the color ran out of his face when I reached up and took him by
the wrists.

“Get off!” I snarled through a locked jaw,
and turned the hot paddles back into his neck. The voltage chased a
rabbit through him as the rest of the team scrambled away from the
table.

I was surprised at how rapidly I’d acclimated
back into the world of the living. My senses and emotions
calibrated themselves almost automatically as if they’d finally
learned where they were supposed to be. Some kind of cold venom
like dry-ice surged through my bloodstream as I tore out my tubes
and hurled myself with the strength of a bull at the closest
medic.

My Reydosnin skills, never quite perfect, now
exerted themselves with a refined clarity and clinical accuracy
that I’d never actually achieved. I pierced the brain of a lab
technician as he stumbled away from the machine he was operating;
the thin bone behind his eye socket collapsed like pie crust under
my thumb. A podgy black woman tried to make a path for me but it
wasn’t a way out I was looking for. I was hungry—starving—to
kill every one I saw. I plunged a six-inch catheter into the base
of her neck.

The floor of the operating theater was lined
with broken glass and scattered surgical utensils by the time the
others had fled. Of the four who’d managed to escape, I chose a
strapping young orderly to pursue for no other reason than his
size. The big ones have lots of blood in them, I remember thinking;
lots of muscle to dig, lots of guts to splatter. I chased him into
a staff cafeteria and down a corridor. The floors were slick, and
he skidded and scuttled down the hall like the Devil himself was on
his heels.

Someone had set off the alarm, and warning
chimes echoed through the building in a double-cadence clarion
call. From the far end of the wet hallway came a security officer
who hurriedly ushered the big orderly to the safety of a
custodian’s closet. I slowed my pace, and advanced on the in-house
policeman with easy, purposeful strides. He withdrew his billy club
and a can of mace while blowing into his whistle. He wasn’t very
old. The only action he’d probably ever seen was in the back seat
of his daddy’s Austin Cambridge, and faced with a bald, naked
lunatic spritzed in blood, what spine he might’ve had vanished like
a seedpod in a high breeze. He dropped his club, tried to holster
his mace and dropped that, too, and then retreated behind the door
he’d just come through. I could see him through the window on the
other side, desperately trying to punch the correct sequence on the
keypad that would secure the door between us. I resumed the chase
with a quickened sense of immediacy, and when he observed my fast
approach, he abandoned his efforts and lit off down an adjacent
hallway. I picked up his nightstick.

I was coming down now. Adrenalin subsiding,
my breaths became labored through the wires in my jaw, and the icy
passion that had consumed me was starting to thaw. I passed through
the doorway, beginning to feel the pangs of my actual physical
condition when I saw another man retrieving candy from a vending
machine down a nearby corridor. A man of my proportions, about
six-foot-two and 200 some-odd pounds, he wore a starched white
shirt with sleeves turned up to their cuffs, a streamlined black
necktie and a tooled leather knife harness. He remained indifferent
to my approach. He may not have been a Wolf, but neither was he a
mental-health professional. There was a power about him that made
me want to smash him to the teeth, and the ice-fire inside me
flashed as though it had caught a fresh breath of air. Avoiding me
seemed to be the last thing on his mind as I counted down the steps
between us.

“Cesar Christie,” he said, presenting himself
with a South American accent that suited his dark hair and
complexion. “Servant of Exu.”

I was thinking such a formal introduction
would make a nice epitaph. He dropped his Clark Bar into the pocket
of his pleated trousers, like he’d have a chance to eat it later,
and then produced a tanto knife from the sheath under his arm. A
delicate scent of something burning tickled the air. The ease with
which he handled the Japanese weapon was indicative of a man who
knew his knife craft, and he bent a quirky Rod Serling kind of
smile as he put his blade between us.

The borrowed billy club dashed against the
snack machine as Cesar ducked my attempt to take first blood. His
reprisal might’ve clipped off my hand had I not turned the
nightstick into the edge of his knife to divert the blow. Slowed
only by the half-second it took him to free his weapon, Cesar made
another go at disarming me from the wrist down, but left a second
hash mark on the billy club instead. Using the stick’s length to my
advantage, I pushed toward him with wide sweeping strikes and
backed him down the hallway into an enormous room filled with
cubicle offices. He mitigated his loss of ground with an occasional
slash meant to test his reach against my reflexes.

Accomplished knife fighters seldom, if ever,
employ the kind of grandiose lunges or exaggerated tactics found in
adventure novels. They know the virtue of timing and patience; they
don’t take unnecessary risks. Instead, they leave that to the other
fellow whose gamble they wait to exploit with a killing stroke. Any
fight worth a damn is a mind game, a chess match where both players
try to outthink each other until death calls checkmate.

I’d come up against dangerous fighters
before, ones who were relaxed, willful and instinctive to mortal
combat, but I hadn’t faced an opponent like Cesar. Not only was he
the same size I was—when it comes to fighting someone your own size
there aren’t as many hard and fast rules of engagement to
follow—but I recognized an occult vitality in him whose source was
no doubt wrapped in the phrase, “Servant of Exu.” He made all the
moves I would have made, probing for weaknesses in the guard of an
eager aggressor, stringing out enough rope for him to tie his own
noose. The ravenous spirit inside me didn’t want to outwit Cesar in
a contest of strategy; it just wanted to lap up his blood.

“I don’t have to kill you to beat you,” he
said with his coffee-eyes holding fast to mine.

From head to toe I was filthy and sick, yet
vigorous in a wholly unnatural way. It was as though I’d been
stricken with a parasite whose purpose was not to leech my strength
but to orchestrate my actions, and since I’d already surrendered to
it, I could hardly ignore its demands.

Cesar grinned again when he saw my eyes turn
wild. It was what he’d been waiting for. Gratuitously, I rushed
into his blade and took it in my side as I warped the billy club
across the top of his head. The blow split his scalp down to the
seams of his skull and released a bloody torrent into his face. In
spite of his wound, he withdrew his blade from beneath my last rib
and carved a steak from my chest, leaving it hanging by a flap of
nipple. Insensible to the pain of either cut, I plowed the end of
my nightstick into the soft spot between his collarbone and
windpipe. I couldn’t have asked for a more masterfully executed
attack and it shocked him backward, creating ample room between us
for another crack of the club. The truncheon smacked against the
side of his head and bounced back, opening his left ear like busted
tomato.

The Windigo craves chaos over duplicity most
of the time, but this shouldn’t suggest that it is a mindless
spirit. Like any other amoral, sentient being it will utilize
whatever means at hand to achieve its ends. My Reydosnin skills
were just such a means, and the Windigo used them with the
expertise Michael had set for me to emulate.

I relinquished my primitive weapon, captured
his knife hand and forced it back until his blade gouged into his
own neck—although judging from the lack of arterial spray, it had
missed the important veins. The knife skimmed across the floor as
Cesar wheezed for air, dazed and dizzy from the beating. I cocked
my arm and drove elbows into his face until he went down, and then
I kicked his ribs like I was trying to make a hole big enough to
snatch out his heart.

When he’d been tenderized to my liking, I
heaved him to his feet by the knot in his tie and twisted it around
my fist until it became a silken garrote. With the delight of a
child’s first Christmas, I watched him strangle and waited for the
tremors that usually accompany that sort of death. But something
came over him—or rather, into him—that might’ve been
puzzling had my own experience with it not been firsthand. A
groundswell of spectral fire licked the dust from his feet and
braced his heels. His right arm stiffened as he spread fingers
across my brow, squeezing into my temples with a pressure that
might’ve lobotomized me had I not released him. I fell back into a
cloud of blue bubbles as Cesar stripped off his tie and wiped the
blood from his eyes with it.

“The perils of escalation,” he growled, and
walked into me with the strength of three men.

He chopped a hard right foot into my solar
plexus, and my attempt to trap it only succeeded in spinning me
into a desk. The edge clipped the underside of my nose, and the
explosion in my brain sent me swimming in a sea of fiery brass with
a fount of blood spurting from broken cartilage. He was at my back
that same instant, substituting sharpened pencils for his missing
Tanto and plunging them into my back before snapping them off in
the wounds. My vision cleared just in time to see him take a letter
opener from an overturned desk caddy. I hooked under his armpit,
and with a handful of bloody hair for leverage, rolled him under me
and against the desk. His impromptu weapon stabbed clear of my
throat but ripped into my forehead and lodged horizontally beneath
the skin. With both hands straining, I reached over the desk and
took hold of its steel credenza and pulled it down around his ears
while I scrambled away, blindfolded in currents of warm copper.

Once I’d plucked the letter opener from my
brow, I shanked him with it three times, but even with blood flying
and sirens screaming it occurred to me that Cesar’s only obligation
was to keep me occupied until reinforcements arrived. He didn’t
have to kill me at all—he had told me that—and it was obvious that
our battle could go the distance. No matter how potent a spirit the
Windigo was, confined to my flesh, neither of us was a match for
the army of men who were surely on the way. Faced with such an
inflexible schedule it was time to sound retreat.

I toppled chairs, a water cooler, anything
that would put distance between me and Cesar. The injuries I’d
inflicted seemed to concern him about as much as mine were
affecting me, and he followed with the diligence of a
bushmaster.

The evil inside me—and maybe it wasn’t just
the evil—wanted to tie up with him again, but if I was to have any
chance of killing Georges, I had to bow to the odds and get clear
of Highbury while there was still time.

At the far end of Arkwright’s administrative
offices, of which we had just wrecked a good portion, there was an
aperture bounded by a security door where a husky, red-faced guard
grimaced through a square of reinforced glass. I heaved my fist
through the stout little window, buckling the pane in hopes of
snatching him by the collar and forcing him to unlock the door, but
it availed me nothing but a handful of air and a set of scrapped
knuckles.

Around the corner of the alcove, I could hear
Cesar as he bounded over the obstacles; he was closing swiftly. I
latched onto a massive Xerox machine resting on a cart and hauled
it over my head for an ambush. As his shadow crested into my path,
I hurled it and struck him squarely in the chest. He went down in a
hail of broken plastic and an inky cloud of black toner. The weight
of the machine carried him into a receptionist’s desk, pinning his
shoulders much as the credenza had done.

From behind the security door came the
clatter of several racing footsteps. It wouldn’t take them long to
enter the correct code and come storming in with firearms at the
ready. I glanced around the bank of cubicles. The only other exit
was on the far side of the room, and another troop of men had just
breached it.

The door behind me flung open and policemen
burst in just as Cesar, his face a marbling of blood and ink,
benched the Xerox machine off his chest. The Nottingham cops
leveled their pistols and ordered him not to move. Whatever
spiritual force had taken charge of Cesar wasn’t willing to part
with its servant and allowed him to submit to the officers’
demands.

When the last uniform had filed through, I
crept from behind the door—which had created a niche against the
wall large enough to hide in—and slipped through the exit.

The bulk of police presence mustered by the
sirens must’ve collected around Cesar, because the halls were
vacant except for an occasional person running down some far
corridor.

I found a faculty lounge with a washroom
where I tried to stanch my loss of blood and clean the glut of gore
from my face. In trying to re-align my broken nose, I discovered my
right hand to be of limited use after punching through the glass.
There were two white smock coats hanging from the lavatory wall
hook. I ripped the belt from one to make a tourniquet around my
leaky forehead, and then there was the matter of the sirloin
hanging from my chest. I smashed a ceramic soap dish in the basin
and then carefully selected the largest, sharpest shard. With my
more dexterous hand, I pulled the unfeeling wedge of flesh taut at
the connector—the nipple—and proceeded to slice it free. I flushed
the tissue down the commode.

Soon after emerging from the lounge with the
second lab coat and a purloined clipboard for props, my energy
began to wane again. With every step down the cold ceramic floors,
I felt more the brutalized prisoner than a host for an ancient
evil. The drugs, the ones the Windigo had ignored, began to take
their toll by juggling my equilibrium. My body felt like it was
going into cold shock as I slowed to an agonized shuffle through
the incessant, screaming alarms.

The clipboard I’d been pressing against my
chest wound seemed to lose substance and then slipped away like a
rectangle of wet soap. The wall I braced against to avoid falling
pushed the pencil nubs deeper into my back while fresh blood
dribbled across my eyebrows and over my top lip. I watched red
blots seep through the smock coat from where Cesar’s knife had
entered. They diffused like blossoming roses from my chest and
side, the edges spreading out to meet one another halfway.

I was hardly aware of it at first, but I’d
crumpled to the floor and the red-faced guard that I’d tried to
grab through the glass was bent over me with his hands on his
haunches. He seemed gigantic.

“Ere’s a little sumpin’ for dinner, bedbug,”
he said with a churlish tone to his voice, and proceeded to spray
his can of mace into my eyes.

I was lost and drowning in fathoms of red-hot
pain, but there was enough of the old Cheyenne in me to make a good
accounting, and I lashed out with a blind grope and snatched his
crotch. When his grunt told me I’d found my target, I kneaded my
fist into his groin and splayed his testicles between my fingers
and his zipper. He kneeled with hands laced around my throat,
squeezing back with understandable desperation lending iron to his
sinews, but all he knew was strength. He’d apparently never
strangled anything before and made a poor show of it.

I twisted him as far as the fabric of his
pants would allow, but in his groans, I found my second wind. His
whimpers excited me much like the call of wounded game excites a
predator. My feet found their foundations and my other hand his
nose as I stood up with his nostrils skewered like finger puppets
on two digits. He released my throat and began driving ineffectual
blows to the sides of my head, each one feebler than the one
before. In scorching blackness with my heart pounding like a dark
pagan drum, I screwed my index and middle fingers up to the second
knuckle into his nasal cavities. The functionality of my busted
joints was not an issue as I doubled both fingers and ripped them
free with spectacular and instantaneous effects. I didn’t see the
blood come but I felt it wash over my face like a soothing balm,
and I couldn’t help but picture the death of Deputy Bryce
Dietz.

My eyes were swelling shut even as I numbed
to the pain. Reflexively, I called upon my other senses to
compensate for lost vision. I could smell shoe leather and body
stink, mop water, paint and a dozen other ungodly scents which
spoke to me in a language best understood by dogs. I could feel
tiny ripples of air and judge their distance like lines of smoke
from the movements which had stirred them. Every vibration told a
tale.

Through what seers call a third eye, I saw
Georges pace a worn Persian rug with his hands wrung out before him
in stern deliberation. Moreover, I could feel the uncertainty in
his nerve and the sick bulge of indecision in his stomach. I could
almost read his thoughts as he struggled with his choices: fetch
his master’s prize himself or maintain his lycanthropic celibacy;
his temper would not allow him to do both. Still, he was not
entirely confounded, and there hatched in his brain a certain
course of action that he thought might yet bring me under rein. I
sensed these things more than knew them, and though I couldn’t
plumb his mind any deeper, I sensed his snare as I wandered through
a door that should have been barred.

I recognized the smell of sweat on iron bars
as I sprung Georges trap and entered into a gallery of cells.
Arkwright was a ward for the disturbed after all, and here they
were—mad, panting invisible men who leered at me in almost macabre
silence. I could feel their fingers strum against the doors and
heard the smack of their lips.

“I don’t have to kill you to beat
you,” said the Voice, rattling in the throat of an
inmate who grazed my elbow as he groped at me through his cage. The
phrase was repeated from the left side of the gallery, and then
from further down as Georges mimicked Cesar’s words over and
over.

I felt a vacuum of air pull from the room
just before the door behind me clicked shut.

As the puppeteer worked the strings of his
shills, a dozen instances of his voice cried out in a jumbled
roundabout: “The perils of escalation.” It was
a wild, frenetic chant; a dissonance as eerie and manic as “Row,
Row, Row Your Boat” sung by a chorus line of spooks. But as weird
and nerve-racking as the cacophony was, the effect was primarily
theatrical. If Georges had learned anything about me, he should’ve
known I wasn’t afraid of him.

I walked the dead center of the aisle between
the cells, running a gauntlet of hands as they strained between the
gaps of their bars and brushed at my body. The inmates’ maniacal
recitations were working them into a madcap frenzy as they bashed
and flung themselves against the doors, trying to batter down steel
with flesh and bone. Spurts of liquid, both warm and cool dampened
my hair and face as they bombarded me with their spit and
urine.

I imagined the self-control it must’ve taken
Georges to deny his birthright, but I couldn’t imagine it was any
more difficult than my resolve to keep walking. The thought of
killing my hecklers was a smoldering white heat in the front of my
brain, threatening to distract me from the paramount importance of
my escape.

At the far end of the gallery, my hand
touched the surface of a door without a handle. The multiple voices
chuckled in unison, forming the mocking laughter of a matinee
villain.

To my right was a concentrated scent of dust
and grime, with faint undertones of straw. My hand confirmed a
broom and dustpan propped in the corner just as an electric whiff
of ozone crackled through the air and clacked open the cell doors.
Cornered, I took the broom in hand as the Arkwright patients,
whipped into fearless abandon by their master, rushed me. All
things considered, nothing could have pleased me more.

I thrust the scummy bristles of my only
weapon into the face of the closest crazy—the rasp of his breath
had announced him as loudly as its odor—but it was as effective as
striking a match against a rock. A half a dozen arms laid hold of
me at once, tearing at my smock and pulling open plugs of scabbing
blood. They tore at my hair and bit into my skin like ghouls at a
feast of corpses, and pulled me to the floor with the sheer weight
of their mob. I fought back with all the hatred inside me, spitting
through my wires and gouging into any tissue soft enough to
wring.

They were a horde of ants overwhelming a lone
beetle. Their aggravated madness created an unshakable morale,
their nails trenching into open wounds and fists raining into my
face, neck and everywhere below. It maddened me that the wires in
my jaw held as I strained at them for one chance to sink teeth into
meat. My neck was jammed against the door as two, maybe three,
madmen knelt across my trunk and others heaved at my heels,
wrenching me in a sort of human torture rack.

My leverage almost gone, I knitted the
fingers of my only free hand around a piece of the broom shaft that
had been snapped during the melee and drove it with an overhead
thrust into one of the men at my chest. I felt him wilt away in the
hot deluge of his open throat as I retrieved the spear and struck
it beneath the breastplate of the man beside him. With my chest
clear and the extra weight gone, the maniacs pulling on my feet
managed to yank me away from the door and toward one of their
cells. Greedily, while jabbering like goblins, they towed me across
its threshold, no doubt in search of a dark corner where they could
be alone with me. But the rest of them weren’t willing to share so
easily and crowded into the cage to get their own portions. For a
moment, and only for a moment, Georges must’ve tangled their
strings because they began attacking one another, like hungry dogs
fighting over a rump roast. They let go of my limbs for an instant,
and I came to my feet in single moment of immaculate pain. I buried
the dripping broom shaft through the naval of the madman to my left
while stomping out the knee of the one to my right.

All my faculties, minus eyesight, were
working together with my martial skills to form a finely honed
cutting edge. My senses, reflexes, anger, even the pain that should
have shut me down were churning like gears inside gears, meshing
together with an ease they had no right to possess. I felt like an
engine that had been choked to full throttle, pushed to the limit
with the doors on fire.

My body went icy-hot again like I’d been
doused in cold gasoline, and then I couldn’t feel the floor beneath
me. The skewer in my fist fell away as the others latched on with
black tooth and yellow nail to re-sink me. Maniacal hands seized my
throat with a lecherous passion for death, and drool spilled into
my face as the man on the other end of them hunched up on me and
whipped my head against the floor. I heard the shiver of my skull.
A dreamlike quality came over everything. My arms and legs were
packed with wet sand, and my four remaining senses seemed to
function in stroboscopic slow motion. Nothing about the moment
seemed real as I pulled the face of the slobbering lunatic into my
forehead and sank his nasal cartilage into his frontal lobe.

With colors streaking behind my eyes like
spilled paint, I rolled to one side and pulled myself up on the
bars. The remaining madmen had taken to the corners of their cells,
cowering on the floor, apparently momentarily free from their
master’s will.

I’d forgotten about the inmate I’d stabbed in
the gut until Georges jumped into his dying body and spit the other
half of the broom through my calf. I can’t say I felt any
additional pain as my leg folded and put me to one knee. I didn’t
even know what had happened until I touched the inch or so of wood
protruding from my shin. I drew it from between my tibia and fibula
and stood back up as though I’d only stooped to tie my shoe. By now
there was very little of me left. Lurching back into the aisle, I
heard a voice coming from the far end of it that wasn’t
Georges’

“You should see yourself.” It sounded
like a phonograph played one speed slower than intended. “I can see
the demon in you through your holes.” It was Cesar, ready to throw
down again and recognizing in me what was so clearly present in
him

“If you keep fighting …” Cesar said,
his words seasoned with just a dash of fear, “we will both die.”
His syllables warbled in a distorted, bugling drawl.

“No, no servant of Exu,” the Manitou said
through my mouth. “Only you.”

My body felt like it was being carried on
frigid, northern winds as I charged into Cesar. The stench of
winterkill was on my breath as I called him by name. His blood
rolled like silk between my fingers. I can’t say what happened
next. That memory belongs to the Windigo.







Chapter VIII

 


Nothing I have learned of the dead or the
lands they inhabit has led me to believe death is any more peaceful
than life. I’m convinced this is a myth invented by optimists who
have never seen the realms I’ve visited. Spirits, souls, whatever
you want to call them, live on without benefit of corruptible
flesh. But as far as I can tell, they neither sing hymns in
paradise nor burn forever in a lake of fire.

I have found the “Happy Hunting Grounds” to
be as contrived as the idea we’re recycled into a form commensurate
with our performance the last time around. The Milky Way is not the
Hanging Road to Séáno, and there is no Nirvana while we crumble to
soot inside a Robert Hall suit. The halls of King Death are a
purgatorial empire where weaker spirits are subjugated by entities
that have never lived as humans perceive living. In that regard, it
is as much in keeping with Darwin’s theory as life on planet
Earth.

Wraiths, those mad spirits of the dead,
scattered like the dust of trampled ash, and they gave me a wide
berth as I walked the edge of the Deadlands. From that perimeter I
could see the living, just over the rim of the grave, where dreams
rose from their heads and formed clouds into the Other Side like
smoke from a billion stacks. Specters of departed loved ones waited
quietly in the wings for the chance to pay a visit.

“Don’t die like this,” said a
high-pitched voice. The one speaking would have been standing right
next to me if physical terms had applied.

“Don’t die a slave,” said another
voice in the same minor key.

In the deadlights, a cluster of dark
particles floated like black thistledown, and grew larger until
they’d become a black plume of smog.

“The shades of holy ground,” I said to
myself.

They’d marched on the saloon-church after I’d
killed the Saskatchewan Slasher, and on the hounfort outside of New
Orleans before I’d shot Silas Piper. They’d swamped a fire and
Diego himself at the cemetery ruins of Tick Creek, and the last
time I’d seen them they were crawling at Pietro’s feet.

“What are you?” I asked.

“Slivers of men,” some said, “caught in
murder’s wake.”

I understood completely, maybe instinctively
is a better word. If tragic, sudden death is a recipe for ghosts
then the ghost of a werewolf victim must be a pitiable thing
indeed. Could the trauma of a death so foul shatter the spirit into
fractional relics of itself?

“We shelter among the sacred,” some of the
slivers cried.

“What do you want—from me?” I asked.

“Free us,” they replied, “as you have freed
others like us for vengeance’s sake.”

“Free you—you mean by killing a Wolf?” I
asked, pointing to the living world just over the brim of death.
“The one that made you like this?”

From across the void of limbo I could see a
dark hump plowing through the haunted mists like the fin of a
Megalodon. The red streaks on his coat, the pink rings on his
teeth, and the wet tracks stringing behind him was testimony to his
diligence. I might’ve been willing to quietly crawl into those
gin-trap jaws, but he seemed less the impartial harvester of souls
I’d seen before. His breath stank more of torment than decay, his
eyes had an altogether more punitive sheen to them.

“He will take you below!” the shades cried,
in a shrill and desperate warning. “To be with all whose hearts
have turned to ice.”

I was overcome with cowardice—afraid to meet
the Bear and what he represented. “What Wolf killed you?” I asked
the shades, eager to agree with their request rather than face that
salty, yellow fear. “Who do I have to destroy?”

“Rhea Silvia Lupa,” they said,
and I was growing drunk on terror as the Death Bear crept in.

When I ran, the wraiths no longer made way
for me but grabbed at my legs. Hardly enough of my will remained to
kick free of these clutching, sprawling dead. There would be no
more guessing as to what punishment I had earned, and no more
chances to merit absolution. The Death Bear bristled and buried his
fangs into my calf with the stink of curdled human grease. I lost
all forward momentum, and the wraiths fed me to that rapacious maw
while the shades watched, helpless and tormented.

The Death Bear fastened his claws into my
side while he secured another bite, and then gulped me to the
thighs. Like all damned men, all I could do was scream.

A pair of hands took hold of mine—they were
the hands of a titan. The face beyond those iron arms was bright as
the sun as he contended with the Death Bear for my sake. With the
steady and certain strength of a plant pushing through concrete, he
reclaimed me from the Bear’s horrible throat, inch by hard-won
inch. The Death Bear bellowed his displeasure across the Deadlands,
belching fumes that reeked of mankind’s starkest fears and grossest
lies.

His tar-pit eyes smoked at the archangel who
stood fearless before him. Then his jaws snapped for me again, but
my celestial champion caught them barehanded and pried them apart
with the Bear’s massive head locked in his arms. The two wrestled
like Hercules and the Nemean Lion as the wraiths released me and
the impotent shades scurried aside.

“Follow them back, James,” the archangel
grunted, nodding toward the shades, his fingers wedged between
antediluvian teeth. “They can show you the way.”

Urged onward by the deputation of splintered
spirits I stretched one hand to pull myself half an inch closer to
the rim. My heroic benefactor couldn’t hold the Death Bear forever,
but he seemed to be winning the battle, which allowed me to put
another increment of space between the Bear and myself.

I’ve likened a thousand-mile journey to one
step in the Other Side, but there was no shortcut back to earthly
life, and I scraped along on knees and elbows, fingertips and toes
until the dream smoke spilling over the rim was almost within
reach.

I looked behind to see all manner of unclean
spirits pour from the Death Bear’s mouth. They smoldered and stewed
around the archangel, mocking him and tearing at his burnished
skin, trying to break his hold or concentration. Molten, golden
blood poured between the archangel’s fingers as the heat of his
face seemed to cool. He did not look at me but lifted his head into
the hellish swarm that clawed and ravaged him.

“I shall not be afraid of the terror by
night,” he said, “or of the arrow that flies by day, of the
pestilence that walks in darkness, nor of the destruction that
wastes at noonday. A thousand may fall at my side, and ten thousand
at my right hand; it shall not come near me. Only with my eyes will
I behold, and see the reward of the wicked.”

When the shades had piloted me as far as they
could, I heaved my figurative body into the smoke. Its billows
covered me in whiteness that melted into the colors and shapes of
other people’s dreams. Then I fell, and kept falling, spiraling
downward through constellations of will o’ the wisp and the briny
foam of ectoplasmic seas.

 


A strange-looking person knelt at my side.
His trim, white fingers were knotted together in such zealous
reverence his nails brought blood where they scored the knuckles of
his hands. His fair, narrow forehead and blonde hair were damp with
sweat, and on his face were faded, dapple gray bruises. When he
opened his Technicolor blue eyes and unclasped his hands, I saw the
onyx ring inlaid with five crosses on one of his fingers. He lay
down on the floor, and we both closed our eyes again.

I wanted to sleep until my body had healed,
until the pain had subsided, but being so lucky twice in one
lifetime wasn’t in the cards. The anesthesia that had run wild
through my body at Highbury was long gone, leaving me to cope with
the numerous wounds I’d sustained. Aside from broken bones and torn
flesh, there was a deep, mordant anguish in my heart that felt like
some toxic slug had crawled out of me, leaving behind a trail of
poisonous slime.

All the tortures—voluntary and otherwise—I’d
ever experienced relived themselves in my mind, mentally
exacerbating my present condition. For physical pain, I’d been hurt
worse in my time, but methadone had been a laxative to my
threshold, thinning and softening my capacity to endure. In some
ways I felt like the agony was being used as a tool to force
repentance, as though I could put an end to it if I would confess
my wicked ways or renounce my Feud. But I spat in the face of those
imagined offers, unwilling as always to have my will coerced
through pain—even if it were uncharacteristically intense.

Under the oppression of a weapons-grade fever
I thought it was Tanya who gave me a wet rag to suck on, and that
Michael had sewn me shut. Most of the time, I had no sense of my
surroundings at all.

The day I found myself a little more lucid
and the pain a little less severe, I saw the pale man again,
sitting across from me with his avian nose wedged in a book.

“Hungry,” I finally succeeded in saying after
soundlessly mouthing the word several times.

The man marked his page with a purple ribbon
and nodded approvingly at the sound of my voice.

“Food, I have,” he said in a voice deeper
than his appearance seemed to warrant. “Medicine, unfortunately, I
do not. All I have are things from the chemist.”

He helped me sit up, and held a cup to my
mouth while I sipped what tasted like cold chicken broth. Its
strong flavor aroused dormant saliva glands and caused my mouth to
ache as they came back to life. I gulped as much of the liquid as I
could before he took away the cup and sat it on the floor.

At first it seemed we were in some decrepit
and crumbling cellar lit by oil burning lamps and candles, but as
my teary eyes began to clear I recognized our surroundings to be
even less refined. There were no windows and no proper ceiling
either, just darkness overhead. The air was cool and heavy, and in
the background was the steady plunk-plunk of falling water like the
leaden strokes of a metronome.

“The worst should be over now,” the man said
softly. “Return of one’s appetite is usually an encouraging
sign.”

“I’m fucking starving,” I said, kneading my
fingers into the narrow mattress beneath me. I shut my eyes and
gave sleep another chance to take me away, but instead the room
started spinning.

“You probably remember me,” he said, as he
changed the wound dressing on my side. “We’ve not officially met,
but I’ve certainly gotten to know you.”

“Ichabod Crane,” I gurgled through the phlegm
working its way loose in my throat.

He tore two lengths of surgical tape and
secured them along the border of the new bandage. “My name is Graf
Rudolf Staedt,” he said, sitting back on his shabby, three-legged
stool and rubbing at the dark crescents under his eyes.

“Say again.” I gasped from a sudden,
scorching pain in my chest.

He ran long fingers along the seams of his
worn black trousers, and then fidgeted with a pair of pendants
around his neck, as though searching for a way to truncate the
introduction.

“I’m a Greek Orthodox knight,” he said,
obviously fishing for the right way to say it. “I brought you here
from Highbury.”

“You don’t look Mediterranean.” I said, like
it was an allegation.

“Bavarian, actually,” he corrected, and then
offered me a cloth in which to spit my liberated phlegm.

“You very nearly turned to the wall,” he
said. “For three weeks it could have gone either way. You’ve been
with me for six, laid up with as many lacerations and lesions as
I’ve ever seen on a man with no recourse to professional attention.
Since the English authorities were looking for you, I decided a
hospital to be imprudent. I made the assumption—correctly, I
hope—you would prefer tempting death to what Peter Stubbe had in
mind.”

“Are we still in Nottingham?” I asked.

“Thereabouts,” he said, nodding. “We’re in an
underground system used by Cathars when the Council of Oxford was
hunting them down. So far, these limestone caverns have served us
better than they.”

“You don’t sound Bavarian either.”

“My accent varies with the company I keep; a
useful trait, I must say, most of the time. I’ve been following you
since Ontario,” he said, “and would’ve caught up with you there but
I was forced to … prioritize my obligations.”

“Where’s Georges?” I asked. Speaking his name
left a dog-shit taste in my mouth.

“Dead and writhing where the worms don’t
die,” he answered. “His spirit was coming for you when I finished
him.”

“Got any whisky?” I was sure I hadn’t heard
him correctly, and at any rate found it hard to focus on a single
thought.

He shook his head. “Your tolerance for pain
is remarkable enough,” he commended.

“Yeah, I’m something else,” I said, feeling
strong enough to be wise with him. “Did you say you were a
knight?”

He nodded. “It’s not something I expect you
to understand,” he said, and then postponed his explanation by
slaking his thirst from a blue water jug. He rubbed the two
necklace medallions between his fingers again.

“St. Eustace, the hunter’s saint, and St.
Mitrophan of Voronezh, the patron saint of demon protection. For
the sake of my calling, I rely on their graces. My order is a
working order of chivalry, which means I am not a ceremonial
figure.”

“The pistol has replaced the sword, eh?”

“The Eastern Orthodox Communion has
underwritten my family for generations in our pious duty to put an
end to Peter Stubbe and the devils who serve him.”

“You shot the Wolf in Titus,” I said; it just
came to me.

“Desmond?” he asked, surprised that I knew.
“I fired on him from an overpass while he sped by in an
automobile.”

“Nice shooting,” I replied and gripped my
mattress once more to steady myself from another wave of pain—no
turning it into anything else. “I was with him when he died,” I
grunted, still weathering the tide. “How many does that make for
you?”

“Nine,” he answered, solemnly, “including
Georges.”

“Pin a rose on you,” I groaned, and lowered
myself back into the pillow. I wondered if his life had been like
mine.

“When you came to England, I tried to reach
out to you after the cab dropped you off in the City Centre. You
weren’t in the right state of mind for the conversation I
intended.”

“Damned if I remember that at all,” I huffed.
“Though, come to think of it, there was something familiar about
you when I saw you upstairs. Those assholes were bullying you.”

“A sad distraction,” he said. “I know I don’t
look like much. It isn’t the first time my appearance has inspired
personal animosity.”

“Why didn’t you fight back?” I asked. Just
remembering it pissed me off again.

“My mandate is very specific, James,” he said
while enumerating its points on his fingers. “Honor to Christ,
pursuit of Peter Stubbe, defense of the weak. There’s no place in
my life for vanity or showboating, and as you can see the bruises
they inflicted were hardly life threatening.”

“So they would’ve beaten you to death if that
woman hadn’t jumped up?”

“Let’s just say, I’m thankful it didn’t go
that far.”

As my condition improved over the course of
the next week, I learned many things from and about Graf Rudolf who
was not only a bona fide, modern-day crusader but also a competent
field medic. Thanks to a couple of years of church-sponsored
medical training, he’d been able to tend to me in a less than
sanitary environment under the light of hurricane lamps. He’d
extracted the pencil leads from my back, removed the wires from my
jaw and splinted the bones in my hand. With a traveler’s sewing
kit, he’d stitched up my gashes, and had doctored my chest wound
with antibiotic creams and sterile gauze. The pectoral muscle
didn’t seem to have been permanently damaged and would only leave a
divot that, from the looks of the rest of me, he doubted I’d mind.
About the only thing he hadn’t done was to keep my shaving
schedule, resulting in a gray stippled shag of facial hair.

Neither of us was a great conversationalist,
but during my recovery we compared notes as fellow huntsmen and
developed a mutual respect. It didn’t take me long to admit he knew
the Beast at least as well as I did, but when I questioned his
motivation to rescue me in the first place he told me the whole
story.

Peter Stubbe, whom I’d come to know as
Pietro, had supposedly been executed in the 16th century
for being a werewolf. A Norseman by birth, Stubbe, upon hearing the
message of Christianity, was not as impressed by the Virgin or the
Savior as he was by Satan, whom he identified with his pagan
fire-god, Loki.

The Germanic court record I’d read from
Montague Summers, though misleading regarding Stubbe’s age, had
been accurate in its depiction of crimes, including the barter of
his soul to the Dark One. Stubbe wasn’t born or marked into the
Lineage, but drew his power straight from its infernal source. Graf
Rudolf introduced me to the term, boxenwulf, a taxonomy that
referred to werewolves created through Faustian pacts.

Since the first millennium, Stubbe had
falsified his death a number of times, so his trial in 1589 Germany
was just another act of skullduggery. The man who was tortured,
broken and beheaded that ancient October had been another of the
Devil’s disciples, and one of Stubbe’s mortal slaves. According to
Graf Rudolf, when they’d brought the patsy out to meet his fate,
his face had been so misshapen by a beating no one recognized him
as an imposter. It was assumed the guards, some of whom had lost
family and friend to Stubbe, had taken their liberties.

The people of Bedburg were none the wiser for
the rest of their lives, except for two of the magistrates: William
Brewar and Adolf Staedt, who began to suspect the body in the ashes
was not of the man they’d sentenced. The entire ruse was an example
of Doc Deacon’s credo about perception.

Graf Rudolf was a descendant of Adolf Staedt,
whose co-signature had pronounced Stubbe dead. Adolf found it
impossible to forgive himself for allowing so great an evil to go
free, and while his fellow judge Brewar sought solace in wine,
Rudolf’s ancestor dedicated the rest of his life to pursuing Peter
Stubbe. Most of my new companion’s information on the subject was
owed to the conscientious inquests of his forefathers, and
suddenly, the murder of Clayton Brewer didn’t seem so random. Roxy
had betrayed Stubbe with a Judas-kiss disguised as tribute, a
sacrificial lamb of his old enemy’s progeny.

Graf Rudolf astounded me with his
encyclopedic knowledge, not just of the Beast but of secular
matters as well. He belonged to the Order of the Holy
Sepulcher—which had defended the Holy Land during the Crusades—and
to a special branch with charter from the Jerusalem Patriarch to
defend the church from its contemporary enemies. Among them was the
Jabberwocky, and Peter Stubbe—founder of the feast.

The archetype for the Jabberwocky, Graf
Rudolf said, was an innovative woman named Catherine Montvoisin,
who’d accommodated satanic rites for 17th-century
nobility. For the right amount of gold, she’d catered their black
masses and had even opened a home for unwed mothers under the guise
of charity. Her objective in the latter was to secure a ready
supply of infants to sell for sacrifice. Even before the notorious
La Voisin died in Paris, a hundred years after Stubbe’s sham
execution, Peter had already begun to copy her. Apparently, he’d
thought enough of the sorceress to name his organization after
her.

From there he branched out from staple
enterprises like the baby market and slave trade to include more
specific abominations such as the sale of human flesh to cannibals
who were either incapable or reluctant to procure their own meat.
He also added grave robbing to his menu of horrors, supplying
corpses to quack doctors, necrophiliacs and death-worshipping cults
in India, Africa and Asia. At one time Stubbe had a veritable army
of Resurrection Men on his global payroll. Of course he kept his
hand in the till of the times, and when the call for human
sacrifice declined, he boosted his economy by trafficking body
products; blood at first and then organs as science advanced. The
most atrocious sort of pornography provided him with opportunities
to gratify the cravings of pederasts, and for those who just
couldn’t get off without somebody dying there was always the snuff
film.

According to Graf Rudolf, the term
Jabberwocky was first used in the Anglo-Zulu War by an
English interpreter trying to translate for a Basuto prisoner
charged with the mutilation murder of a Royal Highlander Captain.
The African denied his implication in the matter, and told the
British he’d been used as a courier to take the Captain’s heart to
a Zulu witchdoctor who’d paid some “unbelievable monster” a
thousand pounds for it. The tribunal didn’t believe the tribesman’s
story of a Jabberwocky at work in the Lower Tugela, but the term
stuck nonetheless.

As a modern day, operational knight, Graf
Rudolf had been trained as thoroughly as a clandestine operative by
any other name; his performance at Arkwright had attested to the
fact. He was quite familiar with the Victorian Ring, and told me
things about it Rogier probably didn’t know, like its roots in the
English monarchy when it had been the Congress for the Cause of the
King’s Doctrine, the Church of England’s equivalent of the
Inquisition. Through the years, its ecclesiastical duties had
become intertwined with legal processes until what was left of its
religious origins had become obsolete. Graf Rudolf considered the
Ring’s modern-day form little more than a Star Chamber.

 


* * *

 


When I had healed enough to travel, Graf
Rudolf and I stole from the sanctuary of the Cathar caverns and
drove to a secluded fishing camp farther north. He rented a small
bungalow with a welcoming fireplace, a gas range and clean beds
where I could finish my recovery. After two months of living like
Neanderthals, we were both happy to have a place with running water
and where we could actually prepare warm meals.

The evening we arrived, we sat in silence on
the cabin’s boat dock and watched fish ripples as they blossomed
across the lake.

“What will you do now?” he asked, paring an
apple with his Swiss Army Knife. “Your handlers have probably given
you up for dead, don’t you think?”

“Dan Rogier thinks I could survive nuclear
winter,” I answered. “Probably waiting to park a bullet in my chest
just the same. Most likely, he assumes I’ve cut bait.”

“Have you?” he asked, offering me a slice of
his Golden Delicious.

“I’ve got nowhere else to go,” I answered,
taking the fruit, knowing it would do nothing to curb my appetite.
“And besides, if I haven’t already, the last thing I need is to
make enemies with the Victorian Ring. I’m a little short on friends
these days.”

He nodded as I wolfed down the piece of
apple, and turned to watch the sun set over the water.

“Remember that night at the ‘Trip to
Jerusalem?’” I asked, wiping my fingers on my trousers. “I should
have pulled those pricks off of you from the get-go instead of
making that Gandhi crack.”

“I didn’t take offense,” he said.

“Did you know I killed one of those
guys during the brouhaha?” I said. “Bashed his head against the
wall like it was the easiest thing in the world.”

On his face was the kind of disappointment I
used to see when Papa looked at me and thought about my mother.
Graf Rudolf cupped his hand along the back of his rangy neck and
grew quietly sullen. He put one hand on my shoulder, and it didn’t
faze him when I recoiled.

“Taking another man’s life should be the
hardest thing in the world,” he said.

“Are you saying your hands aren’t as clean as
your conscience?” I asked, pretending that I hadn’t almost snapped
at him.

“There was one who wasn’t a werewolf,” he
admitted, in a tone that made it sound like the darkest secret of
his life. “He was a pawn who put me in a tight spot.”

“Doesn’t sound like anything to get choked up
about,” I said.

He clucked his tongue against the roof of his
mouth as he cut another slice of apple.

“Have you heard the story of how the Angel of
Death came to his station?”

Before I could respond, he continued: “Before
the fall of man there was no death, not until sin came into Eden.
The legend says that God called his hosts together to explain Adam
had betrayed Him in the Garden and for his disobedience every man
would one day die. The very first tears were shed that day by the
Heavenly Court, who mourned the loss of man’s innocence. God, who
wept as well, tapped a Seraph—an angel very close to His Great
White Throne—to wield the sword of death.

“The Seraph pleaded with the Most High to
reconsider, saying that he couldn’t bear the thought of the task to
which he’d been appointed. But the Almighty had made his choice and
told the Seraph that while He would not change His mind, He would
make the commission bearable. With that, the Divinity stretched out
His hand and touched the Seraph in the chest, hardening his heart
to the anguish that would have otherwise haunted him.”

Graf Rudolf tossed the apple core into the
lake.

“The spirit at work in you will not willingly
let you go,” he whispered. “I am familiar with spiritual
afflictions like yours, but through the sickness is a soul Christ
died for.”

“I owe you,” I said, with the start of a
snarl on my lips, “but don’t preach at me.”

“Fair enough,” he said. “But allow me this:
Your condition isn’t like divining bird-signs; there’s nothing
vague about it. There is handwriting on the wall whether you choose
to see it or not.”

Graf Rudolf had spent weeks in prayer and
fasting at my bedside. He’d beseeched his God to spare my life, and
I had no doubts that in the art of spiritual warfare he was an
archangel. He hadn’t let the Gandillons hand me over to Stubbe, and
he seemed to genuinely care about the state of my soul, but his
interest in me was more than moral obligation—he’d also used me to
score the kill shot on Georges. There were parallels between us
that were hard to ignore, but unlike me he’d kept his heart intact.
His faith was a source of strength, which I admired and had come to
envy, yet in his piety was the kind of honor I’d let slip away, and
I resented him for it.

“I can’t figure you,” I said, rising to my
feet. “Where do you get off being so fucking calm and totally in
charge of yourself? I’ve prayed; shit, I’ve given up flesh, and
more pain than the smoke could hold.”

“It’s not me,” he replied, standing as well.
“But greater is He that is in me. You can have what you want,
James. You can know joy that will allow you to sing praises at
midnight with your feet fast in stocks and your back bleeding
because heathens have beaten you and are going execute you in the
morning.”

I had already turned to leave before he’d
finished his sermon. The words he was saying, the sound of his
voice, had become inexplicably repugnant, and I dashed into the
nearest arm of trees, feeling like I might be sick.

“God doesn’t hate you, James!” he called
after me. “He called a truce at Golgotha!”

The moon was three-quarters full that night,
and though I could see my breath in the sharp November air, the
rays burned like an angry, desert sun. I groped through the forest
as if hounded by angry villagers with pitchforks and torches. The
dark of night shuffled through my chest like a bony, frostbitten
hand.

I found myself tramping shin-deep through the
cold, mossy tangles of the lakeshore. I was so hungry I would have
eaten anything that hopped, crawled or swam to stop the ache in my
belly. But food provided no relief from this hunger; the only thing
that could was spilled blood.

One foot slipped against the scarp of the
embankment and the other caught on an underwater stone, which
brought me splashing down. I pulled myself onto the shore where I
was greeted by an awful stink; I couldn’t place it, but I’d smelled
it before. Along with the stench there was also a distant buzzing
sound, like I was close to a beehive or a thunderhead of
mosquitoes. Following the sound and the smell, I moved up the bank
and among the trees, catching spider webs in my beard and snagging
my mud-drenched clothes on sharp, low-lying branches.

The forest became thick as jungle, with vines
and brambles seemingly dedicated to impeding my progress. The smell
became more intense and the buzz more frantic as I stooped and
crawled through the brush to find their origin. An insect hummed in
my ear and I slapped at it, smashing it against my palm and driving
its stinger into cartilage. It was a wasp of some kind, and there
were others, hundreds of them winging through the darkness and
congregating in the large weed-like bush that loomed before me. I
didn’t recognize the species, and knew of no plant that emitted
such an offensive odor, or served as an altar for wasps. Its leaves
were flat and narrow, and dappled with some unknown spore. There
were two-inch briars jutting from the limbs, which were snarled
together with no discernible symmetry. I crossed my arm over the
bottom of my face to choke out the weed’s sickly sweet smell, and
to keep the wasps out of my nostrils. I hated the weed-bush, and
remembered where I’d smelled it before—201 East Henning St. It was
a wicked, worthless thing that I wanted to hack to a stump and then
dig out the roots. Something about it intimidated me. The longer I
knelt there, watching its malicious wasps pay homage, the more
unnerved I became. As if inching away from the face of a famished
puma, I slowly pulled away from it on hands and knees.

When the frightening stench and maddening
drone had subsided, I plowed through the undergrowth with no regard
for the stickers that sliced into me or the creeping tendrils that
tripped me. I burst into the hot moonlight once again and fell
forward into the lake.

A frog hopped from a nearby log, startled by
my thrashing. My hands plunged into the bracken and came back with
it, tangled in a sheaf of moss. I devoured the frog. Its raw
amphibious skin stuck to the roof of my mouth, and its body popped
between my teeth as spongy entrails spurted into my cheeks. I
stuffed the sloppy handful of moss into my mouth next. It was
squashy and sour, and tasted like dirty fish.

 


* * *

 


Graf Rudolf stirred in his bunk when I
returned just before dawn. He tossed his blanket aside and threw
his legs over the rail of his bed. From under the mattress he
produced his Detonics Combat Master pistol and put it in the back
of his pants—he always slept in his clothes. I pretended not to
notice he was drenched in night sweat, and he made no mention of my
bedraggled appearance.

When the coffee was done, he filled two foam
cups and sat down at the little kitchen table across from me. The
silence lingered while he took his morning caffeine and mine grew
cold.

“An associate of mine has secured your
weapons and the other things left in your Nottingham motel room,”
he said, at last. “I expect he’ll bring them in today.”

I nodded my thanks and touched the hot wasp
welt on my ear.

“Why does Stubbe care so much about me?” I
asked, staring straight ahead as if mesmerized. “You seem to know
everything about this Wolf except what’s important.”

“You’re right,” he conceded, and planted a
knobby white fist next to his empty cup. “I know all about Peter,
except where to find him. If I did, I don’t suppose I’d be
here.”

It was the first time I’d known Graf Rudolf
to exhibit anything resembling frustration or temper.

“By now, you’ve realized that I need you to
get to him. You’re the last degree of separation between me and the
completion of my familial duty. No one in my line has been so close
to that brass ring as I am right now, sitting here with you.

“I don’t know what fiendish purpose Peter
Stubbe intends for you, but does it really matter? Whatever it is,
it’s nothing that would surprise either of us. He’s a boxenwulf,
the Devil’s dark Adam. What difference could his motives make in
the minds of his hunters?”

“Know your enemy,” I said, citing Sun Tzu’s
advice, “So you can use his inclinations against him.”

“Have we forgotten those inclinations?” he
asked. “Both of us are intimate with werewolf nature—born, marked
or made.

“Regardless of his reasons, Peter Stubbe
wants you alive more than he wants me dead. Let’s use that
inclination against him.”

The deal he’d put on the table called for a
partnership, not exactly new territory for me but close.

“What does St. Dismas mean to you?” I asked,
having kept certain information from him long enough.

“The good thief,” he replied, tilting an
eyebrow at me. “One of two men crucified on either side of Jesus;
the one who asked His forgiveness. What about him?”

I told him about the letter; my arrest
warrant signed by Pietro himself. Graf Rudolf rubbed his forehead
red.

“St. Dismas’ patronage is mostly prisoners,
reformed criminals and so forth. There are parishes and hospitals
named for him, schools, but I don’t know what your letter refers
to, specifically.”

“It also said something about Stubbe wanting
to kill Diego himself; Roxy mentioned it too.”

“Of course.” He shrugged, like it was old
news. “Don’t you know why?”

With a turn of my head I admitted I did
not.

“Peter vouched for him with the Gandillons,
but Diego De la Rosa had a history of overstepping his bounds,” he
said, while refilling his cup at the kitchen counter. “He and Peter
had been friends a long, long time. I suppose that’s the only
reason Diego lived as long as he did.”

Graf Rudolf put down his cup and walked over
to his things by the bed. He unzipped one of his duffle bags and
came back to the table with a photograph. It was an old
black-and-white picture with yellowed borders and adhesive stains
on the back. Centered in the photo were three uniformed Nazi
soldiers with their arms flung around one another’s shoulders.

“See anyone you know?” he asked.

The first from the left was the most
recognizable—Diego in jackboots. I’d never seen the one in the
center before, at least not in the flesh, but I knew it was Stubbe.
He had the eyes of an ancient berserker, the features of a warrior
locked out of time. The Wolf on the far right, the one with a leg
propped atop a bullet-chopped corpse, wasn’t immediately familiar.
The shadow of his SS kepi partially shadowed his face. I turned
over the picture and read aloud the date, which was hand scrawled
in blurry black script. “Samstag, 30 Juni 1934.”

“Saturday, the 30th of June,” he
translated.

“Figures these cocksuckers were Nazis,” I
said. “Probably queer for one another, too.”

“This was taken on Reichsmordwoche,
the Night of the Long Knives,” he said. “They helped eliminate
Rohm’s SA for Hitler.”

“This asshole on the end,” I said, tapping
two fingers on the third Wolf. “Is that the Saskatchewan
Slasher?”

“Stephen, something or another,” he said.

“I’ve killed two of the pricks in this
picture. I nail Pietro; I win the Triple Crown.”

“Unless someone else gets to him first,” he
smiled, and blew the steam off his cup.

When Graf Rudolf said that Diego had a habit
of overstepping his bounds, he wasn’t just talking about his
colonization of Harwintowne, or his play to monopolize the
black-magic market in New Orleans. The first offense on his laundry
list of unsanctioned liberties occurred in 1640, in the German city
of Greifswald.

As in Harwintowne, Nevada, Diego had spread
his lycanthropic contagion to the point where the city was
literally overrun with Wolves. Thanks to the bravery and foresight
of a handful of men, the fledgling werewolves had been destroyed.
They’d melted silver buttons, jewelry, and buckles into musket
balls, but Diego had escaped to lick his wounds elsewhere. In any
case, Stubbe’s forbearance had reached its limit after his coup in
Nevada and had put the word out, Diego had to go. Roxy, it seemed,
had not only inherited Diego’s post, but his penchant for
impropriety as well. By using a Black Cross faction loyal only to
her she’d used the old Blackscrabble feud as a cover to eliminate
Gandillons, who were of course friends, if not subjects, to Stubbe.
Little wonder the faction’s motif had been the circle of traitors;
the 9th Level of Dante’s Inferno.

Graf Rudolf said that Stubbe was the oldest
living Wolf he and his forebears had discovered in their 500-year
quest. I quizzed him as to the range of Stubbe’s influence in the
Lineage, how it compared to the House of Gandillon, etc. I also
asked him if he’d ever heard of a Wolf known as, “Rhea Silvia
Lupa.” He told me Rhea Silvia had been the mother of Romulus and
Remus, the progenitors of Rome according to Plutarch, but Lupa was
the Italian word for she-wolf. According to legend a mother wolf
had suckled the twins after they were forcibly separated from their
birth mother. Graf Rudolf had never known the two names to be used
conjointly.

He went on to say there were whisperings of
Wolves who’d existed for millennia, black Beast archons who’d
survived the despotic rule of Alaric the Elder, firstborn of
Therion-Esau. These were creatures of werewolf nightmare, monsters
so vile and terrible they had transcended the bane of silver
altogether. There was even evidence some members of the Lineage
believed the Lord of the Forest himself would one day return. From
the language in Stubbe’s letter to Georges, it seemed certain that
at least he believed it.

He’d tried to persuade me to partner with
him, to devise a plan based on what we knew of Stubbe and his kind.
He made a good argument for himself, but I couldn’t go along with
it. An alliance between men accustomed to hunting alone would be
clumsy, and while we were tripping on each other’s toes Stubbe
would show us both a quick grave in an unmarked boneyard. Anyway,
I’d decided to face Victorian Ring music.

 


On the evening of 18 November 1986, I found
myself sucking on a cigarillo, hunched on a bench outside the
Hinckley and Trumbull Funeral Home in Windsor, Ontario. I pulled up
the collar of my blazer, and watched visitors file inside to pay
their last respects. I didn’t know the mourners any more than I’d
known the woman lying in state, but that wasn’t exactly why I’d
chosen to sit in the cold for the last hour.

It wasn’t about the funeral at all; it could
have just as well been a wedding or a graduation party. I’d
forgotten how to conduct myself among everyday folks. I was afraid
of saying something inappropriate, or becoming an object of
whispered discussion by not saying anything at all. It was how I
used to feel around educated people due to my backwoods upbringing.
Now it was a challenge just to pass for human.

“Have you got another one of those, mate?”
Dr. T.H. Deacon approached me from the stairs with his hands
stuffed in the pockets of his lavish bearskin coat. He brushed away
a dusting of snow and took the rest of the bench as I handed him a
cheroot and a book of matches.

“This is why I love Canada,” he exhaled in a
puff of sweet smoke. “The exhilarating weather.”

“Doc,” I nodded in greeting. “You’re looking
well.”

“And you, a bit hagridden,” he observed.
“Dropped a few pounds and grown some whiskers, have we? I told Mr.
Rogier I’d reconnoiter the grounds before we gave you up.”

“He’s inside, eh?”

“It was his Godmother. Poor woman, you
should see the ghastly job these morticians have done with her.
Decomposition will be a blessing.”

I graded his expression and the tone of his
voice, trying to deduce his intent, but reading Deacon was like
trying to predict Bobby Fischer’s next chess move—he was
inscrutable, and a master of misdirection.

“I don’t imagine anyone will make a play for
me here,” I said, knocking an ash into the snow. “That’s the only
reason I agreed to come, but I came heavy anyway.”

“No one’s checking firearms at the door,” he
said, as he waved at a little girl wearing a yellow stocking cap,
making her way inside with her parents.

“I mean it, Deacon. If I see one gun-thug
….”

“You’re the first I’ve seen this evening,” he
saidwith a good-humored grin. “As Mr. Rogier told you on the wire,
your behavior in England, while conspicuous, can hardly be regarded
as surprising. The UK’s Ring contingent is more than satisfied with
your results, so who among us can complain? Of course, I could be
telling you what you want to hear.”

“All sins forgiven; just like that?” I asked.
“This is what you’re saying?”

“Sins?” he repeated, wrinkling his nose as if
he’d never heard the word before. “I hate to say so, but you simply
must get shed of such homespun morality.”

“Now you’re patronizing me,” I said. “I saw
the line when I stepped over it.” If I wasn’t in deep-shit, I was
sure trying to make the case.

“Let’s go inside,” Deacon suggested. “They’ve
got a coffee that’s not half bad.”

I stood up with him, twisted my cigarillo
underfoot, and then stood there like a fool, reluctant to follow
him. At first it was clear he didn’t understand my hesitation, but
then the confusion cleared from his eyes. The man was a connoisseur
of human nature, and a quick study when it came to me.

“If you’re feeling discomfited, just nod
along behind me if you like. You don’t have to be convincing. Mr.
Rogier will appreciate the effort.”

“It’s not that,” I lied. “I’ve just got a
thing about funerals, you know?”

“Sure you do,” he replied, folding his arms
in his first perceptible display of body language. “If it helps,
what you’re experiencing is very ordinary. To wake up feeling like
an alien and go to bed without having spoken to a soul—I know all
about that.

“On my wedding day, I threatened my
father-in-law’s life with a cake server. How’s that for being a
social idiot? We’d gotten into an argument over something that, for
average people, would’ve only amounted to a few cross words, but I
was used to taking things to the next level. You know what I mean.
It’s hard not to go there when it’s a part of your daily
routine. But we adapt. Just like we had to when we chose this life
in the first place.”

I looked up to see Deacon’s bodyguard
standing on the veranda, looking down at us from the railing; she
was wearing an unassuming black number from the Morticia Addams
collection and looked like a dark angel against the snow on the
roof above her.

“Speaking of bad moods,” I said, trying not
to let my infatuation show.

“Is that a tug at my leash?” Deacon asked,
without looking over his shoulder at her.

I followed him up the steps to the entrance
and waited as he held the door for a young couple leaving with a
handicapped boy. As I watched them wrestle his chair through the
narrow exit, I felt Ms. King’s stare like sunburn on my face. I
wondered if she’d been tapped as Rogier’s hatchet man, and almost
as quickly decided she was too obvious a choice—she hated me too
much. But when I looked up to meet her gaze, her eyes seemed to
disagree with my latter assumption, and she smiled in such a way
that made the rococo lines of her chin tattoo blossom like an
exotic, predatory flower.

“Look at you, all dressed up and bearded,”
she said.

“How’s that wrist?” I asked, testing the
limits of her unprecedented, agreeable disposition.

“Don’t be an ass,” she said, while sustaining
her smile.

“Let’s conduct ourselves in an urbane manner
this evening, shall we boys and girls?” Deacon said as the couple
guided the wheelchair down the adjacent ramp. “As you pointed out,
Mr. Logan, this isn’t a good venue for the airing of
grievances.”

I still wasn’t satisfied I wasn’t the next
event on the undertaker’s calendar, but as Deacon ushered us
through the door I decided it didn’t really matter.

We were greeted by the soft, sad aroma of
floral arrangements and welcome waves of heat. Rogier was in his
Sunday best, mingling with more people I didn’t recognize, but when
I caught his eye he politely excused himself from the
conversation.

A hot bolt of adrenalin went through me as he
approached with one hand folded behind him. I caught myself in
mid-twitch so as not to draw down on him like I had before; he was
only adjusting the lay of his jacket.

“Sorry about your Godmother,” I said,
extending my hand for the compulsory handshake.

“Thanks,” he replied, and took it without a
moment’s pause. “Thanks for coming. You need a room at the Marriott
or somewhere?”

“I’m covered,” I said, glancing over both
shoulders at the people passing behind me.

Rogier also checked his flanks and then
returned his hands to their former, folded arrangement. He leaned
in just a little.

“Did you want to do this now?” he asked,
intimating that he was fully aware my motives for attending his
Godmother’s visitation had less to do with his loss and more with
my desire to expedite an inevitable confrontation.

“Deacon said something about coffee,” I
said.

As we retired to the lounge, I saw my
reflection in a hallway mirror; it looked like a couple hundred
pounds of shit packed into a second-hand suit. There were dark,
baggy crescents under my eyes, and my complexion looked like a
washed-out canvas strung together with blotchy, catch-as-catch-can
red strokes and unkempt facial hair. Every scratch and blemish I’d
ever had stood out like white under a black light.

“I know it looks like Briggs & Stratton
cut my hair,” I said, before the coffee had even been poured.
“Haven’t had much time to worry about my appearance lately.”

“You look better than my Mattie,” he said,
turning his head in displeasure, and then added: “When it’s my
turn, drop me down a quarry somewhere.”

I removed the plastic, conical beverage
insert from its flimsy red cup holder and cradled it in my
palms.

“Can’t seem to warm up,” I said.

Other folks were hiding out in the
kitchenette as well, but they managed to find their way out as if
Rogier had psychically asked them to leave; such was the power of
the man’s charisma.

“How many guns did you wear to my Godmother’s
wake?” he asked, once we were alone.

“Two Colts,” I replied, candidly. “How many
do I need?”

“That ought to do it,” he said with a nod.
“Your extracurricular activities in Nottingham don’t concern me
enough to jerk a knot in your cape.”

“The Superman thing again?”

“What, you don’t like Big Blue?” he asked.
“When I was a kid, I had a stack of his comic books—this high. But
you know what always stood out to me about him? I never found him
all that brave; he was just invincible. How courageous do you have
to be to let bullets bounce off your chest?”

“Fuck if I know,” I said, finding the analogy
ridiculous.

“Watch the language,” he said, and stole a
glance out the door. “I have family here.

“My point is: you may not be bulletproof, but
you’ve got cojones. You always come through in your own inimitable
style, with a string of broken eggs and an omelet that’s usually
worth the mess.”

“How do you figure?”

“This Georges character you killed was
running Highbury as a Jabberwocky front, right under the nose of
the hospital board. He supplied bootleg blood and organs to at
least fifteen clients worldwide. Arkwright was a safe house for
Jabberwocky operators, whom he subsidized with misappropriated
government funds and finances embezzled from wealthy patients.

“Thanks to you, the Victorian Ring has some
promising new leads. MI5 and the British Home Secretary are sharing
the laurels in the good fight against corruption, and to
Marlborough House I look like a latter-day prophet for sending you
to England in the first place.”

For some reason, Rogier’s soft-soap felt like
eels under my skin. I knew he was laying it out in lavender, and he
had to notice I wasn’t taking the compliment.

The funeral director stuck his head in the
door and cleared his throat, trying to snag Rogier’s attention.

“I have to take care of this,” he said,
tonguing a coffee splash from his hand as he gave the director the
‘one-minute’ sign. “We’ll finish this conversation somewhere more
suitable.”

After he’d left, I stood there so long I
hardly noticed the coffee had chilled in my palms.

I sat down in an empty court of folding
chairs, polishing my hands in an attempt to rub warmth back into
them. Around me, family members and lifelong friends talked, and
laughed, and cried while I tried to ignore the gnawing in my belly
and the gelid marrow in my bones. I thought about the methadone,
and the relief it had afforded—however costly and temporary.
Feeling good, even if it was a false chemical high, seemed like a
fondly remembered vacation. My dealer was in the house, and
probably had some of the good stuff on him, but his watchdog took a
seat in the row behind me before I decided to hit him up for a
fix.

Aroha crossed her sculpted, naked arms over
the chair beside me; the peppery scent of clove oil spiced her dark
skin.

“Did you know her?” she asked, nodding toward
the coffin. It was an innocent and honest question, but coming from
Aroha King it might’ve been a prelude to Armageddon.

“No,” I answered, resisting the impulse of a
combative reply or cynical tone. “You?”

She shook her head. “I don’t even know Mr.
Rogier, except through Theodore … Dr. Deacon. Matilda, I think her
name was. I was told she practically raised him. She was 91, and
had her whole family around her when she died. What else could you
ask for?”

Her bold, black eyes drew a watery cloud as
she looked away from me, and I her. I suppose she regretted she’d
never meet such a benevolent end—that none of us would.

“I guess I should visit the casket before
they close it up,” I said, actually wanting to just a little
more than I wanted to see a tear spill down Aroha’s cheek.

As I was about to get up and sidle through an
aisle of chairs, I saw the redhead give her coat to a front-door
attendant, and stayed where I was.

“I don’t apologize for who I am,” Aroha said,
speaking to me without really targeting me with her voice.

I looked back at her, and saw the person whom
Deacon trusted and cared for like a daughter. My opinion of her
changed that moment. I figured whatever had aggravated her about me
had passed—maybe she just didn’t want to fight anymore.

“It’s a good way to be,” I replied, and then
chanced a glance to the front of the parlor.

I noticed Tanya hugging Rogier, presumably
regretting her tardiness as well as offering her condolences. While
Rogier introduced her to the lingering members of his adopted
family, she spied me across the room, and immediately looked
away.

“Who’s the tall slice of strawberry pie?”
Aroha asked.

“Technically, my boss,” I told her. “Used to
be a friend of mine.”

“Clemons, right? She’s a director general or
something,” Aroha said without taking her eyes off her. “Great
legs.”

Deacon came from behind the chair assembly
with his bearskin tossed over a beefy arm.

“I didn’t realize you were still here,” he
said while consulting his wristwatch. “Ms. King and I are going out
for bite. Join us?”

“Appreciate the offer,” I began, “but I’d
probably eat the whole left side of the menu.”

But that wasn’t true. Ever since the night
I’d found myself in the drink, chomping on moss and frog guts, my
appetite had steadily eroded in inverse proportions to my hunger.
Even whisky had lost its appeal.

“You could stand to put on some weight,”
Aroha said.

“Come with us,” Deacon encouraged. “It’s my
night to pick up the check.”

“Some other time,” I said, giving my final
refusal as tactfully as I knew how.

“Suit yourself,” Aroha said, and made for the
front door.

“What’s her problem again?” I asked
Deacon.

The big man shuffled his coat to his other
arm. “You’re not the man she took you to be. I think she’d like it
if the two of you were mates. Look, you do what you want, but don’t
let your first impression of Ms. King be your last.”

I left the funeral home that night while
Tanya was looking the other way, on the off-chance she’d rethink
the cold-shoulder and try to talk to me. But I didn’t head straight
for my hotel; I didn’t even get into my car. Instead, I headed down
the closest boulevard on foot until gradually the street lamps
disappeared and the night submerged me in the frozen, unbroken
darkness. I wanted to see just how much colder I could become, how
much I could stand. Like the virulent, unappeasable hunger tearing
through my guts, I wondered just how much my hyperborean coldness
had to do with the weather.

When I’d first come to live with Michael, I’d
wandered off into the wilderness half-hoping to meet my end so I
wouldn’t have to live without Papa. Since then my life had been a
series of wanderings, some with purpose others without, but each
tempered with a death wish. It now seemed clear I was no good any
other way. When bullets were whizzing and blood was pouring, I was
golden. I was only truly comfortable with my heart pumping like a
blast furnace; comfortable because I knew what to expect. But when
things got quiet, the natural inclination of my restive mind was
toward introspection and tedious self-diagnosis, which always
muddied the waters of my reflection. Even now, I reasoned, I was
tormenting myself with the same damn questions that were as old as
they were unanswerable.

I looked up to watch a window of clouds break
apart on a harvest moon, gilding the luster of the new-fallen snow
with its soft, honey glow. An old factory of some kind, previously
covered by darkness, formed an ugly sky-cut outline to the left of
the hill I’d descended. Across the street, a chain-link fence
divided urban from rural as it held a sickly grove of trees at bay.
There were no houses or vehicles, nor anything else substantive to
define my surroundings. Except for a shik-shik sound coming
from the fence, there were no noises either. I stepped off the road
and followed the sound. There was no wind, so whatever was making
the clatter was probably a living thing—something I could kill to
take the edge off of my deviant hunger. As I kicked through an icy
medley of rubbish and leaves, I saw the thing move against the base
of the fence. The clouds had soaked up the moon again, leaving me
to discern nothing but the most rudimentary of shapes.

It was the size of a cat, and I mistook it
for such at first; a feral, flea-infested alley cat with one of its
legs caught in some kind of snare. It thrashed against the chain
links with increasing desperation the closer I came. I focused my
vision, depriving sound and scent to provide a clearer picture, and
discovered a sow raccoon bound to the fence by a forepaw twisted in
a nest of discarded electrical wire. In her attempt to get free,
she had gnawed the offending foot down to the skeleton.

I stared down at the masked little thing,
frantically using whatever strength she had left to escape her
bonds and thus escape me. Then, her panic subsided like a tin-toy
winding down until only her slat-ribbed sides vaulted in and out
from the exertion. When a wild animal is so weak and so tired that
it stops trying to get away from man, it has surrendered to
death.

“You’re in a fix, matšêšköme,” I said,
calling her by her Cheyenne name and squatting next to her among
the litter of frosted beer cans and newspapers.

She looked at me with her ears down, her
frail body hunkered as low as her bound appendage would allow. Her
greenish eyes caught lights I didn’t know were there, and regarded
me with submissive disdain. There was purity in those eyes that
spoke of chaste wildness and the clean animal nature that put men’s
religiosities and self-defined virtues to shame.

I took out my knife, and leaned into the
raccoon. There was no satisfaction to be had from taking her life,
but neither was there any reason to let it continue. I positioned
the tip of the blade under its gray breast and had almost pushed
too far to turn back when something made me stop short of blood.
Without making a fuss, the pitiful thing waited for me to finish
her, even wanting me to it seemed, but I turned the Bowie a little
higher and lopped off the dead paw instead.

As I stepped away, the little bandit slowly
came out of her trance and took a hobbling step away from the black
snarl and her former foot. Then her ears pricked up and she
scuttled down the fence line in search of passage back to the
trees. I calculated the odds of her survival, being down to three
limbs as she was, and decided whatever happened to her would be a
kinder fate than starvation tethered to a steel garbage corral.

Snowflakes filled the air again as I
considered turning on my heel and striking back the way I’d come.
The chill of night had proven not to be a contributing factor to
the steadfast cold that had entrenched me. I felt no different than
I had inside the funeral parlor, except for a nagging sensation
that took me a minute to nail down. It was a feeling that would’ve
smacked of betrayal if I’d believed for one minute that Rogier
wasn’t coming for me.

I peered up the hill, through ivory-flecked
darkness and felt my neck hairs spike. I couldn’t see or hear
Rogier, even the scent of his Bay Rum was absent, but I knew he was
there and why he’d followed me.

“Let’s finish that conversation now,” I said
in a ringing voice that snapped through the stillness and
ricocheted against the high factory walls.

Back on the Highway 11 overpass, Rogier had
convinced me if I ever needed to be killed, he’d see to it himself,
up close and personal. As I waited for a reply, I thought of how
disappointed I was going to be if that whole spiel had been a
dog-and-pony show. No answer from word or bullet came down the
silent street, so I tossed open my blazer and cross-drew both Colts
from my shoulder rig, sticking them into the darkness as a manifest
invitation to battle. I called upon the eyes of brother owl, to
translate the blackness into his spectrum of gray, but he didn’t
seem to listen.

My vision wouldn’t shift into those misty
hues of slate and silver because my night guardian was no longer at
my beck and call, and neither was the rattler, who would not lend
his pits to render blood into a heat signature. My helpers had been
vanquished by a much crueler spirit, one whose relationship with me
wasn’t fraternal, but feudal. The Windigo was miserly with its
power and it told me in a voice subtle as frostbite that no boon—no
matter how small—would be granted until its hunger had been
satiated.

I mopped the hearing from my ears, the smell
from my nostrils and the taste from my tongue, draining those
senses to the dregs to reconfigure their energies into nocturnal
sight. The bulk of the shadows washed into the color of smoke until
I could see the street as through a shroud of fog.

“Come on, Dan, I know it’s after five,” I
said, citing our stupid parking meter joke. “Even an old spook like
you should’ve been able to bird-dog me by now.”

The snow kept coming faster and fatter. It
glazed the asphalt with white icing as the broad, green hood of a
late model sedan crawled over the hill’s brow with its headlamps
off and windows down. Plumes of exhaust were fanning from its rear,
and behind the windshield were the shapes of two passengers up
front and more in the back. It looked as if Rogier had procured
some extra talent for the job, and I wondered if T.H. Deacon and
Ms. King had come along for the ride. Long guns came through the
back and passenger side windows.

I thumbed down the safety switches on my .45s
and lit up the night with one in each hand, blowing holes through
driver and passenger side glass before they returned the volley
with the sharp, mechanized chatter of automatic weapons. The
headlamps blazed on and drew me into their spotlight as I tumbled
for the open ditch to my left. One of numerous bullets cut a gutter
through my beard and burned a narrow swath across my neck. I
emptied my Colts into the car as it passed.

There were three gunmen shooting from the
back seat. The first was hanging out the window, hosing down the
embankment with a Mac-10, hitting everything except me. His aim
might have been considerably better if his accomplice hadn’t wedged
himself right next to him, greedily crowding him out for the fatal
shot. The third shooter sat out the window on the other side,
cycling his weapon with the roof to steady his aim. The bullets
threw up stitches of jetsam and earth in front of me, but in the
wildness and uncertainty of darkness and motion, none of them
proved accurate. The slides of my Colts stood ajar, and from the
flat of my back I saw the ‘79 Regal go into a skid.

The hill wasn’t very steep or high, and the
spinout couldn’t have lasted any longer than our exchange of
bullets, but as I watched the tires slip and spin over the fresh,
wet snow, I saw a pickup instead of a sedan. Inside, a man, a
woman, and a baby were fighting for their lives. A werewolf claw
raked through the top of the cab as a series of .45 reports
smothered the upholstery with blood. The winding, icy country lane
swerved into a hairpin curve, but the truck didn’t. The woman
screamed and clutched her infant son as rubber and steel buoyed on
the air, and flipped into wreckage down a wooded ravine. It was a
memory I’d kept buried for ten years, one that I’d promised to take
to my casket unremembered—not the accident itself, but the fact it
hadn’t really been an accident at all.

My whole body felt gorged with cold pigswill,
like every pore of my skin was about to puke. I felt like I was
hemorrhaging inside my head, and the truth about what had
really happened that night obscured what was transpiring
around me. The attack car had skidded to a sideways, off-road halt,
and the men inside were about to commence phase two.

Fortune had delivered the Windigo a
five-course meal, and he didn’t appreciate me ignoring it. There
came a violent, mad screeching in my head, spurring me from
catalepsy to tear at my ears from the pain. It was like murder of
crows had been miraculously stuffed into my skull, and the uproar
drove away every consideration except how to make them stop
screaming. On that point alone I was lucid. The Snow-Walker had
secured my attention in spades, and as soon as I started to reload
the horrible cawing began to fade.

Having come to the funeral ready for a fight,
I was in no shortage of ammunition—although the extra magazines I’d
brought represented the last of my silver bullets.

If I’d been my own master, I probably would
have killed myself at that moment, confident that I had truly
earned whatever damnation was reserved for men who kill their own
families. But I was the Windigo’s weapon now, a pawn to be played
at its icy pleasure. It was voracious enough to dismiss stratagem
altogether, preferring me to fight from the open street rather than
allowing me to vanish into the gloom and subtract piecemeal from
the ranks of my better-armed foes. The Windigo must have forgotten
that its host did not wear a red S or a golden lightning bolt
across his chest.

I rose from the rampart of my ditch, dusted
up and down with dirty snow and random bits of litter clinging to
my wounds and hair. The man on the passenger side of the car was
slouched against the door with the contents of his broken head
thickening in the cold. The driver, a heavy Hispanic with bulbous
lips limped around the hood of his Chrysler with a knock-off
version of a Kalashnikov rifle in his hand. The three who’d vied
for a back-seat kill were uninjured.

The rooftop gunner was a svelte, bald fellow
with a chiseled chin and the searching eyes of a hawk. The other
two were older than he, the first with a long equine face and a
five o’clock shadow. The squirrelly looking man who’d fought him
for the window had droopy eyes, a mealy brown moustache, and a
shock of hair like a bird’s nest. If these were Victorian Ring hit
men, they’d been outsourced from the pen, but they smelled more
like Black Cross stooges. I could see them better than they could
see me—they hadn’t even placed me yet—but that would change once I
squeezed the triggers again.

I announced myself by firing without the
slightest thread of cover against their weapons; they, of course,
had a car for a barricade. I would’ve taken aim at Hawkeye first if
I’d had my preference, but it was the driver who was beginning to
pick me out of the shadows. Two to his chest put him under the
beams of the weakening headlamps, and put me back on center stage.
Hawkeye grinned as he brought his H&K alongside his face; he
was in no itching hurry, half concealed as he was behind the rear
fender. The other two began to fire-for-effect, their muzzle
flashes turning the street into a discothèque and the air around me
into a choir of killer bees with full metal jackets.

I shot the man with the five o’clock shadow
right in his horsy face; I’m sure I saw his teeth fly out the back
of his head. From the foolhardy position the Windigo had chosen for
me, there wasn’t enough time to dispatch the other two. The
squirrelly guy was dispensing ordnance like the Battle of the
Bulge, and the odds of surviving another second in his bullet
carnival were negligible. Conversely, in the next second, the cool,
measured aim of Hawkeye would also drop me for sure.

For a fraction of an instant so small it
could hardly be called time, I decided to take a head shot from a
competent gunner rather than be chopped into mincemeat by an idiot
with a machine gun. With both Colts speaking as one, I fired into
the idiot; the simultaneous blasts blew him through the open back
door and laid him out on the seat like dinner on the ground. Then
Hawkeye keeled to one side, his fingernails squealing against the
Regal’s green paint as his rifle smacked the pavement.

I hadn’t heard the shot that had dropped
him—I hadn’t really heard any of them, deaf as I’d made myself—but
I knew it hadn’t been my doing. Standing higher on the hill with
his own .45 curling smoke was Rogier. His cheeks were hand-slap
red, and he shivered while he picked his way down the slippery
grade.

The Windigo’s appetite had abated, and I
breathed without the twisting knife of hunger in my spine. As the
evil spirit shrank from my limbs, retreating to its redoubt to
digest its supper, my arms fell numb to my side and my weapons
tumbled to my feet. Back to me, again.

Rogier hadn’t lowered his pistol, but had
trained it on me. For several seconds, our breaths puffed into word
balloons devoid of dialogue. He studied me with steel-blue eyes and
I stared back, blankly.

“You’ve dropped your tools,” he said, the
tremble of cold on his lips. But I had no interest in picking them
up.

“Damn,” he cursed under his breath, and then
checked his sides for danger. “When did you turn psychotic on me?”
His nose crinkled from cold or anger.

“Just shoot,” I said.

“I’m not freezing my balls off out here for
any other reason.” Then he walked closer, close enough for me to
see the snot beading on the tip of his nose. “I don’t like this. I
said I don’t like it!” he shouted as he sniffed and
stretched the muzzle of his Browning between my eyes. “I didn’t lie
to you.” He shook his head.. “I never lied to you.”

“You’ve always been real square,” I
agreed.

“I mean, you were warned more than once.
You’ve got a bloody way of doing things, and I knew that going in,
but you put a bullet through a newborn baby. You tortured road
contractors that have nothing to do with us. Platypus poison in the
Albertan highlands? Did you think I was stupid?”

“So who died and made you Jiminy Cricket?” I
asked. “You’re not looking for an explanation, and the only thing I
could give you is excuses anyway, so do what you came to do. You
get no more argument from me.”

“The Ring can’t afford you anymore, my
friend. Not like this.”

“It’s a hell of a thing, you keeping your
word to me and all,” I said. “I want you to know I think so.”

“Not letting a scumbag like that do you in
isn’t the same thing as saving your life,” he said, nodding at the
bald rifleman whose blood was still soaking holes in the snow. “Not
everyone can appreciate that, but it isn’t something that’s going
to lull me to sleep at night, you know. Probably even regret it
later.”

“Regret?” I said catching a laugh in my
throat. “Nothing this overdue should be regretted.”

My whole head sizzled as slow as burning
whisky, not from my wounds but the filthy secret I’d kept from
myself until tonight. The air became almost too heavy to breathe,
and as I waited for Rogier’s coup de grace, it bore around my
shoulders and crumpled me to the street, where I knelt in
expectation of the headsman’s axe. Whatever portion of mercy there
was for me, I prayed it was in the chamber of Rogier’s pistol.

“I killed my wife and baby,” I croaked,
gagging on the confession—words I hoped would be my last.

“Don’t die with that, of all things,
on your conscience,” Rogier said. “That was one thing that was out
of your hands.”

“I couldn’t kill the Wolf and keep driving at
the same time,” I whimpered as I stretched out on the pavement.
“Joshua was crying and Samantha was screaming: ‘Do something! Do
something!’, and then I figured it out. Before I’d let the
Beast take us, I’d see us all dead. I didn’t even try to make the
corner.”

When I looked up again to demand execution,
Rogier was already walking away.

“Do your goddamn job!” I shrieked after
him.

“Go to Hell,” he called back over his
shoulder.

With palsied hands, scuffed with road chaff
and welted with cold, I scooped up my pistols and tried to point
them at the smudge of darkness he had become, but they were too
heavy and awkward to hold.

As a rule, Native People never subscribed to
the Christian idea of eternal damnation—the Cheyenne certainly
didn’t—but as Rogier dissolved to black against my pleas to turn
around, he left me right where he’d told me to go. I was in a
circle of Hell that had awaited my arrival for a decade.







Chapter IX

 


In the turbid, strung-together moments
between Rogier’s departure and the coming of squad cars, I
appraised the silent, graying corpses with morbid interest. The
flesh of my assailants assumed the pallor of pork as their blood
cut gullies of pottage through the snow. The broken vault of the
passenger’s skull looked like an open kettle of steaming stew,
while the horse-faced man’s brains lay across the snow like
dainties in raspberry crème. Banquet of death—that’s the phrase
that kept coming to me, like I was browsing a cafeteria selection
instead of a crime scene. The longer I surveyed the spread, the
quicker my hunger returned and the fiercer it became. It roiled in
my stomach like a carboy of hot acid until the smell of coppery,
tart death tempted me off my knees. It was like being in the pond
again, sucking down frog and moss. The fare wasn’t as sour this
time, but sweet and salty like potted meat. The morsels were firm
at first, bursting like caviar, but then degraded to the texture of
stringy mutton. The bright, sterile sound of approaching sirens
shot through me, pulling me back from the edge before I could
actually swallow. With a cup of regurgitated coffee hard on its
heels, I disgorged the bloody mash and moved away from my kill.

With blood turning to jelly in my whiskers, I
fled from the advancing police lights, ducking through a break in
the chain-link fence, and racing back to the funeral parlor like a
fox pursued by hounds and red-frocks. I felt as if I’d been robbed
of something rightfully mine, like a kill by any other name, like
venison felled by a rifle. But a spark of humanity still burned in
the dark, and that obstinate shard of conscience was appalled by
the ghoulish taste on my palate. It was the only reason I ran
away.

In a lot behind a filling station near the
Michigan border, I curled up in the back seat of my rental car,
convinced that Rogier had called the cops and that they might be
waiting for me at the motel. Maybe Rogier, lacking the gumption to
kill me, had decided the best place for me was back in Massauga, a
place I was determined to never see again.

I lay in the dark, shivering under my suit
coat blanket and hurting all over. My mind was still trying to
process that I’d deliberately killed the two people I’d loved most,
so even before I fell asleep, the nightmares were already jockeying
for position. Once I had succumbed to them, the chronic sensation
of being rocked returned as did the hard taste of tar. The images
of this recurring dream were clearer this time, inasmuch as I knew
I was suckling from the swollen, purple nipples of a She-Wolf. Her
acrid milk tasted like kerosene, and although I tried to pull away,
her tit was lodged in my mouth, and she forced me to nurse until
the gall was not so unsavory.

Less ambiguous was the second nightmare of
the evening; this one was brand new. I carried Tanya, slung over my
back up a frosty hill where I tied her to a tree, then undressed
her and fondled her. But my sexual overtures had no designs on
conventional or even prurient release. Instead, I laid a knife to
her alabaster skin, scored her slight, white shoulder and began to
peel the hide. I rolled the flesh sleeve down into the hollow of
her arm; her screams were hideous. She wailed and pleaded as my
blade slipped into the fine curve of her neck, but these sounds
were salacious cries of passion, enticing me to fill my belly with
her soft meat—urging me on to climax. This was love, I reasoned; no
truer form of intimacy could exist. But the advance of hunters and
the baying of their dogs thwarted our affair. I felt no shame as I
retreated from the hill, but rather felt cheated.

The dream ended there, dispelled by the
demands of a full bladder and a crop of freezing sweat. I uncoiled
from a huddle of arms and knees, and the tack of my cheek wound
peeled from the upholstery. My own respiration had created a frozen
fog inside the car windows, which forced me to scratch through the
ice to look outside. Instead of finding the police dragnet I’d
half-anticipated, there was only unoccupied darkness. Stooped by
the pangs and stiffness in my bones, I exited the back seat and
withdrew the Colt from my waistband to make unzipping easier. As I
faced the darkness for relief, I felt the demon stretch into my
arms, putting me on like a sweater. Without provocation, I raised
the Colt and fired straight ahead into the night, seemingly at
nothing.

My mind barely had an opportunity to question
it before I caught a whiff of the Beast. In that moment, I knew the
Windigo and I had something in common: We both hated werewolves.
Its hatred exploded through my body, painful and ecstatic, and it
left me weak in the knees, as though the bullet I’d fired had been
molten ejaculate. I could only guess the Windigo detested the Beast
as a rival spirit, perhaps an internecine enemy with whom it had
competed for ages in some ethereal, occult war. Whatever their
history, or lack thereof, it was obvious the Windigo had only meant
to feed itself with Wolf flesh, not to save my life.

With both .45s at the ready, I followed the
strangling, spitting sounds coming from my unseen target. I zeroed
in on the zest of its blood to find it sprawled in the snow beside
some railroad tracks like a black cutout pasted on white felt. My
wadcutter had torn out one whole side of its throat, leaving the
head half connected and temporarily alive. The Wolf tried to move,
but its head listed and nearly folded against its shoulder. From
the chest down, it descended to its human disguise, but from the
neck up it retained its dominant form, making it look like some
secondary, mythological creature. With the call of nature still
upon me, I took advantage of the situation to address the Wolf in
terms it was sure to understand.

By the time I’d finished marking my territory
its grayish coat had declined enough to reveal a pair of ocher,
doll-like shoes hanging against its chest by the laces. The Wolf
tried to catch me by the arm as I snapped the rotting shoelaces and
gathered the stained little things between my fingers; its limbs
were too frail to make more than a bungled attempt.

“Want their bodies back?” it cackled
through a perforated windpipe, seemingly bringing all its energy to
bear just to speak.

They were baby boots—were Joshua’s
baby boots; the one’s he’d been buried with. I stared at my son’s
shoes, bronzed with time and earth, and squeezed them. They were so
tiny I could barely imagine feet so small; feet that, because of
me, had never learned to walk or ride a bicycle. It took every drop
of discipline I had left not to kill the Wolf outright and then do
myself after.

Gritting its fangs in a saw-toothed smile,
the half-Wolf hissed through the bloody cracks in its teeth,
savoring my turmoil like a last cigarette. I was wearing the same
triumphant look—delighting myself with its pain. The irony helped
grease the gears of an old, familiar apparatus—one that milled pain
into hatred.

Risking its dying bite, I curled the fingers
of one hand around the remains of its throat and closed my fist
around it. With the other hand, I produced the Bowie and inserted
the blade precisely between its anus and scrotum. Its huge,
disproportioned head lolled backward, opening like a sideways Pez
dispenser. Its larynx pulled apart and sputtered like a ruptured
water line as hairless hands struggled against the knife’s slow,
ratcheting path through its privates. With deteriorating strength,
its hands groped and slipped against mine, smearing its own gore
over my knuckles. It became all the frailer as the knife divided
its testes. I made no quick work of the Wolf, but split it to the
sternum an inch at a time. I gloated in its wet, muted screams as
its viscera squirmed out like great, segmented worms. Almost giddy,
I smiled as they gathered into stinking, sweltering piles on either
side of its waist.

It was I, not the Windigo, who was
responsible for the carbolic hatred that now rushed through my
arteries, and I knew in an instant—having sampled both brands—that
mine was stronger. I remembered the preacher who’d once touted
human evil over the Devil’s, and he’d been right. For all our
limitations, human beings have a capacity for malevolence that
exceeds the standards of Hell. That’s what boiled beneath the
trappings. Beneath the Jabberwocky, the Victorian Ring, and the
Windigo—was the Feud. It was as truculent and potent as it
had been the night I sent my wife and son to their death in an
attempt to steal the Beast’s victory. Hatred that strong could
never be quenched, and it ducked its head to no one.

I pushed my hands through draperies of
werewolf flesh, deep into the wild frieze of its entrails. They
wriggled like smoldering coils of pudding in shark-skin sacks as I
raised them across my shoulders and tucked the blood-gorged lower
tract under my chin. The hydrochloric acid of its stomach, rolled
down my back, stinging my flesh and scalding the bullet scuff at my
neck.

“I’m coming for you, Pietro!” I shouted,
shouldering lobes of opalescent intestine in homage to the Monster
Slayer, who’d taught me that heroes get bloody.

I’d found epiphany in the guts of a Wolf.
This was my war, and I resented the Windigo’s intrusion.
When I’d forfeited my will back in the asylum, the demon had
promised to help me kill Georges as terms of my allegiance, but
Graf Rudolf had done the job himself. That’d nullified the contract
as far as I was concerned, and made the Windigo a trespasser. The
real question was how to evict it before I succumbed to its
anthrophagous appetites.

I went to the Windsor Marriott that morning,
unarmed and unwashed. Walking through its finery and garnering
scornful stares from its manicured clientele, I felt like some
article of refuse that had blown in from the gutter. Adjoining the
lobby with its spotless marble floors, polished brass, and
outcroppings of potted ferns, was the in-house restaurant. The
smell of salmon, cheeses, and hollandaise sauce from the brunch
buffet turned my stomach and forced me to take evasive olfactory
action by numbing that particular sense. Dividing the tables from
the foyer was a decorative half-brick wall and sign that asked
patrons to, “Wait to be seated.” I scanned the dining area for
Rogier and found him alone in a corner booth.

The restaurant staff regarded me with mixed
reactions—some pity but mostly disgust—as I breached seating
etiquette and proceeded to Rogier’s table with my palms out. He saw
me coming of course, and after noticing my empty hands he gathered
his own fingers into a peak, calmly shaking his head in a gesture
somewhere between disbelief and disapproval. A balding,
bespectacled gentleman wearing a signature tag that identified him
as management approached from my left and insisted I leave at
once.

“This area is for hotel guests and paying
customers only,” he said. “There are no leftovers for you
here.”

The urge to jerk out his pompous tongue was
strong, but not indomitable; so I thrust my hand into my pocket and
stuffed a wadded $100 note next to the silk kerchief flowering from
his double-breasted jacket. Rogier dismissed the man with a nod,
and he seemed eager to comply.

Rogier unlaced his fingers and turned them
out in a “What the fuck?” kind of gesture before lacing them back
together.

“Answer me one thing,” I said, quietly. “Was
clipping me your idea or the Secretariat’s?”

He seemed puzzled but unshaken by my untimely
appearance. It was as plain as the rye toast on his plate that he
hadn’t expected to see me again.

“If you’re going to sit down, then do it, and
stop showing me your hands like I’m a stickup man,” he said,
pointing with his eyes to a table whose occupant’s curiosity had
been aroused. “Jesus, man, you’ve even got blood on your
teeth.”

I slid into the semi-circular booth as
parties from nearby tables decided whatever was happening at ours
wasn’t as interesting as another trip to the buffet.

“I don’t think we have anything to say to
each other,” he said, spearing browned potatoes onto his fork. “And
this isn’t a good day for pretending we do.”

“If last night was your call—that is if it’s
your decision whether I stay or go, then I have something that
might change your mind.”

“I thought I’d already changed my
mind,” he said. “What is this, an apology?”

I shook my head. “Contract negotiation.”

“Your balls get a little bigger every day,
don’t they?” he whispered, sliding the hash browns into his mouth.
I looked away from the sight.

“Alright,” he said. “For the sake of argument
let’s say I’d be receptive to that. How do I know I wouldn’t be
writing my own obituary? Your whole life is based on a grudge.”

“If I’d wanted to, I could’ve shot you in the
back last night,” I said, checking the volume of my voice.

“And I could have squeezed one into your
face,” he replied in like manner.

“Exactly,” I said. “The point kind of makes
itself. I want to make reparations by proving I’m not more trouble
than I’m worth.”

“That’s a line you’ve walked before,” he
said, “and crossed. You’re hard as coffin nails James, but if
you’ll forgive my saying so you don’t hold an edge very well. Look
at it from my perspective; you may be a tough old cowboy with
hard-knock street smarts, but you’re not a trained operator. Nine
times out of ten your emotions take the lead and, forgive me again,
but whatever your father may have told you, anger is not a
plus-point.”

He was giving me the straight dope, and I
took the pain in the nerve he’d hit. “Keep going,” I said.

“You speak a little French and some Cheyenne,
but you’re not exactly multilingual. That’s almost a prerequisite
in this line of work. You have some basic investigative skills, but
you’re not computer-savvy or current with technology. Would you
know one end of a surveillance camera from the other? You carry the
same weapons you did in Vietnam, for Christ’s sake.” Then he paused
and shook his head again. “That’s not even my point.”

“I think I get it,” I said. “I wouldn’t know
the first thing about setting up a wiretap, or cracking a code—but
you knew that a long time ago. You brought me on board because I’m
a wing-and-a-prayer artist; a crowbar in your toolbox. You don’t
use a scalpel to dig in the dirt.”

“What you are is a wrecking ball,” he
corrected, “and lately, you have the conscience of a natural
disaster.”

“And Simon Girty was big on conscience was
he? Tell me you don’t have use for a wrecking ball.”

“Girty was discreet,” he parried. “He didn’t
leave spectacular messes to clean up.”

There wasn’t much I could say to that, so I
leaned back from the table with my hands in my lap, trying to
decide if the conversation could be salvaged.

“Why didn’t you go through with it?” I asked,
at last. “What made you walk away?”

Rogier wiped his mouth and then tossed the
napkin next to his plate. I knew the man well enough to know he’d
asked himself the same question. We stayed quiet while the group at
the next table gathered their coats and vied for the bill. Once
they’d cleared out and had left us with a comfortable buffer zone,
he pushed his coffee cup out for a refill.

“You want some coffee or something?” he
asked, as casually as if we’d been discussing something as detached
as Libyan air strikes. I shook my head.

“Before I say anything else,” he began, “I
have to know if what you told me about your family last night was
true.”

The expression on my face must’ve satisfied
his question, and he nodded. “I don’t know what to do with that,”
he admitted, clicking his tongue. “But when you were on your knees
telling me about it, the only thing I could I picture was your son
and how you might’ve saved him from a worse death than the one he
got.

“Working for Interpol I kind of acquired a
soft spot for kids. I saw them packed into cargo pods and smuggled
through port authorities in conditions not fit for a kennel. Kids
young enough to be in diapers used as sweatshop labor or made to
carry rifles in wars you never heard of. I mean, I saw it all.

“Then a few months ago, when you hit Titus, I
found out about a little boy who was kept as a slave in the same
house where his family was murdered. He was too young to really
remember his folks when the people who killed them took charge of
him. For six years he ate what they tossed down the stairs, only
coming up when they wanted him for things too sick to mention at
the table. When he was old enough to pick up an axe handle, they
used him to keep other slaves in line, and all the while he doesn’t
even know his real name.”

“It was the kid’s real home, eh?” I asked,
remembering the grubby little wastrel from the Henning Street
cellar.

“They found his mom and dad in a
sub-basement, along with some other stuff I don’t want to go into
right now. That’s why I didn’t close you down last night; I
couldn’t kill the man who’d liberated that little boy. That’s two
children now that you’ve saved.”

“Kill enough dragons and you’re bound to
rescue someone,” I said. “Where does that leave you and me?”

“I’m a prisoner of my own damn principles,”
he said, and then stopped to thank the waitress for warming his
coffee.

“I didn’t expect to have to make another
decision about you,” he continued as she sauntered off. “After last
night I figured one way or another I’d be shut of you, and
eventually the Black Cross would do my job for me; them or one of
your Roxy-type friends. Sure you don’t want to get up and walk out
of here right now? I won’t come looking for you.”

“I’ve come way too far to hang up my spurs
now,” I said.

“Then I guess the next question I have to ask
is where you’ve been the last two-and-a-half months.”

“Maybe you haven’t noticed my new scars, but
I can use my left pect as a cup holder. Highbury took a good chunk
out of my ass,” I said. “I didn’t exactly get inside on my own
steam either.”

“So the haircut wasn’t your idea?”

“Things got a little rowdy,” I replied. “I
woke up marinated in blood crust. Guess I killed three of the men
who tried to bring me in.”

“All told, you killed ten people in
Nottingham—most of them civilians. Know who you missed?” he asked,
while adding a splash of cream to his cup.

“Cesar Christie,” I said, only because I
didn’t remember seeing him die.

“You know who he is?” Rogier asked.

I shook my head. “Just that he was like
fighting the Bismarck.”

“You tore into one another like pit-bulls,”
he said. “I saw the closed circuit footage. Cesar’s an
international player, and a follower of Brazilian Quimbanda. His
reputation as a knife fighter is practically legendary in Sao
Paulo. He used to protect the African interests of a big diamond
conglomerate. Ever heard of blood diamonds? Dark Continent revenue
that finance warlords in Angola and Sierra Leone. Anyway, the
Jabberwocky must have recruited him because that’s definitely him
on the security tape. Somewhere after you brained him with the copy
machine, the video feed got lost, so all we know is his body never
turned up.

“You said you had something to negotiate
with,” he said. “I’m willing to get amnesia about a few things, but
not out of the kindness of my heart.”

So I played my hand, and I told him about
Graf Rudolf, his role in Georges’ death, and how he’d saved my
life. I told him about our lively first meeting at Ye Olde Trip
to Jerusalem, and his loyalty to the Orthodox Church. And I
told him that Pietro was, in fact, Peter Stubbe—I spilled the beans
about almost everything except for the demon sheltering inside me.
A story like that isn’t easy to tell but, judging from Rogier’s
skeptical mien, it was harder to hear. He listened to my account
with the sort of droop-eyed indifference with which I’d seen adults
weather the banal ramblings of excited youngsters; not exactly
disbelieving but blasé nonetheless. I suppose his years of running
counter-intelligence and supervising black bag operations had
inoculated him against dramatic tales from the field. But, when I
got to the part about how Pietro was reputed to be the top rung on
the Jabberwocky ladder, a light came on in his eyes.

“Back up a jump,” he said, rewinding the air
with one finger. “What did you say the last name of this Catherine
person was? The one the knight told you the Jabberwocky was based
on?”

“Montvoisin,” I said again, “aka, La Voisin.
Tia Gordon also used it to refer to the Jabberwocky.”

“Right,” Rogier said, nodding as if he’d
solved a line in a puzzle. “Remember the attaché case we found at
the hotel in Vancouver? The one with the four page grocery list
with the targets’ names all jumbled in a weird anagram code? There
were parenthetical notations after some of the entries, and they
were always the same. CSS decryption analysts decided it meant, La
Voisin.”

“That ought to buy Rudolf some credibility
with you,” I said.

He agreed with the slow freeze of a confident
grin.

“Let’s say, for the moment, we’re not just
thinking out loud,” I continued. “If Pietro is who Rudolf says he
is, and he controls La Voisin, serving him up should buy me out of
hawk, with some change to spare.”

“I’m going to need more than your good
intentions,” he said. “So, unless you know where he is …”

“We both know where he is,” I reminded him.
“Some place called Dismas.”

“That’s right,” he mused, “the letter. He’s
waiting for you.”

“Like bait on a hook,” I said. “I think he
has Sam and Josh’s bodies.”

The previous evening’s clemency aside, I had
Rogier pegged as a hard ass with drop-forged nerves. But he was a
realist too, and I’d never known ego to cloud his judgment. He
knew, like Graf Rudolf did, I was his best chance of finding
Stubbe.

“OK,” he finally said after a protracted
silence. “I’ll put you back on the roster. I decide who
works for me.” His expression was a mask of deliberation as he
placed his utensils into his empty plate.

“Today,” Rogier continued, “I want you to
head out for Ottawa, to the St. Ives; dress your wounds, change
your clothes. I’ve got a phone conference with Griffin Pretorius
tomorrow night. I’ll have him come in and meet you at the club, and
then he can give you the rundown.”

“On what?” I asked.

“Things found at the Titus house that I don’t
want to talk about today,” he said. “Until I’ve had a chance to
digest this Pietro thing, I’ve got a job fit for a wrecking ball.
Griffin’s been doing the legwork on it, so he can brief you better
than I can.”

“How long will it take him to get to the
club?” I asked. “I need a little bullet-making time. Reloading
supplies, a casting furnace, silver bars—stuff I didn’t think to
pack before my house burned down.”

“You won’t need that kind of bullet on
this next trip, but I’ll see what I can do,” he said, picking up
his check. “You can pay for those supplies from your Tia Gordon
proceeds which, by the way, Alexandretta is holding in escrow.”

“His bad luck you didn’t kill me, I suppose,”
I said, wryly. “He could’ve pocketed the whole payday.”

“No one knew anything about my intentions for
you, but me,” he said softly, but sternly. “Not Alexandretta, not
Griffin, no one.”

Rogier produced his wallet and consulted the
check again, while I fought back a wave of nausea as a waitress
passed by with a tray of roast beef.

“If I can raise the subject,” I said, forcing
myself to swallow the saliva that’d collected in my throat, “what
happened to the road guys I let go? I mean, they told the cops what
happened, eh?” All I really wanted to know was if Michael had been
implicated.

“What’s the difference?” he said, sharply.
“You know, reminding me of that isn’t the best idea you’ve ever
had.”

“I didn’t do it for laughs, Rogier,” I said,
aware that I was approaching some very shaky ground. “Those guys
beat and humiliated a 90-year-old man; the dead ones did
anyway.”

“Michael?” he asked. It was weird to hear
someone else say his name, and I was surprised he remembered
it.

“Suppose someone had done those things to
your godmother,” I said. “Would you have handled it differently
than I did?” Judging from the subtle flush of his cheeks, my point
was well-made.

“I guess I never put Michael and my Mattie in
the same thought before,” he said. “Why didn’t you tell me this
from the beginning?”

“Probably for the same reason you didn’t tell
anyone you were going to take me out; it’s personal. So you tell
me, did I do the smart thing, letting the rest of them go?”

“Whatever you said or did to those men, it
took the Horsemen two days to get an account of what happened.
Thanks to Dr. Deacon the only thing not vague about the whole thing
was the platypus duck poison, but as far as I know your mentor
never figured into it.

“Go to Ottawa,” he said again, and snapped a
key to the St. Ives onto the table. “Take a shower, and brush your
damn teeth. I’ll phone ahead and have whatever you need brought to
the clubhouse. Matilda’s funeral is in a couple of hours and I have
to get ready.”

“Thank you for this, Dan.” To my knowledge it
was the only time I’d ever called him by his Christian name.

“I’ll let you know when or if you’re
welcome,” he said, heading for the door with his coat in hand.

The first time I was ever on a bus—one that
wasn’t painted yellow—it was bound for the Marine Corps Recruiting
Depot on Parris Island, South Carolina. I remember how it felt to
watch the Rockies fade from the horizon, like the world was going
to drop off sharp at any moment. The last bus I’d taken was headed
north with the stain of Diego’s blood under my nails—the second leg
of a journey that would culminate in a rendezvous with the Windigo.
Going to war and later submitting to powers more awful than my
understanding had been deliberate decisions, and on both occasions
I’d been doing what I thought necessary. But this time, as the
Greyhound carried me toward Ottawa, I wasn’t feeling quite so
righteous.

In a way it was like coming out of Massauga
again, starting from square one, trying to prove to everyone and
myself I didn’t belong in a penitentiary or a coroner’s meat
locker. On that score it was hard to play devil’s advocate, because
I knew better, and during the 700-klik trip to the capital I had
plenty of time to agonize over the reasons why. Topping the list
was the intentional crash that’d killed Samantha and Joshua. Small
wonder I studied suicide during the weeks and months after their
deaths. It wasn’t only grief that had coaxed a .45 bore into my
mouth, but remorse so deadly my mind found a way to suppress the
fact it ever happened. Survival mechanism, I guess.

It used to be I couldn’t cry. Back then,
tears were as foreign to me as fear. These days, I’d forgotten what
it was like to smile, and I was learning some hard truths about the
nature of terror. Those emotions—indexed as “weakness” by my
Papa—proved my soul was not as calloused as I’d convinced myself,
and the tenacious little fire was stronger than I’d supposed.

 


On the third floor of the battered brownstone
overlooking the Riviere Rideau, was a wooden crate just off the
service elevator. There was a card tacked to it with a brass key
taped to the other side. It read:

“Pretorius is five days out. Until then,
consider yourself under house arrest; Rogier’s orders. This is the
equipment you asked for. Invoice inside. I’ll drop off the rest of
your money this week. The key is to the upper levels, rooms, tool
shop, etc. Don’t break anything.

“Alexandretta.

“PS: Cohen says to ‘Go fuck yourself.’”

I tossed my duffel bag aside and popped the
crate’s binding straps, revealing a nest of excelsior loaded with
ingots of high-fine silver, a casting furnace, two crucibles, three
bullet molds, six pounds of casting flux, ten boxes of brass
casings, a reloading press and everything else I needed to make a
run of silver ammo. There was even a bag of ten gauge shells,
primers and wadding for my scattergun, Sounder. I looked forward to
a few long, uncomplicated days of working silver.

I showered until the water heater ran dry,
and then spent another hour peeling the beard off my face and
scrubbing out my latest bullet skid. Judging by my reflection in
the bathroom mirror, I must have shed fifteen to twenty pounds in
the last few months. I needed to eat.

The St. Ives’ pantry was always stocked with
food and its deepfreeze with meat, so I cooked a porterhouse and
some egg noodles, stopping to gag only once from the smell.

While training with Michael, I’d often
subsisted on roots and tubers with a side of insects, sometimes for
weeks at a time. As an escaped POW in Vietnam, I’d eaten the
maggots from a water buffalo’s carcass for enough protein to
sustain my strength to run. I approached my steak with the same
state of mind, numbing my palate to the food and enduring the meal
as a necessity rather than a pleasure. I wouldn’t let myself dwell
on the fantasies the Windigo contrived for me: the beef was
actually long pig and the pasta human sweetbreads. Once a man dines
on another’s flesh, there’s no turning back—that’s canon—and I’d
already come about as close as a person could get. I had to
circumvent its appetite any way I could.

Silver melts at almost 1,000 degrees Celsius
and is a notoriously unforgiving metal to work into bullets. To do
it right requires patience and skill, and for three days that was
my focus. The stringency and repetition was cathartic. I’d set up
my workstation in the on-site machine shop on the floor above my
room, and only went downstairs for force-feedings and to sleep.

On the second day, when the casting furnace
had made the room extremely uncomfortable, I went down to the bar
for a stout, which was easier to swallow than lager, and more
soothing that water. I found Alexandretta sitting at one of the
tables, sipping gin with a newspaper spread out in front of him; an
Adidas shoe box held down the curl of the left-hand page.

“That Tia’s bounty?” I asked, tapping a fresh
keg of Guinness.

He looked up from his Ottawa Citizen and
threw back the rest of his Beefeater Gin. “I’ve been here for
thirty minutes,” he said. “I was just about finished with the
science section.”

As my glass of stout turned from chocolate
cream to black, I took the chair across from him and lifted the box
lid.

“How much is here?” I asked, parsing crisp
stacks of brown bank notes from the Birds of Canada series.

“A little under a hundred thousand,” he
answered, “after my twenty percent, expenses and your hobby
equipment.”

“What am I, a drug lord? Who carries around
this kind of cash?”

“Stuff your mattress with it for all I care,”
he said with characteristic, deadpan delivery.

I replaced the cardboard top and sat the box
on the floor.

“Where’s your sidekick, eh?”

“Cohen? Mr. Rogier has him putting out fires
in Maldives; light duty. You want your receipt for the reward?”

“It’s not that I trust you,” I said. “I just
don’t care.”

“Neither of us is much for banter,” he said,
closing his paper, “and I’ve got things to do. Besides, I knew that
in the first five minutes I met you,” he said, picking up his glass
and walking it to the sink.

“You knew what?” I asked with disdain
at what seemed to be an insult.

“Money,” he said, adding his glass to the
dishwasher. “It’s not your motivation.”

“What’s yours?” I asked, realizing that it
would have been beneath Alexandretta’s demure to be overtly
offensive.

He waited to answer, choosing to first take
his coat from the chair as slowly as possible. “I do what Mr.
Rogier tells me,” he said, at last. “And I’d do it even if I earned
just enough to keep the heat on.”

I nodded; no need for him to spell it out.
Whatever I thought of him personally, his loyalty to Rogier seemed
beyond reproach. I had a hunch that, at one time, Alexandretta had
also been given a second chance.

“You know a little bit about everything,
yeah?”

“Define, ‘little bit,’ “ he said,
gathering up his paper.

“Ever make a silencer? Never was much of a
machinist, myself,” I said to counter the questioning look on his
face.

He checked his wristwatch and then finished
putting on his jacket. “I’ll see what I can come up with.”

I’d shut down production for the evening and
had been on the firing range about thirty minutes, testing the
quality of my labors, when Alexandretta returned to the club with a
couple of guests. The first unfamiliar face belonged to a black man
of spare proportions, wearing a green turtleneck sweater and slacks
that missed the color of his exceptionally dark complexion by just
a few shades. He kept his hands in his pockets, comfortable in his
own space, and didn’t marvel at the room like the second guest, who
spread his arms at the enormity of the undivided third floor.

“You guys actually live here?” he
said.

He was a short, lithe aboriginal man with
long hair parted down the middle, gold studs in both ears and a
piece of red vinyl luggage in one hand. The smell of marijuana
smoke was heavy on his leather trench coat as he laid it over one
of the bar stools.

“This is a bad spread,” he said, setting his
case on the bar. “Got a pool table, a bar, and everything.”

There was a brief nonverbal exchange between
Alexandretta and the black gent before the latter removed his coat
and hung it on a wall hook. The Indian looked over at me, clocking
me top to bottom.

“Who’s the mean guy?” he asked
Alexandretta.

“That’s your customer, Jebediah,” he replied.
“The man with the cash.”

“All right,” he said. “You’ve got good taste,
brother. I’ve got just what you need right here.”

I stuck my Colt into the back of my pants and
approached the bar as he opened the lid on his stock.

“Jeb Bear,” he said, reaching for my
hand.

“Let’s see what you’ve got,” I said, forgoing
the handshake.

Beneath the false bottom of his American
Tourister suitcase was a foam-lined compartment, which cradled
eight sound suppressors in custom cut niches.

“How about that?” he said, flattering his own
wares. “You won’t find better merchandise.”

“How about we skip the shuck and jive,” I
said, inspecting the tubes. “I need two, for 1911s. Show me your
pride and joy.”

Before Jeb could answer, Alexandretta reached
in and tapped out a pair. “These,” he said.

“Good eye,” Jeb said. “Those have E.Ve-Tech
baffles inside and shoulders tighter than a virgin’s honey pot. The
threads run against the rifling, so you don’t have to stop and
tighten your shit in the middle of the party.”

“They’ve also got primary expansion
chambers,” Alexandretta added. “Cuts down on first round pop.”

“FRP for short,” Jeb said, as though I needed
it explained. “See, oxygen gets in the can and ignites when you
take your first shot, so the report tends to be a little louder
than the rest. No way around it really, but these sweeties minimize
that shit.”

I removed the silencers from their nooks and
examined the boss threads; I handed one to Alexandretta. “Think
these will do the trick?” I asked.

“As long as you keep to subsonic loads,” he
said, looking through it like a spyglass. “We can cut the threads
easy enough, upstairs.”

“How much?” I asked.

“Since you want the deuce, I’ll make you a
bargain,” and he jotted down a figure on a bar napkin.

“He might as well go through military
channels,” Alexandretta said, eyeing the note.

“These are military,” Jeb said. “Top
of the line, too, and without the paper trail.”

“I’ll take them,” I said, and went to make a
withdrawal from my Adidas vault.

“Now you see,” Jeb said, smiling, “this is
why I like doing business with professionals.”

Alexandretta mouthed a cigarette from his
pack and patted himself down for a lighter as I returned with Jeb’s
money. In the few seconds I’d had my back turned, the black man,
whose name I still hadn’t caught, had taken his hands from his
jacket and positioned himself behind Jeb. A length of white cord
dropped from his sleeve and between his fingers. It was the kind of
rope used to string clothesline, but weighted on one end with a
piece of metal. Alexandretta sucked fire into the tip of his Du
Maurier as Jeb strode forward to accept my payment. He’d barely
finished his step when the lead ball on the end of the cord lobbed
over his right shoulder, around his neck, and into the black man’s
free hand. Jeb had barely brushed the cash with his fingertips
before the lariat tightened against his throat and winched him
backward. He seized a fistful of green sweater and thrashed behind
him, his eyes widening in abject terror as they glared to the
corners for a glimpse of the man strangling him.

“Who else is thirsty?” Alexandretta asked as
the garroter screwed the whipcord into his victim’s hyoid bone.
“Mr. Logan, what are you drinking?”

“Stout,” I answered, watching Jeb’s face
ripen like a giant tomato. The attack had come on so suddenly—even
I hadn’t seen it coming—I wasn’t sure how to read it, but I was
relatively confident that it had little to do with the sale of
contraband. It was also a sharp reminder that I wasn’t as on as I
needed to be.

I was more intrigued with the black fellow’s
lasso skills than I was with the pleading, drowning look in Jeb’s
eyes as they settled on mine. By the time Alexandretta located a
clean pint glass, the execution was over, and the executioner
lowered Jeb’s body to the floor. He raveled his garrote into
orderly coils before poking the loops into his pocket.

“Is it supposed to look like this?”
Alexandretta asked, while peering into the toffee colored surge of
stout.

“It has to settle,” I said, stepping over the
corpse, and setting the blood money on the bar.

“Can I interest you in some rum, Mr. Kroy?”
Alexandretta asked.

“Merci, but no,” the black man replied, in an
accented and baritone voice. “Perhaps some hot water with a piece
of lemon. That would do nicely, if you please.”

“Mr. Logan, meet Mr. Seymour Kroy, formerly
of the Guyana Defence Force.”

The angular bones of his hand were sharp and
tough as high-tensile steel. “Never seen it done quite like
that before,” I said. “The way you set the noose.”

“Mr. Kroy is on loan from the Ring’s South
American commission. He’s filling in for the late Mr. Girty until a
more permanent replacement can be arranged.”

“And what do you do, M’sieu Logan?” he asked,
releasing my hand.

“I’m a troublemaker,” I confessed.

“Yes?” he asked.

“He’s not lying,” Alexandretta interjected.
“But if you need a body count after dark, Mr. Logan’s one of the
best nightcrawlers I’ve ever seen.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said,
admiring my new hardware.

Alexandretta pushed the Guinness my way and
then scooped the money from the bar. “Finder’s fee,” he said, “and
for my appraising services.”

“How did you know just by looking that these
were the best of the bunch?” I asked, holding the silencers up to
the light.

“The emblem just below the shoulder,” he
said, while carving a lemon wedge for Mr. Kroy. “That’s a Stasi
shield and sword—East German Secret Police.”

“I wonder where a street dealer would get a
thing like that,” I said, knowing that neither of these men would
have bothered with Jeb if that had been his only occupation.

“M’sieu Logan,” Kroy began, worrying with the
portion of his cardigan that Jeb had pulled out of shape. “I
understand from M’sieu Rogier that you and I share a mutual
adversary in Cesar Christie. You have fought him, no?”

“For a round or two.”

“I was disappointed to hear he survived it,”
he said.

“Imagine my own,” I replied, with an edge of
wounded pride in my tone. “Thanks for not rubbing my nose in it or
anything.”

“Au contraire, m’sieu,” he said, taking the
steaming cup of lemon water from Alexandretta. “I salute you. Cesar
is a most deadly man, and you have lived to wear his scars. I wish
I had ever gotten so close.”

Kroy raised his cup, Alexandretta joined him,
and I apathetically followed suit. “My enemy’s enemy is my friend,”
Kroy said.

In a room of men like us, the motive for Jeb
Bear’s murder would never become a point of discussion unless
someone got shit-faced enough to explain. They didn’t, and I simply
wasn’t curious enough to ask.

Alexandretta fixed himself a late supper from
the pantry while Kroy watched the television set over the bar with
hypnotic reverence. I was able to desensitize myself to the smell
of someone else’s food, but occasionally caught myself leering over
a cue ball to watch Jeb’s face scan into progressively darkening
shades of blue. The conversational vacuum was noticeable, but no
more uncomfortable than it was pleasant. In spite of everything,
what was there to talk about? Could we compare notes on the best
way to dispose of Jeb’s body, or maybe debate the fine points of
his premeditated murder? Even in the company of other bastards, I
was unsocialized. Eventually, the monotony of TV drivel and the
sporadic clacker of billiard balls became strained.

It was a little after 1:00 a.m when
Alexandretta and his guest finally decided to carry out the
stiffened corpse, whose face had turned black with dead blood.

“Tomorrow,” Alexandretta began, folding his
arms under Jeb’s knees, “I’ll show you how to tap those barrels.”
And together they carried the remains into the hall.

The fact that Alexandretta didn’t come back
the next day was all right with me. Using a tap and die set from
the machine shop, I cut the proper threads into my .45 bores and
spun my new silencers into a perfect fit. I was proud of myself for
accomplishing something that didn’t entail the use of brute
force—at least not directly.

 


* * *

 


The nameless building that hid the St. Ives
Club was a drafty, creaky old structure that whistled through its
plaster cracks when the river winds were high and moaned like a
derelict soul when they weren’t. The configuration of its unused
bottom floor suggested it once was a slaughterhouse. Boarding its
steam shovel of an elevator during daylight hours, one could see
the rusted cattle-guard rails sulking in the bruise blue shadows.
The second story was darker and not as susceptible to the damages
of vandals and squatters. Even with sunlight pouring through the
cage of the old service lift, it was a dismal, foreboding place,
and I doubted if the bones of livestock were the only sort that had
ended up there; in fact, I was counting on it.

The lift jolted and shuddered to a raucous
halt as I pushed the scissor-mesh, safety gate aside and stepped
into the gloom of the second floor. It was cool, fusty and dark,
like being under stagnant water. A couple of sleek, brown river
rats startled and squawked as the planks groaned underfoot, and
from the room’s hidden recesses came the low, rolling lament of
doves. My eyes adjusted easily in the dusty half-light and picked
out the shapes of cabinets and desks, most of them turned on their
sides and buckled with rot. I nudged a vintage typewriter with my
foot, its desiccated ribbon knotted into a shriveled bowtie at the
keys. There was a black camera machine the size of a small car on
my left with old-fashioned protractors, steel rulers and random,
movable type blocks scattered among the cobwebs at its base.
Riotous stacks of brittle newspaper bundles caused the boards
beneath them to sag.

I stepped around a gigantic bolt of unused
newspaper bond when I saw the curl of dead fingers sticking up from
the floor next to it. The dead man’s head was a swollen, blackened
pumpkin. His nose was a bumpy smear of dark wax between his cheeks,
and his lips and eyelids were lampoons of their former shapes. Of
his features, only his ears retained their natural size, and their
comparative smallness added to the bizarre parody his face had
become. The body had been stripped, and it was recognizable only by
the golden posts the ear lobes had partially swallowed in
post-mortem swell. Alexandretta and Kroy hadn’t carried their
victim very far. My suspicions confirmed, I withdrew the Bowie from
my belt and knelt beside the carcass like a hyena at a big-cat’s
kill.

The doves stopped crying and took wing; the
suddenness of the sound interrupted my selection of victuals. My
head shot up as the form of a tall, stately looking woman emerged
from the iron gray dusk of the outlying presses. Her stride was
feminine and elegantly bestial, and it announced her true nature as
surely as the crest of her bare bosom revealed her sex. She was a
statuesque figure with long, straight hair spilling over her
shoulders, and eyes as deep and distant as twin full moons.

“Tell me we’ve not come to this,” she said,
disapprovingly. “Are you a hunter or a scavenger?”

Consumed with depraved hunger as I was, the
fact she was Beast was a secondary consideration. First and
foremost she was alive, and that meant fresh meat instead of
carrion.

“Let me show you,” I said, as the Windigo
rose, “what we have come to.”

I left the corpse to its musty, open tomb and
flashed my knife at the She-Wolf. “This is ironic,” I mused aloud.
“I’m going to eat you.”

A ripple of alarm winked across her proud
ferocious eyes, the kind of fear a Wolf usually reserves for its
death throes. We lunged for each other and came together in a
drastic, impassioned dance of silver-steel and fang. The knife
parted her flesh and dressed her down as her talons branded the
back of my neck. Her blood sizzled and squirted between my fingers
like ticker tapes of hot red velvet as I kept her jaws in check
with strength borrowed from my demon. We struggled that way for a
moment, and then I drove her down to the boards where I drew back
the blade and split her breastplate with an overhand strike. Her
second set of nails drew a crown across my head, and then the
fingers closed into a fistful of hair and scalp. She pulled at my
topknot and pushed against my neck until she forced my mouth into
that which I desired most. I expected to taste her still-beating
heart, but it was her breast I fed on. The stringent taste of
turpentine milk exploded down my throat, and I nursed her
ravenously even as she lay dying. A name like a hot wire thrashed
across my brain: Rhea Silvia Lupa.

 


* * *

 


I startled awake with the venomous bite of
her tit still in my mouth. The bath water had grown cool during my
improvised nap and lapped against my skin like a thousand clammy
tongues. I leaned over the tub and tried to spit away gall that
wasn’t there. Flinging myself onto the floor, choking on the taste,
I thought I heard someone call my name. The nightmare had left me
in a disoriented fog; otherwise, I would have recognized the
voice.

“Mr. Logan?” The voice was closer this time,
and I concentrated on the sound of it as I picked myself off the
tile. “Griffin Pretorius, china. Shall I wait for you
downstairs?”

“Be right down!” I shouted through the door,
trying to mask any distress in my tone.

I braced myself on the sink cabinet, running
fingers over the back of my neck and through my hair in search of
new gashes that might indicate I hadn’t really been dreaming. My
hand came back unstained, with nothing to report except pruned
fingertips. Having assured myself I hadn’t literally ventured into
the building’s lower floors, I then questioned at what point the
dream had begun. I promptly determined that Mr. Kroy and Jeb Bear
hadn’t been figments of my imagination. An entire day had passed
since then, and in that time I’d tapped threads in my pistols.
Pride in the accomplishment was still there, an untainted and
honest emotion that had fueled the lonely flame of conviction
inside me. It flickered just a little brighter because of it, and
helped me define where waking and nightmare parted ways.

“Didn’t hear you come in,” I announced,
striding barefooted onto the main floor to swells of Mephisto
Waltz. “I nodded off in the bath.”

When Pretorius looked up from the piano keys,
his congenial smile dimmed to a look of troubled wonderment. As I
finished buttoning my shirt he managed to revise his former
expression, but it was diluted with pity.

“Sleep, those little slices of death,” he
said. “How I loathe them.”

“I know I’ve looked better,” I said in
response to his disconcerted stare. “But you should have seen me a
few weeks ago.”

“I didn’t mean to gawk, china,” he
apologized. It was the second time in ten minutes he’d called me
that, and he must’ve picked up on my puzzlement.

“Friend, if you prefer,” he explained, biting
at a sparse patch of blonde moustache. “I’m fifty-six years old and
still spouting slang like some Cape Town rooker. It’s a habit I
wish I could break.”

He was dressed more casually than he’d been
at our first meeting, his white scarf and Armani suit replaced with
a gray button-down Oxford and pleated khakis. “How are you then?”
he asked, accenting the question with a few notes from Bach’s
Toccata.

“Like you see,” I answered, and rifled
through the cupboards for something I could eat without committing
myself to a trance.

Pretorius climbed off the piano bench and
took a seat behind the bar. “Have you had a chance to read the book
I gave you?”

“Interesting reading,” I said, “Especially
chapter six.”

“The Werewolf in Russia and Germany,
hey?”

“The story of Peter Stubbe was my favorite,”
I acknowledged, tearing into a box of Club Crackers. “I like how
they killed him with hot pincers and a headman’s axe; I should try
that sometime.”

“Most of the women executed during the
‘Burning Times’ weren’t really witches either,” he said.

“Thing is,” I said, stuffing a cracker into
my mouth, “Stubbe was the real thing, and not only did he survive
his so-called execution, but he went on to invent the
Jabberwocky.”

“Izzit?” he asked, missing his snifter with
the cognac decanter before steadying his pouring arm. “I mean,
you’re sure?”

“Entirely,” I said, and tossed him a roll of
paper towels to soak up his spill. “I’ll go you one better: He’s
got plans to meet me in person.”

Pretorius studied my expression as though
he’d been struck dumb, and then quaffed his drink in one gulp
before pouring another.

“Yeah, I’m excited about the whole thing,” I
said, and scarfed down another cracker.

On our first meeting, Pretorius had indicated
his desire to “pick my brain,” and today was his lucky day. I held
nothing back from him as I answered his questions and described my
ordeals, both with Pietro and the Gandillons. He was giddy with
anticipation every time I opened my mouth to regale him with some
new morsel of werewolf information. He even paused to dab the sweat
of excitement from his balding head a couple of times. He took
copious notes on a well-used steno pad, presumably picking and
choosing his annotations rather than quoting me verbatim, although,
judging by the momentum of his pen, that wouldn’t have been an
unfeasible prospect.

Rogier had once told me, off-the-record, that
Griffin Pretorius was a man to be reckoned with, and that his
skills as an intelligence officer were downright creepy. Overall,
he wasn’t a particularly well-liked person, either because of his
politics or his affinity to the occult; he was the only man Rogier
knew who combined the two. There were strange stories that had come
out of Pretoria concerning his work with Long Reach Ltd., the kind
from which urban legends are made. But for a man with such a cagey
reputation, he seemed more like a ten-year-old listening to a ghost
story. Given the fact that I barely knew him, I wasn’t sure that
being honest with him was a particularly wise course of action, but
behind his Poe-quoting, ivory-tickling façade was sagacity. Butter
wouldn’t melt in this guy’s mouth. More significantly, I didn’t
have to convince him of anything.

Around nine o’clock we retired to the fifth
floor library, a room I hadn’t known existed. The dark oak paneling
in the small den-like room was walled floor to ceiling with
shelves, each one laden with everything from the collected works of
Shakespeare to a fifty-volume chronicle of the eastern provinces.
It was decorated in classic Victoriana, with framed prints from the
period, electrically converted gaslight fixtures and a fireplace
that would have been at home in Allan Quatermain’s parlor.

With each passing hour the two of us became
increasingly drunk—he on his own private stash of Delamain and I on
stout and later Lord Calvert. Inhibitions always sink in inverse
proportion to alcohol consumption, but even in retrospect, our
conversation stayed the course without wandering off topic—a
remarkable feat even stone-sober. To my disappointment, and his
chagrin, he could tell me nothing of the shades or their mysterious
Rhea Silvia Lupa I didn’t already know; neither was he familiar
with Graf Rudolf, nor his family’s perpetual crusade.

“The case of Peter Stubbe is probably the
best documented of all werewolf trials,” he said, looking up from
his notes and staring from his fireside chair into the snapping
flames of the hearth. “However,” he raised his pen for effect,
“there is a testament concerning him that predates his arrest in
old Germany—a sworn affirmation by a witness never called to the
stand. Her name was Emilia, something.” He belched softly into his
fist. “Her testimony wasn’t used because they floated her in 1587;
a trial by water where they tossed an alleged witch into a lake to
see if she’d sink. If she didn’t, it meant she was guilty, and if
she drowned, she wasn’t a witch at all, but at least she went to
Heaven. In any case, Emilia died before Peter Stubbe was even
suspected of being werewolf. She claimed in her voluntary
affidavit that she had been present when the man the villagers knew
as Stubbe had made his bargain with Old Nick. She painted an
incriminating picture of him, haggling with a dark man in the
forest over the price of his soul. When the bargain had been sealed
with a kiss to the Devil’s hindquarters, he supposedly told Stubbe
the next time they met he’d never see him coming. Tradition
indicates the only magistrate in Stubbe’s trial to have this
information was William Brewar.”

From the edge of the divan, I nudged at the
fire with a wrought-iron poker. “If Stubbe was a Viking, like they
say, when he turned boxenwulf,” I said, stamping out an ember
that’d spit from the coal bed, “then Emilia was no spring chicken
either; providing her story was true.”

Pretorius nodded with an exaggerated bob of
his head. “Whether she was a diabolic agent sent to hasten the
Devil’s harvest or merely a disgruntled concubine, her betrayal of
Stubbe incriminated her to say the least. She’d admitted being
present at the transaction. Actually, considering the spiritual
climate of the times, the former theory makes more sense. A mortal
woman—scorned or not—would have to be bossies, mad, to voluntarily
confess what she did.”

“Out of curiosity, what was the verdict?” I
asked

“The water wouldn’t take her,” Pretorius
said, rolling his pen between his fingers. “She floated like a cork
so they hung her by the neck in the very street where Stubbe was
‘killed’ two years later.”

It was midnight before air entered our
discussion, and the lapse it created was sufficient enough for our
chat to take a detour; I took advantage of it and opened a can of
worms.

“When I came downstairs this afternoon, you
looked at me a certain way,” I said. “Like I’d just crawled out of
a swamp. I figured it was because I had more hair and a few extra
pounds on my bones the last time we met; I’ve been banged around
some since then.”

“It wasn’t your appearance, china. I don’t
much care what you look like,” he admitted.”It’s what’s living
behind your eyes that got to me.”

He straightened his legs from a drunken,
armchair sprawl and leaned into the fire glow with his elbows on
his knees and his hands wrapped around the bowl of his snifter. “I
once saw a self-proclaimed magus raise Lucifuge in his living room;
conjured him up between a bust of Athena and a coffee table.
Another time I witnessed the botched exorcism of an autistic girl
who recited the Beatitudes backward, and in Aramaic. The daemon
inside her claimed its last memory was running off a cliff inside
the body of a swine—put there, according to the Gospels, by Jesus
Christ, Himself. What I see sneaking around in your head reminds me
of those two incidents. In my opinion, regardless of their names or
cultural origins, such spirits are kith and kin to whom Peter
Stubbe owes his soul.”

“I’ve got it under control,” I lied, the
words fizzing between my teeth like my jaw was still wired
shut.

“You brought it up,” he said.

“Maybe we should just skip to the part where
you tell me what Rogier wants me to do next?” The friendly
atmosphere of the room had dried up without warning, as though
shriveled by a fire whose radiance I could no longer feel. The
hostility I’d felt toward Graf Rudolf back at the lake had returned
and was now directed at Griffin Pretorius.

“Now might not be the best time for that,” he
offered. “Let’s wait until neither of us is quite so gesuip—I mean
drunk.”

“Is this the first time you’ve been
plastered, china?” I growled, mockingly. “Or is being in the
same room with me starting to make you nervous?”

Griffin was the kind of man you couldn’t get
a handle on just meeting him once or twice. At first glance he was
a slightly ostentatious intellectual whose years had not been
gracious to him and whose insight into the arcane had left
idiosyncratic pocks on his personality. He was affable in spite of,
or perhaps because of, his eccentricities, and I’ll admit to
considering him harmless, at least initially. The Victorian Ring,
however, does not employ harmless individuals.

“Mr. Logan,” he said, as though trying to
solicit my attention from across a crowded room. “I’ve been on less
cordial terms with skollies more dangerous than you.” His ingenuous
ease combined with unflinching eye contact was a contradictory
departure from his genial demeanor. “It would take more than what
you have to make me nervous, so please suppress the feral look on
your face and realize that I am your friend.”

“On the other hand,” I said,
practically snarling as I pushed out of my chair and brandished the
poker at him, “I could scatter your brains across the
floor.”

Pretorius set his drink aside and stood up,
tempting a dire result with the cold confidence of a man familiar
with this sort of confrontation. “I wasn’t speaking to you,”
he said with the same gravity in his voice. “Mr. Logan and I have
business to discuss that is none of yours.”

The cheery, wood-smoked air began to cloud
with stink, as though the logs had turned to roasting chunks of
putrid meat; it was the same sickly sweet smell that had come from
the wasp’s bush. The blaze of the hearth fluttered, the tongues of
flame bowing to a hoarse sucking sound that rattled down the
chimney flue. Pretorius’ cognac toppled from the end table and
cracked into a puddle of spirits and glass.

“You must have other intentions,” he said
with the verbal equivalent to a poker face while picking up his
stenographer’s tablet.

“Who are you to me, Simon Magus?” I heard
coming from my lips. “Count the cost, and cross me at your
peril.”

“If all you mean is harm then make your first
effort count; otherwise it will cost you dearly.”

The Windigo’s laugh caused ice crystals to
sprout from the iron poker, the brass fixtures, and the spine of
every book in the library. It spread up and down the seams of the
oak paneling, clustering in the corners and crawling across the
floor until the room was wall-to-wall frost. If there was fear in
Pretorius’ heart, he hid it well. He didn’t acknowledge the
Windigo’s exhibition of power with so much as a sideways glance; if
anything, the display seemed to embolden him. Even as the den
filled with the spiteful screams of crows, filling the rafters with
the flourish of squawking, broken trumpets he failed to show an
inkling of intimidation.

“Pray tell,” the Windigo said. “How do you
intend to make such a defense?”

“You’re pushing me to answer you, daemon;
you’re working me. Shall I tell you, or can you read Malachim?”
Pretorius wielded his open notepad like a talisman, its facing page
scribed with a series of odd serifs assembled in the likeness of a
word. They were drawn with thin script and joined with circles; the
glyphs themselves were reminiscent of Greek and Hebrew characters.
“Would you prefer I read it to you, or shall I compel you to
name yourself?”

The Windigo roared at the sight of its name.
The bitter blast of a nor’easter shook ashes from the fireplace
cradle and spewed them into a maelstrom that choked the room like
blizzard of cinder dust.

“Relent!” Pretorius shouted over the furor.
“And I will not invoke your name! Will you relent?” And
then, as if in capitulation, the ash stopped swirling, the ravens
stopped screeching, and the frost melted as quickly as it had
formed.

Pretorius took the poker from my hand and
returned it to its caddy. Folding arms around my chest, I fell into
my chair with teeth chattering.

Pretorius closed his pad, and I noticed the
absence of ash on his clothes. There was no gray powder floating in
the air and no water running down the shelves or pooling on the
floor. The fire still crackled brightly with no evidence of having
been disturbed at all.

“What was that?” I asked; a naïve question
given the role I’d just played, but I was sure of nothing.

“I’ll talk to you in the morning,” he said
softly, and completely sober. “But not about this.”







Chapter X

 


The Windigo’s retreat had left me
clear-headed enough to be frightened. My metamorphosis in the
library had drawn me into a head-scratching, floor-pacing wretch. I
despised myself for being so weak, and tried to cowboy up, but I’d
already backslid on the progress I thought I’d made. As I wore a
path in the bedroom carpet, wondering how I’d fallen so far, so
fast, I remembered something I hadn’t thought about since
fifth-grade science.

Our class had been studying the biology of
cold-blooded creatures, and the teacher had told us they could be
literally cooked alive without them knowing it. Drop a frog into a
pot of boiling water, she’d said, and it would jump right back out,
but set it in lukewarm water and it will make itself at home, even
as you slowly dialed up the burner. Because an amphibian’s body
heat adapted to its surroundings, if you increased the heat slowly
enough, it would contentedly boil to death. It was a curious thing
to remember, but the parallels were obvious.

I yanked my brace of Colts from their
shoulder holsters and propped the bores against my temples. The
cold sear of pistol steel was something I understood, which was a
refreshing change of pace. I knew the cartridges in my pistol even
better. I’d poured and polished their silver, measured their
grains, and set their primers. They were like my children.

The safety levers were off. The grip safety
plate, depressed. My index fingers twitched at the triggers even as
I tried to back them off at the last second. An odor like burning
hair on a puff of cat’s breath told me I’d passed the point of no
return. The mechanical chi-chink of the Colt slides was all
I heard as I jerked between the silencers.

Papa had been the first to teach me firearm
etiquette, chief of which was not to point a weapon unless you
intended to fire it. That’s what I remember thinking as my legs
folded, and the room went transparent. My head felt like a helium
balloon lost at a county fair—lost to the world and drifting toward
an undiscovered land.

Instead of the gloomy vortices and
phantasmagoria that had always marked the Other Side, I was buoyed
on currents of songlike effervescence. I saw a green meadow, lush
with perpetual dew, and a sky so lovely it broke my heart. I raced
with clouds; the color of every sunset witnessed in the days of
man, and tasted air so pristine I’d never known what an effort it
was just to breathe. Scents more pleasing than those associated
with my fondest memories rolled on smooth breezes, and idyllic
sounds that made earthly music seem obscene thrilled the air like
angel song. Suicides aren’t admitted to Séáno, or Heaven, and I
belonged in neither anyway. My just being there was an offense to
those who did.

It was a realm where the Windigo could not
follow, where the dark of my soul was eclipsed by the vestige of
honor represented by a candle flicker. When I saw the figure on the
purple horizon, I cried. The tears streamed down my face as she
flew into my arms.

“Hi, Cowboy,” she whispered in my ear while
returning my embrace. Her fingertips were electric in my hair, and
the hush of her sweet voice was more potent than my guilt. I had
forgotten how completely she’d soothed my soul.

“I’ve looked for you everywhere, Samantha
Caitlin,” I sobbed, relishing the silk of her hair and the feel of
her weight against me. “Where’ve you been?”

She cupped the back of my head and showered
me with kisses laced in memory.

“You’re really here,” she said with a sigh,
and then nuzzled my neck with warmth undiluted by death.

In her presence, every scurrilous act or vile
thought I’d ever laid claim to seemed to find atonement. Where
philosophies had been futile, her love defined me—redeemed me where
totems and sun dances had failed. That clean, shining moment with
the warmth of Utopia on our faces erased my Feud with the Beast,
stamped it null and void, and gave me my life back.

I finally noticed she was clinging to me by
one arm, so I held her at such a length as to see our son cradled
in the crook of the other. He was like a second sun risen over the
shores of Glory.

“Go see your Papa,” she cooed to him.

I took Josh and held him over my face while
he beamed back at me with little lips curling into a smile.

“There he is,” I said to him. “There’s my big
boy.” And I brought him down to my shoulder and kissed his pink
cheeks until they glistened with my tears.

“You’re still the prettiest thing I’ve ever
seen,” I said, turning to my wife and folding her under my free
arm.

“You’re tired,” she said, brushing away my
tears with the soft tips of her fingers.

The hint of sadness in those two words was my
first indication my latest attempt at suicide hadn’t inadvertently
blown me to Paradise, and I could see from the way she smiled our
reunion was not permanent. Someone would have to invent a new word
for, “disappointment.”

Our heads came together as she held the top
of mine and the side of my face. “Ah Sam,” I said, “I’m not tired;
I’m soul-sick.”

“But you still have work to do, don’t you?”
she replied, as though scolding me for taking a Sunday afternoon
nap when then the lawn needed to be mowed.

“Yeah,” I whispered back, my voice
shuddering. “But please say I don’t have to let you go again.”

“Just for a while,” she said.

“How can you forgive me?” I stammered, “After
what I did to you both?”

“Remember you used to tell me there are worse
things than dying? You protected us from one of them. The only
thing between me and happily-ever-after is you, and I can wait a
little longer for that.”

“I don’t think I’m going to end up here,” I
said, quivering. “The kind of person I am now …. I’m so ashamed.” I
covered my face.

“Stop that,” she said, pulling my hand from
my eyes. “You can’t fight the storms, lover. You have to
outlast them, no matter how bad they are. You’re a stubborn,
stubborn man; be the mountain that’s seen a thousand storms.
“

“I don’t know how to get clean,” I said.
“Outside of here I’m covered in filth.”

“You used to come home smelling like a wet
dog after you’d been days in the woods with a client, remember?
You’d come through the front door in filthy clothes with your hair
sticking every which way. What was the first thing you did before
you took me to bed?”

“I took a shower,” I said. The memory forced
me to smile.

“Don’t leave me to eternity without you,
Sylvester Logan James. Figure out a way to get clean, and then find
your way back to me. Please?”

“I will,” I promised, smothering her into my
neck.

“Come back, china. Follow my voice.”

She was gone, and Griffin Pretorius was
crouched at my side.

“Here you are,” he said, taking the pistols
from my lap. “Been exploring strange new worlds, have we?”

My eyes felt like they hadn’t been opened in
days.

“Want to stand?” he asked, offering me his
hand.

“I’m alright,” I said, declining the gesture.
“What time is it?”

“It’s 9:00 a.m.,” he said as I got up from
the floor, my joints creaking with a pain I hadn’t missed. “Got a
nice scorcher across your brain box. You know about that?”

As I stood there, re-familiarizing myself
with the surroundings, my forehead slowly began to sizzle from the
wake of a .45 slug. “I’m a little buzzed,” I admitted, touching the
raw streak just under my hairline.

“Beats a babbelas; a hangover I mean,”
he said, correcting his grammar and smoothing the crease of his
trousers.

“I must’ve crashed on the floor last
night.”

“Convincing,” he said.

“I saw my family,” I said, eager to confide
in someone. He smiled.”You know that, don’t you?”

“Not specifically,” he replied, “But I’ve
seen men fresh back from Summerland before. I had a similar
incident happen to me once, with a friend I’d loved since I was a
boykie.”

“And?”

“Her name was Sarafina,” he replied. “We were
cousins actually, so our affections created quite a scandal. When
she died of leukemia at nineteen, it was very much like losing a
wife. I was inconsolable. I would kneel in my father’s church every
day, asking God to let me see her again. I couldn’t accept losing
her forever; young hearts bruise so easily.”

“Tell me about it,” I said. “So, your father
was a clergyman or something?”

“He was a missionary, so I thought I might
have an inside line to the Man Upstairs, but after more than a year
it became clear He wasn’t listening. I resorted to other methods;
Ouija boards first, but all I got were spirits pretending to
be her. After that I consulted with channelers and mediums who also
turned out to be charlatans. It became an obsession with me, which
in turn became an insatiable craving for secrets. Neoplatonic
rites, Quabbalistic mysteries—when it came to making contact with
Sarafina, they were as unproductive as my prayers had been.

“And then, one evening while visiting her
crypt just outside Johannesburg, I went into a dwaal;
blank-eyed, zombielike. She slipped up beside me and took my hand.
It was just for a moment, but I knew she was there. Not a
bogus apparition, nor some nether-thing’s impersonation. It was
her.”

The sorrow in the lines of his face was like
melting light as he finished the story of his own lost “Lenore.”
The incident seemed to have played a formative role in his choice
of heroes as well as fascinations.

“Blessing or curse, Mr. Logan, we never truly
die. The spirit still sees, hears, and feels things, even without a
body. But, out of sight out of mind as they say, eventually
they just move on. That’s why ministers and morticians always tell
families their loved one isn’t really gone so long as they’re
remembered.”

I couldn’t help but recall Georges’ point
about being forgotten. Pretorius composed himself with a deep
breath and then turned his attention to the walls, sizing up their
bullet pocks. “Your suppressors work well,” he said, nodding at my
pistols. “At point-blank the flash could’ve killed you all by
itself.

“Better put some liniment on that burn before
it festers,” he said on his way out. “I’ll be in the common
room.”

Thirty minutes later I was wearing a new
bandage and mixing a glass of Carnation Instant Breakfast at the
bar. Griffin sat at a table browsing through papers, slurping his
coffee. My buzz was waning; every mundane aspect of the moment took
a bite out of my euphoria, and reduced my reunion with Sam to a
figment of an insatiable imagination.

“Still want to brief me?” I asked, and then
gulped French vanilla as fast as I could so I wouldn’t have to
taste it.

“It’s what Mr. Rogier wants,” he replied,
kneading his forehead. “He made no terms as to your condition—last
night’s events included.”

“About that,” I began, wiping away a milk
moustache. “What about … phenomena?” I checked. “Was there frost on
the book cases, or crow sounds? Flying ash?”

His scowl said he was unwilling to explore
the subject further. He shook his head, but I wasn’t sure if he was
answering my question or merely re-signaling his displeasure for
the topic. “All I’m willing to say is things nearly ended up much
worse than they did—for both of us.”

I conceded his right to squash the issue and
stopped trying to quiz him.

“Has anyone ever told you how quietly you
move?” he asked, flagging a manila folder labeled with Rogier’s
handwriting. “For instance: You open a drawer and take out a
utensil without rattling the cutlery, you close the drawer without
banging it shut, and then you stir your breakfast without touching
the spoon against the inside of the glass. It’s the same when you
walk. Like a burglar. You do just about everything—little things
I’m talking about—like you’re trying not to wake someone. I watched
you set your breakfast glass down and pick it up again at least
four times, and not once did I hear it bump or drag against the
bar.”

“I know,” I said, deliberately dropping my
spoon into the sink as I rinsed out my glass. “Maybe I like peace
and quiet.”

The thin file in Pretorius’ hand was missing
the reams of data which had filled the other Rogier folders I’d
seen. I took the seat opposite him as he produced a pair of
spectacles from his shirt pocket.

“You see?” he said, pointing out my chair
hadn’t creaked or scuffed the floor when I’d pulled it out to sit
down. “Is it second nature or do you know when you’re doing
it?”

“My teacher was big on silence,” I said.
“Whether I was stacking wood or washing dishes, if he heard me, it
was grounds for correction.”

“Correction?”

“Michael would’ve made your Montague Summers
look like a scofflaw,” I said. “I doubt the good reverend ever
mashed a child’s toes for popping a twig underfoot.

“After awhile you can listen to me take a
leak; I always aim for the side of the bowl to limit the splash.
Should we keep discussing this or can we get on with the
briefing?”

“Bard’s Portage,” he said, snapping back to
business by reading the file name out loud. “It’s a New Brunswick
village, southeast of Beresford.”

“And not on the map,” I remarked.

“Why do you say that?” he asked, curling the
arms of his wire-frame glasses over his ears.

“Little towns with nasty secrets seem to be a
La Voisin forté. Whose shadow are they hiding in this time? Quebec
Liberation Front separatists? Direct Action anarchists?”

“Sikh militants,” he answered, visibly
entertained by my assumption. “The same variety that bombed Air
India Flight 182, and tried to assassinate a Punjab cabinet
minister in Vancouver last May. They have ties to Bard’s Portage,
but as you’ve already pointed out, the Sikh demographic is just
Jabberwocky camouflage. They have a small eatery there that serves
the Sikh Guru Ka Langar cuisine, but behind the diner is a
meat-processing operation. You know the kind of meat I’m talking
about.”

“One of those cannibal kitchens Rogier
mentioned the day we met?” It was disheartening how much the idea
intrigued me.

“Not exactly,” he answered. “This restaurant,
Dharma House, doesn’t actually serve any kind of meat. They
can’t, considering the diet of their legitimate patrons. But they
package product for the epicurean kitchens. They also sell less
palatable pieces of human anatomy to research labs and tissue
banks. It’s like a chop shop for people.”

“Sounds like a shallow market to me.”

“Compared to hamburgers,” he replied,
grinning, “But they get pound price for harvested tendons and
bones, even fingernails. Viscera is another story, handled by
experts and imported from places like Pakistan and China—executed
criminals and the like—but illegal body brokers don’t generally
have that kind of medical experience; they just butcher meat. A
human hand can fetch up to $500; $700 for a brain. They sell
cadaver skin to burn units, severed heads to medical schools, even
whole cadavers to body farms; knee caps, cartilage, it can all be
had for a processing fee. Like I said, it’s not the next big thing,
but a skilled harvester can disassemble a corpse in thirty minutes.
There’s bank to be made off the mortality rate.”

“Where do they get their produce?” I asked.
“Murder indices aren’t that high.”

“People die every day,” he replied hiking his
shoulders, “in crackups, from cardiac infarctions, or via suicide.
Where do they end up? A skeef—excuse me—a crooked
crematorium worker might take home some extra money for filling an
urn with wood ash and look the other way while the body gets
snatched. City morgues are chock-a-block with indigent, anonymous
corpses that will never be identified, let alone claimed. Night
shift employees will sneak one out the back door for a week’s
wages. Morticians with gambling debts will leave their doors
unlocked; ambulance drivers with second mortgages miss the hospital
ramp. There are even elected coroners on the take.”

“Not exactly a network thrown together over a
weekend,” I observed.

“No,” he agreed, and then slurped his coffee
again. “The incredible thing isn’t the complexity of the network,
but that it’s just one of a sordid spectrum of them.”

“And how did we learn about this one,
eh?”

“The Bard’s Portage den?” he asked, and then
shuffled into another bunch of papers without really looking at
them. “Gerard Lucas was the initial source, but under the
circumstances, I couldn’t really trust his confession.”

“You talked to that piece of shit?”

“I conducted the interview. I wouldn’t
categorize it as a discussion,” he replied. His expression became
wistful, as though reflecting on the incident with sadistic
delight. “My manners keep me from going into detail at the table,
but the information he gave up wouldn’t be considered court
admissible in most legal systems. A confession extracted under
duress is naturally dubious. Fortunately, Tia Gordon was a more
cooperative subject and validated Lucas’ testimony shortly after we
cinched her straps. She turned into quite a little chatterbox
actually. Evidence from the Titus residence filled in the
blanks.”

“Yeah, Rogier mentioned something about that,
but he didn’t go into detail.”

“The remains of the rightful home owners were
found in the lower cellar, along with two refrigerators stocked
with bladders of breast milk earmarked for delivery to Bard’s
Portage. The house was a weigh station for the stuff. We figure
Dharma House has been making human dairy products out of it—cheese
and butter.”

“Damn,” I said, more surprised than
disgusted. “Is that even possible?”

“Apparently,” he answered and took another
loud slurp of coffee.

“What’s in the folder?”

He handed it to me and I opened it. A
typewritten address on a single sheet of white paper slid out.

“Mr. Rogier says this is the kind of work you
were born to do. Personally, I think he underestimates you, but
then I’ve not known you as long as he has.”

“Am I supposed to blow the place up or
something?”

“Do you know demolitions?” His no-nonsense
response delivered the mission’s mandate.

“A job fit for a wrecking ball,” I said,
restating Rogier’s own words.

“We’ve all been reprimanded for unnecessary
force at some point in our careers, Mr. Logan,” he said. “No such
worries for you this time. Everyone inside and immediately outside
Dharma House has to be neutralized. If a single person survives to
identify you, Mr. Rogier says he will give you up to the
authorities for the murder of the rest.”

“You know there’s going to be folks in there
who just dropped in for pie.”

Pretorius tugged at his moustache and then
groomed it against his lip with his fingers. “A couple of years ago
a man named James Huberty shot up the San Ysidro McDonald’s in San
Diego. Remember?”

“The McMurder,” I said. “Killed like twenty
people or something.”

“Twenty-one. Mostly Mexicans,”
Pretorius added. “Think of it as a template.”

I thought of the frog coming to a slow boil,
and at the prospect of gunning through a crowd of civilians. I
could almost feel the burner fires stoke.

“What’s the security?” I asked.

“There’s been no certified defense analysis
of the place, but I can tell you it’s nothing you haven’t seen
before,” he replied. “Some armed gorillas, maybe some lookouts.
Anonymity has always been the Jabberwocky’s bulwark. Your biggest
obstacle, as I see it, will be cleaning the building before anyone
gets away. If they see you coming or think they’ve been made,
they’ll be gone. I can help you out with some C-4 if that’s how you
want to handle it.”

“Why does it have to be a scorched-earth
job?” I said. “It seems half-cocked. The Horsemen could raid the
place as a militant cell, the CSIS could take custody of any
prisoners and you’d have a fresh batch of Jabberwocky goons to
sweat down.”

“Then the innocent customers wouldn’t have to
die?” he asked, incriminating my suggestion with his tone. “Your
plan has some merit, Mr. Logan, but it’s already been considered a
nonstarter; it involves too many people to be practical. A lone
gunman with a racial grudge, or one who’s plain befok, keeps
government deniability in the black and accountability at zero. No
one has to explain anything to a committee or the Fourth Estate,
and containment is much simpler.”

“When they find the butcher shop you
mean.”

He nodded. “Handled properly, it won’t even
make the Weekly World News. Well, maybe not.”

“Perception is everything, right?” I said,
quoting Dr. Deacon’s favorite maxim.

Pretorius arched his eyebrows and took off
his glasses. “You’ve spent too much time around that Fixer,” he
said, grinning.

“Dharma House is fairly isolated,” he said,
making his way around the bar for another cup of morning brew.
“Making a getaway won’t be a challenge if there’s no one left to
follow you. When you’re sure there isn’t, Mr. Rogier will debrief
you himself here at the St. Ives.”

“Providing I don’t get shot beforehand,” I
said. “Lest we forget the McDonald’s Massacre ended with a SWAT boy
plugging Huberty from a post-office roof.”

“Well, he was in there for a most
embarrassing hour and seventeen minutes,” he said, jogging his
head. “However you decide to do it, I hope it won’t take you
that long. Anyway, and I have to say this, shooting
you seems to be less of an accomplishment than killing
you.”

Arguments for and against the assignment
circled one another in my head like dog-fighting jets. If I went
through with my murderous directive, there would be permanent
ramifications—I could kiss goodbye any chance of self-redemption.
Having reconnected with Sam made that proposition all the more
difficult, but refusal would mean blowing the second chance Rogier
had given me, which was just like forfeiting my life. Maybe it was
Rogier’s idea of just desserts, like a boy forced to smoke a box of
cigars after being caught lighting up in the woodhouse. What he
couldn’t know was that he was putting a man with a weakness for
human flesh right in the middle of cannibal Shangri La.

“How soon am I supposed to pull the trigger
on this?” I asked, without deliberately trying to be facetious.

“Within the week,” Pretorius answered. “It’s
none of my business, but I think Mr. Rogier is a little impatient
when it comes to you.”

Whatever I was or wasn’t willing to do—either
for the sake of my soul or in defense of my life—I couldn’t make
the call sitting on my ass. I needed to make a start, even if it
turned out to be a false one, and for that I needed something I’d
been without since my spurious death: my own vehicle.

Pretorius checked his mirrors before backing
into a spot on the curb of a used car lot. “These blokes are
duidelik,” he said, peering over his lenses at the trailer bedecked
with strands of colorful triangles, “but they’re still
salesmen.”

“Interpretation?” I asked, gathering the
strap on my duffel bag.

“They know which way the wind blows,” he
appended. “They’re not Ring, but they’ll dope your paperwork so you
don’t leave a trail.”

“Thanks for the lift,” I said, getting out of
his Cadillac and into a stiff northern wind. “Maybe we’ll catch up
with each other someday.”

“If not,” he smiled, “I’ll look you up when I
get to the Hot Country.” He drove away, leaving me to peruse a
motley inventory of cars with a bag of weapons and silver ammo
slung over my shoulder.

I’ve never been much of a car enthusiast,
never one to worry if a particular ride was going to fit my style.
I had a history of buying trucks or 4x4s, but a vehicle that could
handle the snow or one whose bed could accommodate my worldly
possessions just made sense. So, when I saw the two-tone red and
white ‘83 K-5 Blazer on the lot, I was sold before I even kicked
the tires. I was partial to the Silverado name anyway.

“You could pull a tractor out of the mud with
that one, eh?” said the heavy, bald salesman who approached me with
his hands in the pockets of his parka. “They say it’s going to be a
rough winter. If you’re interested in a trade-in, we’re having a
special—”

“Nope,” I said, cutting him off. I opened the
driver’s door for a look inside.

“Got a honey of a financing plan this year,”
he continued, without taking a breath between pitches. “$500 down
holds any—”

“This will be a cash deal,” I said,
interrupting him once again. “And I don’t have time to fiddle-fuck
around with you.”

He nodded and lowered his head against the
biting wind, a nest of chin rolls swallowing his neck in a stack of
flesh pancakes.

“Since we’re talking cash,” he said in a
breathy puff of 80-proof, “I could go as low as $8,000; that’ll
take care of the government’s end, too. Previous owner just
installed a new Kenwood system I think you’ll like.”

“That means dick to me,” I said, climbing
into the seat. “Got a key?”

He scrabbled through a bundle of them before
handing it over. I turned the engine and listened for anything that
didn’t belong with the sound of pistons in a state of internal
combustion.

“You don’t want to take it out?” he asked as
I climbed down, leaving the K-5 idling. I unzipped my duffel bag
and came up with a clump of folded hundreds from my shoebox.

“Your grease-monkey give this thing the
treatment?” I asked.

“Any problems, you can come and see me,” he
said, trying not to ogle the bankroll in my fist. “I’ll make it
right.”

“Here’s the thing,” I began, jamming the cash
wad into his hand without letting go of either. “This is
$12,000—minty fresh—got birds on them and everything. If you want
it, all you have to do is cut enough red tape so I can drive out
without signing anything. See, I don’t want there to be any
problems, but if there are I will be coming to see you. It’s
important that you understand what I’m telling you.”

“I’m sure I do,” he said with a dry swallow;
the hallmark of a man who gets your drift.

“Say so, and I’ll go somewhere else,” I said,
giving him an out.

“Here I thought I was supposed to be
the high-pressure salesman,” he said with a nervous smile as his
grip tightened around the money. “No paperwork, no problem; that’s
my motto. Plus, I’ve got a real poor memory when it comes to faces.
One customer looks like another to me.”

“A man who understands the day and age we’re
living in,” I said as I released the bills.

“I’ve got some ‘License Applied For’ tags
that should get you by for a month or so,” he said, while flashing
through the bills like a deck of cards. “You know, without being
stopped.” He stowed the roll inside his parka.

“Right,” I said, and then loaded my things
behind the passenger’s seat. “It’d be a shame if I had to come back
and, you know, hurt you.”

“Nothing to worry about there,” he said, like
being threatened was part of his job description. “I’ll just go get
those temp tags for you.”

I turned on the heat and peeled the spec
sticker off the side glass while I waited for him to return.
Staring out the windshield in the gloom of late autumn dusk, I
watched the windshield blades smear white shoe polish across the
glass in a slush of wiper fluid until the smudge of the price tag
reminded me of driving through a blizzard—driving blind to an
uncertain end. I thought of the snowstorm that had landed me in a
church house juke-joint just five years earlier. Inside its front
doors, from which the glory had departed, had been a bunch of real
people and the Saskatchewan Slasher. The Wolf had eventually
revealed himself, but before that I’d almost killed a German card
sharp by mistake. Killing regular folks used to be a hard pill to
swallow, but nowadays the whole human race might as well have been
in cahoots with the Beast.

There’d be no satisfaction in killing a
restaurant full of people at supper, but was I willing to let the
Victorian Ring kill me if I didn’t? I doubted one virtuous
act, even one tantamount to self-sacrifice, would earn my soul a
ticket to rest in peace with Samantha, but the alternative would
lock my heart in its box and weld the lid closed. Redemption,
irrevocably denied. Goddamn it, I thought, at what point had I
become so afraid to die?

While the U.S. celebrated its Thanksgiving
Day, I headed northeast for New Brunswick with an unsigned, undated
title in the glove box. For 380 miles, by the Detroit-made
odometer. Some time before I left AUT-20 for RTE-185, I adjusted my
rearview mirror and caught my reflection. My face was scarred and
welted, and the .45 brand from my lackadaisical efforts at falling
on my sword glowed like a Martian landing strip. Topping off the
gruesome showcase was a half-ass ruff of hair that looked like a
pup on the loving end of its mother’s tongue. Two possible paths
awaited me in Bard’s Portage, and I didn’t want to meet either of
them looking like a mooncalf. I decided to do what I could about
it.

In Riviere-du-Loup on the St. Lawrence River
in Quebec, I found a corner barbershop full of old-timers. One of
the two coiffeurs on duty had hair like a televangelist and wore
gold rings on the last two fingers of his right hand. The other one
was a wiry fellow with a vintage, faded hula girl tattooed on his
forearm. The customer in his chair had a fresh flat top sleek with
butch wax, and was by far the youngest of the bunch. Two men who
seemed to be there solely for the atmosphere lounged in seats by
the front window. One wore a hearing aid and the other puffed a
briar pipe. As I walked into a convoluted spice of Jeri’s Tonic,
Pinaud Talc, and pipe tobacco, the five men erupted in a gale of
laughter. They slapped their knees and threw their heads back,
interjecting comments in Quebecois between belly laughs. In
response to the ridicule, whose only motive I construed to be my
appearance, I stood beetle-browed with fists clenched next to the
penny gumball machine. The insult of open mockery set my jaw, and
put my umbrage on the fast track to rage.

“The world’s still funny, even after people
die,” I said, darkly and with a mind for more of the same.

The tone of my sentiment, more than its
wording, deflated their high spirits and left them leering back at
me with faces stuck in confused masks of residual merriment. The
wiry barber closed a jar of Krew Comb as the kid in his chair grew
red in the face. The man with the hearing aid turned it up and
asked something unintelligible to his friend, who shrugged and bit
down on his pipe stem.

“Come in,” the televangelist barber said,
absently brushing a palm alongside his feathered coiffure. “Take
off your coat. Mathieu just finished telling an awful joke. The
kind his mother would be ashamed to hear,” he said, wagging his
finger at the blushing youth one chair over.

That they hadn’t been laughing at me at all
would’ve embarrassed a normal person; I was disappointed. I
wanted provocation to violence.

“What will it be today?” he asked, shaking
open a clean cutting cape and beckoning me to sit beneath it.

“Just what you see,” I said, hanging my
duster on the pegboard. “Maybe you can make some sense of this
mop.”

I sat in his chair as he adjusted it to the
proper height and then fastened a neck strip and the cape around my
neck.

“This isn’t so bad,” he said, testing the
length of my hair between his fingers. “You should have seen the
one I had to work with yesterday; had hair down to his rear end.
Just trim it, he says to me.”

“Avoir l’air de la chienne à
Jacques,” said the pipe-smoking man, apparently
disapproving of the way the fellow in question was dressed.

“My name’s Richard,” the barber said, turning
on the spigot in his sink.

“James,” I replied. “Do what you can. I don’t
need to win any prizes.”

“I think we can even this out without making
you look like these two cue-balls,” he said, motioning to the pair
of old shop-flies.

The old-timer with the hearing aid looked up
from a magazine, and then Richard repeated himself in Québécois. He
chuckled and patted what remained of his hairline.

“You’re a westerner?” Richard asked.

“Alberta,” I answered, as he reclined the
chair.

“This will keep the soap out of this wound,”
he said, laying a loose bandage over my forehead. “We’ll cover the
others before the hair starts falling.”

We put our lives in other’s peoples hands
everyday. We trust the kid shoveling our French fries isn’t a
poisoner, just like we assume the mechanic servicing our car isn’t
a saboteur. We don’t expect to have our throats cut by hairdressers
either, but as he lowered my head for shampoo, exposing my throat
and tilting my face toward the ceiling, I felt as vulnerable as a
sheep brought to shear. Submitting my head to a stranger, even one
in a barber’s smock, was apparently a situation I hadn’t thought
through. I’d disarmed before coming in, but now mentally drilled
for counterattack in the event a straight razor presented itself in
an untimely fashion.

While the Quebeckers resumed their small
talk, I was intent on the position of Richard’s hands. So long as
they remained on my scalp, I could still clock the other men from
my periphery. I filtered out the sound of water rushing over my
ears so I could focus on tremors from any potential, untoward
movements. I sampled the air for the telltale odor of fear, which
can prelude an attack by an unskilled assassin, but the scents of
mug soap and witch hazel were as diverting as the scratchy strip
around my neck. Images of old gangland murders from New York or
Chicago flashed in my head; black-and-white photographs of
bullet-chopped bodies slouched in barber chairs and sprawled across
white tile in a river of blood and Brylcreem.

Trying to shut out those scenes exacerbated
my paranoia and hampered my vigilance. There was a dew of sweat in
my armpits, a creeping, tightening sensation in my chest. My face
went cold as my vision narrowed to a single patch of overhead
stucco. The room boxed in around me, closing me in like the pinch
toe coffin of my youth. The casket had taught me to rise above my
fears, but it was a lesson I’d forgotten, one I didn’t have time to
relearn.

“What brings you to Riviere-du-Loup,” Richard
asked. Returning my chair to its upright position had the same
effect as opening an elevator door for a claustrophobe trapped
between floors.

“What?” I asked nervously while
my eyes darted around the shop to find everyone in their place.

“Are you here on business, or what sort of
work do you do?”

“Just the haircut,” I answered, pulling my
wits together.

My bout of panic had lured the Windigo out of
hiding, and it gobbled up my anxiety and every other negative
emotion shooting through me—slapping me in return with famine-like
hunger. For the next few minutes, all I remember was waiting for
the demon to manifest itself with bloodshed—anticipating the
stretch of its icy, skeletal arms to put my hand to murder.

Richard produced a rat-tailed comb from a
sanitizing jar and shook off the Barbicide, and then finished me up
before spinning me around to the mirror. I turned away from my
reflection—maybe for the same reason vampires do.

“No good?” Richard asked, somewhere between
offense and apology.

“Perfect,” I said. “Turn me back around.”

He dusted the trimmings from my neck with a
powdered brush and removed two bandages I hadn’t even felt him
apply.

“Should I sharpen up for a shave?” he then
asked, taking up the end of a leather strop.

“No shave,” I said, sharply enough to stay
his hand. “How much am I into you for?”

He left the razor where it lay. Judging by
his expression, he’d grown weary of my strange behavior.

“Five dollars,” he answered, mustering a
flimsy grin from the dregs of politeness.

I pulled a brown note from my jeans. “I don’t
have anything smaller, so consider it a tip.”

“This is one-hundred dollars,” he said, like
perhaps I’d mistakenly given him the wrong denomination. “It’s too
much.” I was already out the door before he could make change.

RTE-185 became Highway 2 East in the dark,
with another 130 miles to Bard’s Portage—to the Windigo’s pot-luck
picnic. The demon had been in retreat when I’d first argued the
pros and cons of turning Dharma House into a bucket of blood. Its
return compounded the equation with a factor I hadn’t fully
considered: If I chose to spare innocent lives, would the Windigo
follow suit? Of course I knew the answer—the call wouldn’t be mine
to make. The corners of the demon’s smile pricked my belly, no
doubt considering the feast a few hours away.

Having seen no signposts or markers for
Bard’s Portage, I fueled up at a convenience mart in Beresford
around 4:00 a.m. I bought a can of peaches and flipped through the
business directory chained to a phone booth around the side. I
found no listing for Dharma House and the local maps couldn’t
verify the town itself existed anywhere but the address slip in my
hand. By the following afternoon everyone would have heard of
Bard’s Portage, and anyone asking directions at this hour would
become immediately memorable—like a bank robber asking a clerk what
time the armored truck was going to arrive.

I drove southeast per Griffin’s vague
directions, hoping my sense of dead reckoning would prove out and I
could find the town without further ado. I’d been presented with a
similar dilemma while trying to find Harwintowne, Nevada. It’d
taken a U.S. Mail driver to point me in the right direction, but
unfortunately Bard’s Portage didn’t seem to merit a postal code. I
was back in Beresford two hours later, about to think I’d been
had.

From a phone booth two lots down from the
only 24-hour pizzeria I’d ever seen, I placed an order in broken
French for two pies to be delivered to the address Pretorius had
given me. Pizza-delivery guys are like cabbies, they know where
everything is. There was some muffled discussion on the other end
of the line as the man taking the call consulted with his
co-workers before giving me the total and an estimated delivery
time of forty-five minutes.

There’s not usually a big run on pizza at
6:00 in the morning, so I waited to tail the first driver out the
door. She headed southeast and led me down the same rural lanes I’d
already scouted. I followed at a distance as she began to take
different turns than I had, and a few kilometers inland from
Chaleur Bay we arrived in the township of Bard’s Portage.

I pulled along a line of trees from a wetland
forest, which obscured the Blazer from oncoming traffic. A
quarter-mile down the straight stretch into town, the brake lamps
of the driver’s Pinto lit up followed by its reverse lights. I
watched it back into the side parking lot of a building decorated
with Sanskrit characters and blue-skinned ceramic statues. I saw a
few houses and stores but they were detached enough to avoid
spillover in the event of a massacre.

The delivery girl stepped out of her Ford
with a pair of flat boxes balanced palm and fingertips, and looked
around kind of befuddled. She knocked at the front door and then
walked around back when no one answered. From my vantage I couldn’t
see the rear of the building for the trees to my right, but a few
minutes later she returned with money in her hand instead of the
pizza that hadn’t been ordered. I was pretty sure I’d sold myself
out.

I didn’t know when Dharma House hung out
their open sign or if the grisly enterprise it concealed kept shop
hours. For all I knew I was blowing my window, sitting on my thumb
while the people who needed murdering parceled spleens into
Ziploc bags. On the other hand, if I went in too soon, I might only
find a janitor having a pizza breakfast.

While I considered how and when to best start
the killing, I turned the Blazer around in search of a
less-conspicuous parking spot. I found a little francophone
cemetery about a half-mile away on the other side of the same
marshy woods—easy attack-and-retreat cover for an old guerilla like
me.

I took a stroll through the graveyard and
opened my peaches with the same P-38 can opener I’d carried since I
was in-country. The smell of fruit was less appalling than most
other foodstuffs, and I spooned the mushy yellow slices into my
mouth while cataloging headstone dates. I’d never had any truck
with cemeteries, and when I was in short pants I used to count
family names and collect epitaphs. It had been a quiet, if morbid,
source of entertainment for me as a child, one that Papa never
really discouraged.

Most of the tombstones were spackled with
moss, but white as gypsum underneath, catching the morning sun in
worn crucifixes and fleurs-de-lis. Others were low, gray markers
circumscribed with tare and shriveled trillium that guarded their
inscriptions like buried treasure.

I sucked a slice of peach from my fingers and
lapped the nectar dripping from my knuckles. So intertwined are
taste and smell that the scent of vegetation, which decayed in the
fen behind the graves, made the peach in my mouth taste like a
rotting milkweed pod.

The haphazard marble and limestone aisles
were slick with melting frost. My boots grew heavy and dark in the
high, wet weeds while my thoughts pickled in musings of how I could
best contribute to the population of this corpse garden. If I
waited until nightfall and barred the doors of Dharma House, I
could cut its power and kill everyone inside in the comfort of
darkness. If I set the façade on fire, I could pick the occupants
off one by one as they ran out back. Or, if I stormed the place
like Rogier wanted, first I’d have to flatten tires in the parking
lot to negate any chance of quick escape.

A bead of peach juice slipped down the corner
of my mouth as I caught wind of another scent pressing through the
marsh. It was sweet and sharp, the faintest fragrance of raw pork.
The Windigo took notice and savored the aroma. The warm syrup
rolled under my chin while I stared into the trees as though
looking through them. Absently, I calibrated my nostrils for a
better whiff and the smell became more pungent. My legs quivered in
excitation as the tang blossomed like condensation on my taste
buds.

As I sucked in the smell, the peaches turned
into wedges of chewy flesh stewed in metallic, red nectar. I threw
back my head and greedily emptied the can, relishing a salty human
cocktail of chunks and sauce. Lines of blood spilled over the rim
of the can and snaked between the creases of my mouth as I gobbled
down the last few morsels, stubborn at the bottom. I strained my
tongue into the tin and licked wildly at the inside, probing and
cleaning the little metal grooves as if performing cunnilingus. The
connection of blood and sex excited me to erection, and when my
tongue could plumb no deeper, I swabbed the can with my fingers and
sucked them of gore until they were slick.

When the can was dry and the bloody illusion
had passed, I finished my cemetery stroll with a much clearer mind
for killing than before. My own machinations had muddied the waters
of the simplest job in the world, and the task that had fallen to
me became delightfully uncomplicated. I tossed the empty peach can
into the back of the Blazer and suited up for slaughter. Rogier was
going to get his massacre just like he wanted it: fast and
greasy.







Chapter XI

 


I wasn’t quite the mucky mess I would’ve been
if I’d trudged through the same marsh in summer, but there was
still slop to clean from my bare feet. I pulled on my boots and
rolled my pant legs over the tops. With clean boots, anyone with a
mind to track my approach would have to rely on something other
than a mud trail.

A vacant gravel lot bordered by naked woods
sprawled behind Dharma House. It was clotted with wet leaves and
branches shingled together like brown carcasses with bones poking
through. I struck from the trees and cut across the lot; a brazen
advance for a man wearing a scattergun on his thigh and two
silenced Colts across his shoulders. Halfway to the service
entrance, I drew both .45s to port.

Given the voracity with which it pursued its
appetite, I considered it sporting of the Windigo to have permitted
even a moderate amount of subterfuge—clean boots, the silencers. I
think it was willing to make concessions in order to exploit the
full prospect of its meal. No one could get out alive.

Inside the double doors and four steps up was
a freshly mopped landing, and another door that presumably opened
into the restaurant proper. The stammer of an electric saw whined
from below a flight of stairs to the right. The smell of curry and
unwashed bodies was almost warm. But it was the third odor the
Windigo fancied, the one I’d followed through the bog, the one now
guiding me down a stairwell broad enough to accommodate five men
abreast. There were small metal casters, the kind found on factory
assembly lines, set into the hand rails. A pragmatic invention from
the look of it; with the wheel rails managing one end of a casket
or gurney, two men could do the work of four. At the bottom of the
stairs were empty pizza boxes.

The basement itself was clean as
slaughterhouses go. With green-painted concrete floors fitted with
drains, and good lighting it wasn’t the draconian dungeon I’d
imagined. Stainless-steel showerheads bowed through the walls like
praying geese, and the ceiling was a system of meat hooks threaded
with cables on electric pulleys and windlasses. Bolts of white deli
paper were spooled at the heads of long plastic tables, each with
its own wash basin and tier of cutting implements. At the foot of
each were empty gut bags and bins of small raggedy bones ready to
be crushed into meal. Only two of a dozen tables were occupied,
each with a two-man team for a total headcount of four. The nearby
drains served as cuspidors and the workers took turns spitting into
the traps; their saliva was too red to be tobacco juice, too bright
to be blood. These were spare, primitive-looking men who wore
nothing but a layer of white ash to cover their dark skin. Their
hair was a jungle of twisted wool, their beards were as matted as
the manes of wild ponies, and they conducted their proceedings with
a simplistic, efficient reverence. The men closest to me worked in
tandem on a human head pared clean of flesh and follicle. One of
them braced the raw thing between his palms while the other deftly
inserted his fingers into its orbits, plucked out the wet eyes and
deposited them, stalks and all, into a waiting tray of saline. The
second pair filleted a woman’s pelvic girdle with electric knives
and rolled the resulting meat strips into a bed of jerky salt.

My weapons whispered to the backs of their
heads, bouncing splintered teeth and half-chewed betel nut pieces
across the floor in a race of reds. An electric knife fell into one
of their forearms—fell, sank, and rattled against bone.

I walked over to my trophies, and another
naked, ash-smeared primitive appeared from a previously unnoticed
freezer door. He stepped out in a frosty cloud with a meat cleaver
in one hand, and considered his dead associates with crocodilian
boredom before glancing my way. His mouth twitched as if he
recognized me, and the Windigo grinned back and shot him just below
the navel. He lowered himself to the floor and tried to pull his
legs into a lotus position before his head slumped forward. The ash
on his chest soaked up the burgundy stringing from his lips.

Enamored more by the freezer’s presumed
contents than the paltry array of pelvic scraps, I stepped inside
among the cold, swirling mists and slabs of human remains. It was
like homecoming for the Windigo. At least twenty sides of long pork
dangled from the low, steel ceiling—rib racks, back straps and a
score of various limb segments swaddled in sheer white cloth. There
were shelves heavy with bladders of milk ice, floor crates piled
with anonymous sundries dressed in butcher’s wrap, and late-term
fetuses hanging in cheesecloth like a pale cluster of plucked game
hens.

I seized a random bundle the size of a roast
and exited the freezer to carve it up on the nearest table. Peeling
back the paper I found an exceptionally large liver, plump and
frozen to a glossy black. I put the Colts on the table and
retrieved the cleaver from the floor before bearing down on the
organ. The chopper barely left a signature, just a fine purple hash
mark, and subsequent, more vigorous blows were no more productive.
Maddened by anticipation akin to lusty foreplay, I hacked at the
liver with progressively reckless strokes until I tossed the
cleaver aside and clutched the frozen mass to my mouth. My teeth
scratched and slid harmlessly across the swollen, veiny delicacy in
my hands. The cusp of orgasm with climax denied.

I was deaf to all but the Windigo’s
frustrated rage when a firebrand slammed through my shoulder. The
pain diverted my craving, and drew my attention to the Indian on
the stairs. He wore a stained apron over jeans and sneakers, and a
robust blue-black moustache over his upper lip.

“What have you done to my Aghoris?” He cried,
while bolting another cartridge into the breech of his .30-caliber
rifle.

Disinclined to grant him a second, more
accurate shot, I took a Colt and clipped one of his ankles so
cleanly he and his left foot tumbled down the broad staircase as
separate articles.

I confess not to have heard the shot that’d
passed through my shoulder, although I was likely alone in that
regard. The rifle report and the maimed rifleman’s squeals were
bound to raise an alarm from upstairs. As one who delights in
mayhem almost as much as cannibalism, the Windigo deserted one sort
of meal for another, and went looking for more death. As I bounded
up the stairs and bade fatal farewell to the mustachioed Indian and
the gut shot Aghori, I realized the Windigo was no longer at the
trigger. Shedding the demon’s will and returning to the dictates of
my own wasn’t like snapping out of a trance, but more like the
change in a man after sex—immortal one minute and panting the next.
Maybe the sudden shock of my wound had curbed the Manitou’s control
by twisting the reins of its mount, but with an open exit before
me, all I had to do was retreat to the cemetery.

An older, heavyset woman with a mop bucket
stood on the landing just above my escape route. She looked me in
the face and then spilled her pail of gray water as she threw up
her hands in silent panic. Then she turned to run. The predator’s
natural inclination is to pursue, because fleeing is a point of
weakness. I fired on her back, sending her belly whomping in a red
wake across the linoleum she’d just mopped. She sprawled to a stop
with her skirt around her waist. Before I could resume my getaway,
a teenage dishwasher peeked around a kitchen doorway farther down
the hall. His eyes were as white and as round as hailstones. A
waitress screamed and dropped her tray when she saw the dishwasher
smack down with a cherry pit in his face. I wished her not to see
me, but it was clear she had, so I stepped over the fat woman’s
body and fired again.

If I could just turn around, I kept thinking,
duck out the back with no one left to identify me as per Rogier’s
instructions, I might still slip the chains bunching around my
neck. But then a startled cook looked up as he knelt beside the
dead dishwasher, and a busboy went for the phone. Each new face
drew me deeper inside the restaurant while the Windigo sorted out
my reins. By the time I’d killed the cashier, I was in the dining
room warning the clientele away from the door. Everyone got a real
good look at me. In all the ways I’d imagined this job going down,
this was worst-case scenario.

The innocence of the upstairs dead was
dubious; it was doubtful they’d merely been unwitting employees and
likely they were as Jabberwocky as the corpse cutters below. The
ability to judge innocence at a glance isn’t one of my skills, but
the five customers who’d come to breakfast that morning were
unquestionably civilians. Just folks who, like I’d told Pretorius,
came by for a slice of pie.

The longer it took me to herd patrons back to
their seats and lock the front door, the sooner the Windigo would
resume autopilot. I fumbled through the dark caverns of my heart in
a last-ditch search for a solid reason to turn back, but all those
notions of redemption were mental vanity, and the time had come to
nail my colors to the mast.

Who gets it first? I asked myself. The guy in
the suit and blue turban, standing rigid next to the cash register?
The cowering white couple warding me off with their menus? The
brown little boy with his arms lashed around his grandfather’s leg?
Perhaps the first to die should be the longest of tooth, I
reasoned, and put a .45 to the old man’s temple. Once he was dead,
I’d have to work my way down the age grade until I’d taken his
grandkid’s life. He wouldn’t be the first child I’d killed
deliberately, or the youngest. Anyone who’d killed his own baby
would kill anything. The old man’s face was pleated with wrinkles
folded around deep, canny eyes. Fearless. A head of thick white
hair draped over the shoulders of his torn, blue calico shirt.

“Are you Sikh?” I asked. My purpose in
knowing was to let him say a prayer if he wanted.

“Romnichal,” he corrected. “And what did you
used to be?”

His rumpled brass complexion and long, white
tresses came together with the sound of his voice to create an
avatar of Michael Winterfox. I took a step back. The face of my
grandfather fanned the lone ember I’d been seeking, made it glow to
be found in the darkness.

“I’m dead myself if I don’t kill you,” I
said, as though he warranted an explanation—as though he might
actually be Michael. “And if that happens ….”

“When that happens,” he corrected me a
second time, “it’s to the Devil with you. Best to face Beng like a
real man than wait for him to run you down.”

A real man; how tragically I’d failed
to make Papa’s grade. His memory was the fossilized heart of that
little ember, part and parcel of my grudge against the Beast. If my
progressive fear of death were allowed to douse that ember for good
and all, how long could I survive without the sustaining influence
of vendetta? Funny, out of all the things that could’ve motivated
me, the realization I stood to lose my most sacred conviction was
inspiration enough. Choosing the Feud over my life was once again
an acceptable proposition, just not to the Windigo.

For my sedition it branded the shriek of
crows into my skull, which bloodied their beaks behind my eyes. All
other considerations to my welfare meant nothing as I crossed the
Rubicon of my own soul. I drew on the notion that the evil of man
trumped that of the Devil, so I enlisted every despicable act I’d
ever performed. I buttressed my defense with sin-stained hands as I
invoked selfishness and pride, envy and malice, and every work of
flesh stamped on my passport to Hell. I harbored every torture
endured; begrudged every insulting slight. I conjured and
weaponized the rage that’d once flowed in reserve through the
scarred channels of my heart.

You can stew my brains until they fall out my
ears, but you can’t beat me this way. Torment me with your hunger
and terrify me with eternity, but you will not take my claim to
vengeance!

The long, wracking agony began to fortify my
will just as it had all the times someone had tried to break it
with pain’s blunt-force trauma. But as the riot of crow-squall fell
to ebb, something heavy broke across my back and I became aware of
being on all fours, grasping at my shadow, salivating and dripping
with sweat. Dull steel combed through my flesh as the old man’s
progeny—or whoever the boy was—raked the back of my neck with a
fork. I knocked him against his elder as I stood. The preppie who’d
flinched behind the daily specials with his girlfriend had been
brave enough to break a chair over my back while I was down, but
now he raced his blonde counterpart out the door. The Colts had
never left my hands, and though I could’ve put a round through the
young couple just as easily as the retreating blue turban, I chose
to stay their execution.

Bloody, bruised, and reeling from a migraine
left like corvine shit, I tottered for the back door as the old
Roma yelled after me, “There are true lies and false truths!”

 


The world is an easy place to get lost in, if
you so choose. A clever fugitive can outlast his press and dissolve
into the hoi polloi, only to haunt cold-case files and the
occasional television documentary on the ones that got away. But my
enemy the Beast was the nadir of Inferno, and it would never give
me the terms it had offered Michael. It would never let me hide.
The Windigo was just as unlikely to release me because I’d managed
to defy its authority. Besides, the price for being at large is to
sweat out every slow car that passes and to wince at any sound that
might be bullet or siren. In preserving my vendetta, I’d done
alright for myself; it was time to quit. The old gypsy had told me
it was better to give the devil his due than wait for his knock at
your door. Damn straight.

I fled as far as Halifax, Nova Scotia, the
city of my birth, the city where I chose to die. I suppose the
symbolism of a full-circuit appealed to my Cheyenne upbringing. I
spent the next four days at a grungy little motel and roadhouse,
waiting on the police while the Bard’s Portage slayings headlined
every paper, newscast, and conversation in the Maritimes. I numbed
my wounds with alcohol and whores until body and soul had been
anesthetized. The Indian’s bullet had left a clean tunnel in my
shoulder, and though it kept me from sleeping, it didn’t hurt as
badly as where fork tines had left hot streaks that oozed through
squamous tortoiseshell scabs.

I kept expecting someone to put two and two
together and drop a dime to the nearest constable’s office; that at
least would have expedited my swansong, but it seemed I’d picked
the kind of dive where no one ever called the cops. The only
attention I received came in the form of liquor and cunt, and a
foul-mouthed rowdy who tried to start some shit with me late one
night. Some overage, degenerate power-drinker made several colorful
observations regarding my looks and smell, and when I looked his
direction, he hiked his coat to show me a belly gun in his belt. He
seemed ticked off when I didn’t shiver or run—it was that kind of
place. Premature violence might’ve undermined my grand finale, so I
let him run me down until he became bored by my indifference and
went elsewhere.

By the third day, I’d slipped into the kind
of consciousness drunkards think of as enlightenment. The whisky
had skewed my perception to keel with the distorted nature of my
circumstances. It was like a cross-eyed squint into a funhouse
mirror with your head cocked to one side; an unbiased reflection
looked back. Rogier’s “good-guys-wear-white-hats” philosophy had
never tracked with the bloodthirsty mission he’d chosen for me. The
unrealistic lack of intel and the prefab premise of wanting it to
look random started stacking into an equation best ciphered by the
old man’s parting words about true lies and false truths. The setup
seemed so transparent now, and as cold-blooded as I’d seen from
Rogier.

For the next 24 hours I soaked in deceit and
booze, and watched with the rest of the midday drunks as local news
announced the RCMP had gotten their man for the Bard’s Portage
rampage. The mug shot over the anchorman’s shoulder was of an
aboriginal man named Jeb Bear, a pimp and small-time arms smuggler
who had a history of violence toward subcontinent Indians. Mr. Bear
had been killed in a standoff with an undercover officer trying to
arrest him.

If they’d strangled Jeb at the St. Ives for
the express role of patsy or if he was just a scapegoat corpse, it
was clear my drunken deliberations had been more astute than any
sober thought I’d had in months. None of this, however, lifted my
spirits or deterred my decision to die with boots on.

Late on the fourth day, while the standard
crowd of foundry workers started to come in, I sniffed the
mismatched scent of bay rum among the stogies and rotgut.

“I might’ve known you’d be hunkered down in a
tavern,” Rogier said, peeling the cellophane off a new pack of
cigarettes while staring down the man beside me for his spot at the
bar.

“Ya’ might’ve known,” I repeated, without
actually looking at him. “I ain’t been hidin’ from ya’, but I’m
sure ya’coulda guessed that.”

“I thought you were a Lord Calvert man,” he
said, noting the bottle of Alberta Premium in front of me.

“That was Papa’s brand,” I said. “He called
it the only whisky worth drinkin’, probably ‘cause it was the best
he could afford. Ya’ don’t know shit about me if ya’ don’t know I
drink rye when my ass hairs are up.”

“You’d be shit-faced seven days a week if
that was the case,” he said. “Anyway, you can sheath your claws;
I’m here alone.”

“I got that part figgered out,” I said,
sloshing another shot into my glass. “Didn’t even come strapped,
eh?”

“I thought we might not end up in blood that
way,” he said.

“Might’a not been one of yer better
calls.”

“Yeah, well I’m on a roll here lately,” he
said, tapping down his Chesterfields. “I had to know how far gone
you were, man. You know a better way I could’ve done that, I’ll
apologize right now.”

“Meanwhile I’m sittin’ here suckin’ on my
teeth—waitin’ to do a kind’a Butch Cassidy and the Sundance kid
thing with the cops.”

“You’re dead-drunk and torn up, Sylvester.
How long has that bullet wound smelled like pus? I’ll get you a
doctor if you’ll let me. We can sort out the rest along the
way.”

A cherry bomb exploded in my shoulder when I
slammed down my glass, but I slurped up the pain and smacked my
lips for more.

“It was real, real hard to back off on
killin’ them folks,” I confessed. “You don’t wanna know that kind’a
hard.”

“How about we get out of here before the drug
dealers start getting nervous?”

Rogier was anxious to get out of doors so I
followed him into the lot where I stumbled against a parking block.
When he reached to steady me, I hooked his arm in a half-nelson and
pinched his windpipe shut with the other hand.

“You should’a come heeled,” I snarled,
pinning him against the hood of a car. He didn’t panic or struggle,
but spiked his palm against my left ear like he was sinking a nail.
There was a quick, sharp fizz in my eardrum followed by the
sickening ache of his knee in my groin. The combo severed my
chokehold and put me on the defensive.

Rogier was all legs and elbows as he drove me
back, and I wound up absorbing most of them despite my attempt to
ward them off. He targeted my injuries with Savate kicks while I
groaned to withstand them through the whisky that had poisoned my
blood. The heel of one shoe folded my stomach under my ribcage and
in the next instant I’d drenched him in puke. His understandable
aversion to regurgitated liquor put some air in his attack
sequence. I used the pause to rip the Bowie from my boot while he
wiped the vomit off his face.

His steely eyes glowered like blue dusk in
the parking lot lights as he shook a telescoping military baton
from his sleeve. “You’re making me defend my life now,” he said,
circling me with his weapon expanded.

“Remember what that feels like?” I hissed
through snapping strings of regurgitated liquor.

Ignoring every acceptable technique of good
knife fighting, I charged him like Norman Bates with every
intention of tacking him to the nearest piece of metal, but his
baton snapped across my wrist—a textbook maneuver for a textbook
attack—paralyzing my hand and making the knife much too heavy to
hold. He shoved the balled tip of his cudgel into my bad shoulder
to goad me back, and though it hurt more than the original gunshot,
I plucked the shaft from the wound.

Infection spilled down my arm and clung like
egg custard to his baton tip. I plowed headfirst into his face,
backing him against another car where I slammed the crest of my
skull between his eyes three more times. His experience proved
hearty enough to resist my efforts to disarm him and his rebuttal
was to knee my crotch once more; then he head-butted me right back.
All the injuries to my face—the ones not healed, and those still
tender to the touch—roared out in unison. I shuddered and sweated
but kept his back against the car and tried to fishhook him. The
sclera of his right eye turned black with blood, and over the other
eye a meaty gash poured down the pale, broken line of his nose.
Rogier snapped and bit at my fingers, fending off my attempts to
tear his mouth until he could roll up his legs and sink his heels
into my sides. His calves and thighs were like spring-loaded
hydraulic presses, and with a single thrust he sent me scuttling
backward.

Half-deaf from ear-pop and my equilibrium
rocked beyond the exponential effects of whisky, pain, and
insomnia, I shielded my senseless right hand behind my back; it
hadn’t fully healed since punching through the hospital door.

The roadhouse happy hour had emptied into the
parking lot for ringside seats. An audience of jeering middle-aged
delinquents mobbed around us. They were cheering for me. Maybe they
hadn’t seen me pull the knife and didn’t like the fact that Rogier
was armed, or maybe they just didn’t like his Windsor knot. A burly
trucker-type in a sweat-stained Blue Jays cap threatened to bite
Rogier’s head open and jostled through the crowd to follow through
when I pulled a Colt and pointed it at the would-be contender.

“I will strike you dead!” I shouted, with
voice warbling and knees swaying.

The trucker smirked and stepped back into the
rabble as I holstered the pistol. No doubt he wondered why I didn’t
shoot Rogier and be done with it—I was thinking the same thing. I
guess I didn’t want to kill him like that.

My face was a skillet of brisket as I
squinted at Rogier with his lips thickening and brow ridge swelling
to Cro-Magnon proportions. Michael had taught me to fight with one
arm just like he’d taught me to fight blind, in the water, and
upside down. I’d learned to fight beyond exhaustion, through the
pain and past margins most people consider physical limitations,
but I’d stressed my staying power into new frontiers back in
Highbury where I’d been more Windigo than man. Maybe I still was
and didn’t know any better; even by my standards, I should have
collapsed.

Rogier blew rockets of red jam from his
nostrils and then sprang for me, cutting monophonic strokes through
the air with his baton like a fencing foil. The shaft found my
tortured bullet hole again and dropped me to one knee where I lined
up nicely for a kick in the face. I fended it off and the one that
followed, but I was losing pace with him and the next one laid me
flat.

Even down to one ear I could hear him sucking
wind while a swill of blood and puke dripped from his shirt collar.
He towered over me and pulled back with the baton for a finishing
blow, but I had enough steam left to evade it. It chinked against
the asphalt as I took out his legs and heaved myself on top of him.
A hundred Reydosnin ground tactics blurred together in a brain too
dulled to use them. I tried to pound his head against the corner of
a parking block with my only usable hand and got in a good
lick—split his scalp—before he squirmed free of my weight and
wedged his baton across my throat with his hands at either end of
the thing. His bared teeth were soaking red. His right eye was an
opaque, black button shrinking in swollen flesh, but his left eye
was still cold blue sterling. Bubbles were flashing before my eyes
like lens-flares, and I couldn’t hold him off with one arm. As the
truncheon completely cut off my air, I burrowed my thumb into the
gash over his left eye, felt it slide into the meat like a pocket
before I tore it open. Rogier cried out and jerked away with his
eyebrow flapping like a pirate patch. I choked for air, threw up
again, and then began the arduous task of climbing the nearest
vehicle to get to my feet.

The spectators had quieted down. They’d come
out expecting to see a rough-and-tumble and had been treated to a
night at the Coliseum. Astonished, women covered their mouths and
the men muttered “Goddamn.” I looked out over the gleaming blood
slicks on the parking lot and doddered for my knife laying gray in
the sheen, but I was second to rise, and Rogier split my chin with
a wild baton blow that put me back on my ass. I wanted to get back
up, but I floundered between asphalt and sky, unable to tell one
from the other.

He was bloody from the top of his head to the
middle of his shirt, but Rogier crutched himself against the
nearest fender, arched his neck, and cringed as he posted the skin
flap over the only eye he could still see through. He collapsed his
military baton against the pavement before picking up my Bowie. I
expected to be shanked with my own blade when he pulled me upright
but instead we sagged chest-to-chest, using each other for
support.

“You set me up,” I gasped as I fell back
against a truck’s bed rail.

“To see if I could still trust you,” Rogier
huffed, trying to catch his breath holding onto one knee. “That’s
how it works. Get over it you crazy shit.”

While he cinched his necktie over his
forehead to hold his eyebrow in place, I slipped back to the
pavement with a rooster comb hanging from my chin. Pain turned to
tingling sensations in my face and limbs, and then they ebbed away,
taking my consciousness with them.

 


Standing beside me on a green, storm-swept
hillside was an empty tepee branded with the fleur-de-lis. I
listened to the rumble of hooves as they mingled with thunder and
watched as a pregnant woman ascended the promontory on a white
stallion. When she and her steed had crested the hill, the woman
dismounted, holding her belly as she made for the tepee. She was a
stately figure of Native-Anglo lineage with the best features of
both races. Straight black hair tousled across her lovely face and
in her stride was a quality of strong-willed, queen-like elegance.
I followed her through the buffalo-skin flap into the lodge where
she undressed, lay down, and parted her legs to deliver the child.
I kneeled in the gap between her knees while she travailed. The
wrathful tempest had settled upon us in all its roughshod fury.
Howling winds shook the tepee and the bluster of hard rain turned
the lodge into a conical snare drum. Eyes clenched and mouth
twisted, her anguish rose with the storm’s severity until both had
reached crescendo. When she finally cried out in pain, so did
I.

The tepee’s dirt floor had become
wine-colored mud; the inside walls dripped with blood and the woman
was gilded with it. Her hair was as sodden and limp as a fresh
trophy scalp, her face a crimson horror mask. She girded her narrow
waist with a rawhide skirt and exited the lodge with a more
ferocious grace and severe beauty than with which she’d entered.
Her dark nipples beaded with black cream fit for some sinister
newborn, but there was no child present. She sat astride her mount.
The passing gale had burnt the coat of the Cayuse to jet-black, and
somehow he, too, was lathered from poll to hocks with gore. The
landscape had changed as well, from verdant to barren blood-soaked
topsoil.

At the far end of the hill crest was the
prostrate form of my father, his body a sanguinary wellspring
irrigating the land. The woman cupped one of her breasts and
beckoned me to nurse at its septic pap. The urge to do so was
strong, but Papa took precedence. On his forehead was the scorched
asterisk of a bullet hole and stuck like a misshapen pill to his
lolling gray tongue was the silver bullet Michael had used to save
his soul.

“I know you!” I shouted at the woman
wearing his blood, knowing at last who’d invoked my Feud with
Papa’s death.

She leaned against the withers of her stud
and replied: “Rhea Silvia Lupa. You’re not sure if you’d rather
kill me or suck me.” Both were options that had played out with
equal enthusiasm in previous dreams.

I seemed to see her through a long, narrow
corridor as she rode away in a flurry of plunging hooves, and then
a lash of silent lightning like frayed wires smoked the sky to
amber.

 


A rain-striped windowpane rattled with the
slow grumble of thunder.

“Careful going home, eh?” I heard someone
say, but not to me. “It’s turning into a hockey rink out
there.”

My eyes could hardly stay open as I forced
them to inventory my surroundings: white bed sheets; sterile tape
over a needle in my wrist, and a bucolic garage sale painting next
to the wall-mounted television set. I might’ve gone back to sleep
had it not been for Alexandretta sitting at the foot of my bed,
assessing me with an unsympathetic stare.

“Well,” he began, pocketing a pair of nail
trimmers, “You must be used to this. Waking up in a hospital I
mean. Can I get you something?”

“Water,” I answered, too bleary to reach for
the pitcher on the bed stand.

He filled a Dixie cup and then drank it down.
“There,” he said, “much better. Would you like my backwash?”

I reached for the nurse-call button but
Alexandretta got to it first and draped the console by its cord
beyond the length of my IV tube.

“In a minute,” he said, stepping over to
close the door. “We need to have a man-to-man first. How’s your
shoulder? Hurts, I’ll bet.”

“Touch me and I’ll peel your hair,” I
coughed, my ears ringing as he sat beside me on the bed.

“You see, that’s just the kind of thing we
need to address—overplaying your hand. You’ve got a bad attitude,
Mr. Logan, and I’ve had my fill of it.”

With that, he punched a thumb through the
sling protecting my bullet hole. When I tried to react, he seized
my other arm by the wrist, bending it forward till my fingers
splayed and the needle pierced new meat.

“I know you’re not going to scream,” he said
as my eyes watered and my face burned. “And you’re too medicated to
do anything else but listen to me. I don’t understand exactly why
you’re still alive, but if it were up to me, you’d be feeding
sharks in the North Atlantic right now. You are not the cock
of the walk, and your boondocks talents don’t impress me. I’ve
balanced books on men twice as hard as you.”

Too weak to resist him, I clenched my teeth
as he increased the pressure until sutures popped free under his
manicured nail.

“Personally,” he continued, “you can shoot
babies and whoever else you want all the live long day, but I will
split your ass with a Judas Cradle if you ever hurt Mr. Rogier
again. That man is a prince, and too mellow for his own good
sometimes; believe me. He may have taken his lumps in stride—that’s
the kind of man he is—but I won’t.”

He released me and returned to the foot of
the bed as leisurely as he’d gone to the bar while Kroy had
throttled Jeb Bear.

“Where is he?” I asked, trying to focus on
something other than the bloody poppy petals flowering through my
sling.

“Across town,” he replied, “being treated for
an eight-ball hemorrhage, a concussion, and a fractured face. It
took fifty-six stitches to put his eyebrow back, but they’re
releasing him later today.

“Where you’re concerned, we brought you in as
a deep-cover cop to sidestep the gunshot wound. Mr. Rogier’s idea.
Doctors have to report that kind of thing you know. Your hangover
has you as muddled as anything right now. They told me your
blood-alcohol level was almost twice the typical fatal limit; might
be a new record there. Oh, and if it hurts to piss it’s because
you’ve got a dose, though they have you on penicillin for that.
Along with everything else, you may consider your choice of tail
more carefully in the future.

“I know you respect him,” he said, putting on
his trenchcoat. “Rogier has that quality with men like us. I was in
the kidnap-and-ransom business for many years; the Middle East
mostly. I had a flair for it, but when things sour in a vocation
like that they do so very quickly. As it turned out, I wasn’t as
untouchable as I’d come to believe. It was Mr. Rogier who gave me
an option other than a PLO firing squad. I tell you this so maybe
you can understand what might be construed as being overly
protective of him.”

“That’s sweet,” I said. “Ring the nurse on
your way out.”

He opened the door, signaled down the hall,
and then stepped back into the room.

“On a parting note, I’m supposed to tell you
Marlborough House has files on your buddy Sir Staedt and his
chivalrous order. He checks out.”

“Graf Staedt,” I corrected him. The
Windigo, who’d lounged quietly while Alexandretta had punished me,
now bristled at the mention of the knight.

“Right,” he acknowledged. “He’s German. Did
he tell you he was part of a Bavarian anti-Nazi resistance group in
‘45?”

“Get the fuck out of my room, Alexandretta,”
I said, right before the male nurse came in.

“Watch this one,” he said while leaving.

I closed my eyes again when he was gone, and
kept them closed while the nurse scolded me for not keeping my arm
stationary.

“We just got the last of the pus drained
yesterday,” he said.

“Which was what?” I asked with lids still
shut.

“Wednesday,” he answered, carefully removing
the sling. “You came in on Sunday night. This is Victoria General,”
he said peeling back the bandage.

“I guess I’ll live then,” I muttered to
myself.

“This will have to be re-sutured,” he said,
“but I doubt it will kill you.”

“I was born at Grace Hospital,” I said,
remembering the birth certificate they’d sent me to prove my
citizenship after the war. “If you’d told me that’s where I was, I
might’ve been inclined to call it fate.”

“If you were going to die from these wounds,
you’d have already done it,” he said while tweezing the loose
threads. “Anyway, Grace is a maternity hospital and not much on
shootout wounds.”

I spent the next couple of days sequestered
in my private room with nothing to distract me from the guilt that
was rightfully mine, nothing to do but think and no chance to wrap
my sins in more of the same. I wanted to kill Alexandretta on
general principle, but it was hard to blame him for a moment of
torment—hard because it was justifiable. I’d earned more pain than
I could ever endure but I would’ve rather contended with
Alexandretta night and day than that awful alone time.

Long is the way, and hard that out of hell
leads up to light, but if Milton had ever walked with the
Windigo, he wouldn’t have been so optimistic. With vengeance as my
saving grace, I’d won the battle for a little ember that now glowed
bright enough to serve as a taper at my requiem mass. There wasn’t
much left for the Windigo to do but ride me off a cliff like the
swine at the Gerasenes.

I was discharged on the first of December
with my shoulder on the mend and my testicles more or less their
normal size. I’d stripped off my hospital gown and was putting on
laundered street clothes, stewing over the loss of Tia Gordon’s
reward money and most of my arsenal—both of which had been left in
my motel room. A nice looking nurse, in her late forties I guessed,
knocked on the open door and presented me with a form to sign.

“Nothing’s over until the paperwork is done,”
she said, handing me the clipboard.

“Yes ma’am,” I agreed.

“Someone told me you were born at Grace. Is
that right?”

“September of 1950,” I answered, scratching a
faux signature across the appropriate line.

“I worked the wards there for twenty-five
years. Chances are we’ve met,” she said with a grin. “What was your
mother’s name?”

“Abigail James,” I replied. “She passed away
while I was being born.”

She took her clipboard back and hugged it
against her chest, lips pursed in thought. “Are you sure it was
Grace Hospital here in Halifax?”

“According to my birth certificate,” I said
pulling on my boots with one arm.

“Maybe I should stop bragging on my memory,
but I sure don’t remember that.”

“Why would you?” I asked.

“For one thing I worked with the chaplain
back then. Bereavement counseling was one of my duties.”

“All I know is she’s dead,” I said with some
finality.

“Of course,” she said, and left me with a
strange panicked feeling in the pit of my stomach.

Without meaning to she’d called into question
one of the only things about my past I was sure of, one of the few
anchor points on reality I had left. My most recent vision had been
troubling, but taken together with her words it threatened to
invalidate a part of my life I still considered clean. If I let
myself puzzle over it, I knew I would only nourish the idea that
was already seeding in my mind so I forbade myself to entertain
it.

The parking lot where Rogier and I had thrown
down was drifted with new snow. I paid the fare and dismissed my
cabbie before trudging to the motel. Coming back was a fool’s
errand. Sounder was probably under the bench of some old boy’s
pickup and my Henry and second Colt were likely under pawnshop
glass. The motel manager might’ve retired on the windfall found
under the bed. I’d never had that much money before and hadn’t
really known what to do with it, but you don’t just write off that
much cash however unlikely its recovery.

The wrinkled broad at the front desk hardly
recognized me sober and shaved, but once she did she demanded the
room key still in my jeans pocket—seems they’d misplaced their
spare. Ignoring her, I climbed the stairs as she cussed me out in a
throaty, cigarette-cracked voice. The door was still locked, just
like I’d left it. The room was as I’d left it too, and stank of
whisky, sex, and infection. Empty rye bottles were still on the
floor and the nightstand next to a hooker’s purple thong and her
empty pack of Kools. Feathers of brick-red blood marked the sheets
in correct anatomical position to the grimy imprint of my body. I
went to one knee and reached under the bed, finding the handle of
my rucksack and expecting to pull it out weightless; it was not. I
popped the clasp and opened its mouth, ready to find stacks of cut
up newspaper and stray engine parts substituted for my things, but
it was all there down to the last bill and box of wadcutters.
Amazed, I headed back downstairs.

I laid the key on the counter as the surly
receptionist lit one Marlboro Red off another. She glared at me and
sucked down her cowboy killer. She had a face like a bulldog
chewing a hornet and I could almost see the lines in her face
deepening. I withdrew a fistful of bills from the bag and lobbed
the crumpled wad in front of her.

“This’ll square us,” I said. “By the way, if
you’ve got a maid around here, you might think about putting her to
work.”

With the bag slung over my good arm, I
stepped outside and looked over the parking lot, struggling to
remember where I’d parked the Blazer. Ultimately, it didn’t matter;
it was gone—towed or more likely stolen. Luck is a fickle
bitch.

 


* * *

 


It doesn’t take much to turn a joyous
celebration into a yearly observance of tragedy. They say
depression hits an annual high during the holidays, and the suicide
rate soars. I’d never consciously included myself among the
seasonally depressed, but this year things were different. The less
you have, the more you miss what you’ve lost. Maybe it was one of
those midlife things where you long for the times you were
happiest, but I felt an almost urgent need for the Alberta Rockies.
Papa had died during one of our yearly visits to Michael’s, but
before then I’d spent plenty of happy Christmases there.

If I thought about it hard enough, I could
still smell the cinnamon from Papa’s homemade wassail and the warm,
sweet scent of apples roasting and sputtering by the fire. I’d eat
little candies Michael had bought from Jessup’s, and he and my old
man would get drunk on whatever Michael had laid down the year
before. There were chores to be done, too, but it didn’t seem like
work, and sometimes when we’d finished for the day I’d make a
snowman out back while Papa and Michael smoked together and talked
quietly. When I’d come in, there’d be hot chocolate and we’d all
sit together by the hearth, happy in our own company. On Christmas
Eve we’d bundle up and build a bonfire, a signal fire Papa said, so
St. Nick could find the place. We’d stay up late while I watched
for his sleigh and the Northern Lights would put on a show just for
us. The next morning there’d be little packages in string-tied
brown paper sitting on the fireplace mantle—mine to tear into.
Michael always butchered a pig for Christmas dinner, which we’d
cook in the ground, and after we’d had our fill of pork and Papa’s
special yams we’d eat plum pudding and sometimes store-bought rum
cake. Then with my belly full, I’d lie down by the fire and Papa
and Michael would tell me ghost stories in tandem until I’d fall
asleep. Those times were part of the ember that kept my heart from
freezing, and I had the audacity to ask for one more.

 


The hermitage was practically invisible in
the snow. There was a time when I’d known this countryside front to
back, but on this particular pilgrimage home I might not have even
found the place except for the sprig of smoke wending through stark
branches. Encouraged by the sign of life—it had always been my fear
that one day I’d find Michael dead—I plodded in calf-deep snow for
the shack.

He was skinning an elk, which swung on a
gambrel between two joists. Staring down his back was the Beast
Prince’s skull, sitting high and frosted on its warning pole. When
I came off the hill, Michael was facing me with his butcher’s knife
curled tightly in hand like he was ready to defend his position to
the death. His demeanor didn’t relax even after I called him by
name.

“Get your hackles down, Michael!” I shouted
across the distance. “I’m not a ghost yet!”

I guess it wasn’t until he could see me
clearly that he lowered his guard and shuffled to meet me.

“Haaahe,” he said, greeting me in
Cheyenne.

“Haaahe yourself, Grandfather.” I
think it was the first time I’d called him that.

When I hugged him, it felt like home. I was
so grateful to find him well, and felt like we were both living on
time we didn’t have coming to us—like we’d cheated death one more
time together. He withdrew from our embrace and looked me over for
several seconds as though I might be an imposter.

“What’s happened?” he asked, and not in a
teasing tone.

“What, the sling? Took one for the team in
New Brunswick. Big deal, eh?”

“And the rest of you?”

I hadn’t seen him for almost a year, and I
suppose I’d underestimated how much the mileage showed taken all at
once.

“Occupational hazards,” I said. “Some new
scars, a haircut.”

“Skinny too,” he added. “Maybe that’s it.
Well, welcome back.”

“Is this supper?” I asked, nodding at the
elk. “Let me take the knife and show you how it’s done.”

“Don’t forget who taught you how it’s
done,” he remarked as I picked up the dressing where he’d left
off.

“Look in that rucksack right there,” I said.
“See what you find.”

He pulled the Henry from the green canvas and
peeled it back from its stitched army-blanket sleeve. If he noticed
the money he paid it no mind but quietly inspected his rifle.

“This what you killed those boys over?” he
asked, as somber as the subject.

I stopped cutting. “You know about that,
eh?”

“Hell yes I know about it. Had Mounties
tromping around these woods for two weeks. You shouldn’t have
oughta done for them kids like you did, Sylvester.”

“Maybe not,” I agreed. “But I didn’t do it
because of the rifle; I can assure you of that much.”

“I know why you did it—shut up,” he said, and
then put the Henry back into its scabbard and stuffed it back down
the bag. “I got some more shells for you in the house.”

“I brought it back to you. Shit, Michael it’s
your weapon.”

“Didn’t miss it,” he said. “You took your
first blood with that gun, and it set your daddy free. Consider it
an heirloom.”

I nodded and went back to skinning without
saying so much as “Thank you.” It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate
the gift, but it was like Arthur retiring Excalibur or something
and it made me uneasy.

“The RCMP came looking for you because of
what I did?” I asked, sidestepping the issue of gratitude.

“They looked,” he said. “You think the
white man’s been born can find me if I don’t want him to? Indian
either, as far as it goes.”

“You might be Reydosnin,” I said. “But a
house doesn’t just vanish.”

“Because you say so?” he asked, like
he was scolding me for having overlooked some piece of common
sense. “Wasn’t no magic show to do for the shack what I been doing
for myself the last forty years.”

“You’ll have to teach me that one,” I
said.

He creaked when he stooped to wash his hands
in the snow. “Bring in a slab of that when you’re finished,” he
said, wiping his palms against threadbare coveralls.

Michael had never really been an affectionate
person, at least not outwardly, but there was something about his
mannerisms that seemed more distant than usual. I couldn’t put my
finger on it, but I’d known him long enough to feel the
difference.

Our humble meal of boiled potatoes and
pan-fried elk steaks passed without much in the way of dinner
conversation. Michael barely responded at all as I touched on my
bout with Rogier and the circumstances that’d inspired it. Later,
while I scrubbed the skillet he went into his room and returned
with three ragged cardboard ammo boxes, which he stacked in front
of himself before sitting back down.

“I stretched that elk hide across the south
wall like we used to,” I said, squeezing the watery grease from a
mangle of steel wool. “I didn’t figure you’d want to waste salt on
it this time of year.”

He mumbled something as he picked the folds
of his wrinkled hands for crusted blood the snow hadn’t washed
away.

“Are you feeling poorly?” I finally asked
while turning the battered frying pan over to dry. “Never known you
to miss a pipe after supper.”

“There’s a tin a’ burley by the pot-belly if
you want,” he said, gesturing over his shoulder.

I took the seat across from him. “Something’s
eating you,” I said. “You’ve been about as cozy as barbed wire
since I showed up.”

“Maybe I keep thinking about what you did to
that bunch,” he replied.

“The road crew,” I said. “I didn’t think it
all the way through and got carried away some. I tried to keep you
out of it, but I should’ve known that wouldn’t play.”

“You could hear them boys screaming clear up
here,” he said.

“I’m sorry for the trouble, but when did you
get soft on thieves? Especially ones who worked you over like they
did. Or do they have to loot your trap line to get your dander
up?”

The air turned frosty and quiet as he looked
to the blackened curls under his nails. “You were just sixteen then
as I recall,” he said, softly.

Michael had caught a stranger robbing his
traps in the winter of 1966, and by his girth he hadn’t been
motivated by starvation. Michael had shot him through his ample
guts with a .22 pistol meant for dispatching caught game, and had
brought him back to the hermitage where he’d stripped and bound him
to the tool shed before bringing me out for an unscheduled
lesson.

In the days of Michael’s fathers, captured
enemies were sometimes used to teach young Dog Soldiers, already
familiar with enduring it themselves, how to dispense pain, if for
no other reason than to temper their nerve.

With an open fire burning in the yard, the
plump wriggling form of our prisoner was cast into leaping shadows
and hues of red gold that embossed his bulk on the shed wall.
Winterfox’s only guidance was to hand me a small paring knife
before stepping aside. Still bruised and scorched from my own
inquisitorial wounds, there was no mystery to what he expected of
me. Reticent at first—here was a grown man who’d done me no wrong—I
watched blood fork through the hair of his enormous stomach like a
thawing black creek trickling through underbrush. His pleading
chilled me and I balked at the sight of his naked, quivering flesh
and the scowl of agony on his face. I glanced back at Michael whose
intractable gaze reaffirmed his wordless directive.

The same determination with which I’d
accepted the rest of Michael’s instruction steadied my hand as I
notched a foursquare pattern in the man’s inner thigh, and then
peeled back the rectangle from the yellow nodules of lard
underneath. His screams were intimidating at first, but the blood
coaxed me onward until his cries had become just as inspiriting. I
spread his flaccid belly rolls, exposed his navel and carved it out
like a fruit pit. I pinched the raggedy, rubbery little button
until it spat from between my fingers. Michael showed me how to
pull a piece of gut from the hole, and said how we could tie it to
a tree if we wanted to. I blindly kicked between the fat-man’s legs
for testes obscured by a smock of flab I did it once more before
stepping back from the splatter of liquefied shit that poured from
his bowels.

Michael relieved me of the blade and moved in
like a teacher at the blackboard, slicing off the man’s right
nipple and demonstrating the proper method of screwing a thumb into
a flesh hole. The other one was left to me and as always, I proved
to be a fast learner. Under Michael’s supervision we removed four
of his sausage toes, pried out his front teeth with a fencing tool,
and cut his Achilles tendons so he’d have to sag by his wrist
chains. By this time his bellows and screeches had faded into the
silence of cold shock. Michael finally gave him the mercy of
another strategically placed .22 bullet, and he was dead by the
time we took his scalp. In my world we called this practice.

“No disrespect, grandfather,” I said. “But
waving the dirty end of the stick at me just makes you sound like a
hypocrite—and I know you’re not.”

He nodded. “I shouldn’t have worried as much
about sticking to the old ways,” he said, confessing it to himself.
“It’s my fault you are the way you are, and it makes what I’ve got
to do even harder.”

He pushed the three cartridge boxes toward me
and then stood from his chair.

“Take them,” he said, his voice quaking, “and
get from here.”

“Kicking me out already?” I asked, smiling,
certain I hadn’t taken his meaning correctly. “I’ve been here six
hours.”

“I don’t share my roof with Snow-Walkers,” he
said, steeling his tone. “Whatever you’ll do with Sylvester, it’ll
be somewhere else.”

I’d wanted to believe the worst of my Windigo
problems had passed, but Michael could see it squatting inside me
as sure as Cesar Christie and Griffin Pretorius had.

“It’s not like that, Michael,” I said while
pushing back my chair. “I’ve got it half-whipped, a little more
time ….” I couldn’t finish my sentence with conviction of any sort,
not even to lie.

“You think I wouldn’t notice him gagging on
decent food, or see him shiver with your ice in a perfectly warm
house?”

“Listen to me,” I pleaded, “Don’t send me
away! I don’t have anybody else.”

“Take him and get out of my sight, Manitou,”
he said, growing angry. “I don’t have the spirit to kill another of
my kin, and I won’t watch you eat him up like a creeping pox. My
grandson is dead to me, so I beg you, Heávohe—leave a beaten
old man to his grief.”

In aboriginal culture being sick with the
Windigo was a death sentence. For the sake of the village, the
afflicted had to be killed lest the taint of the demon spread like
infection. Michael and I had always been a village unto ourselves,
but by his own admission he didn’t have the will to do me in. I
knew—remembered—all this, but when he turned his back on me, it
broke what was left of my heart of scars.

I should have died so many times I’d lost
count of close calls, hurt so often that pain had become boring.
There were certain things I’d come to expect, but I never could
have predicted being shunned by Michael Winterfox. If someone had
asked me about loneliness a moment before Michael started singing
my death song, I’d have told them I was beyond it. I’d have said
I’d seen the pits of it and had been jaded to the very idea. Now,
eking my way through the mountain roads headed east, I was
discovering uncharted depths of lonesome.

I pulled my vehicle onto the narrow shoulder
of Harrier’s Pass and bounded into the wilderness on foot. I cursed
the sky and the earth with all the bitterness and contempt for life
that was in me. Every contemptible utterance I could contrive
spewed from my mouth in a ramble of stream-of-consciousness
profanity, searching for a blasphemy strong enough to call down
lightning. I damned the Windigo first and then myself, before
turning my outrage to God, the Great Mystery or whoever the
sadistic bastard was who had claim to sovereignty.

A hidden snowdrift swallowed me to the hips,
and then—as I was unable to steady myself with one arm in a
sling—it gulped me down. It was like falling into the jet stream of
dream smoke, unable to breathe or to move except at gravity’s whim.
Then, as if the bank had shit me out, I passed through it and was
caught by two Spruce trunks rooted in the slope. With the wind
knocked out of me, my anger momentarily exhausted, and snow packed
between my skin and clothes, I lay still and tried to pretend my
life had been a dream. I could wake up with Papa in our house in
Lethbridge if I concentrated hard enough. All the years would roll
back and be forgotten by the time the school bell rang. A futile
fiction, but a soothing lullaby there in my cradle of snow and
fir.

I awoke with the taste of black Wolf milk in
my throat and tears, like pill halves, frozen to my cheeks.

“Ma’heo’o,” I heard myself call to the
aboriginal high god, and then to the crucified savior Papa had worn
around his neck. “Jesus Christ. You don’t have to save me, or even
forgive me, if you can just show me how not to die a monster.”

At this prayer the Windigo bridled and
roiled. It stung my bones with its cold as it climbed from some
secret, soulish antechamber to reprimand me with its devil
crows.

“Your hatred still assails the ears of
beneficent powers,” it said, “If you would but submit I would give
you a war against the werewolf to redden your bloodiest
dreams.”

I grappled the spruce trees to get to my
feet, beating back the demon with Michael’s rejection as the latest
weapon in my emotional armory. “Throw me down to the rocks and
enjoy the ride!” I said. “You’ll have to eventually, because I
won’t bow to you again.”

“I don’t have to kill you to beat
you,” it said, plagiarizing Cesar Christie’s words.







Chapter XII

 


Christmas found me back in the capital at the
St. Ives Club, the only home I had left. I didn’t know if I was
still welcome there, but I had a key and decided to stay until
Rogier threw me out.

The things I’d done to hurt Michael were
ghosts of Christmas Past, which visited and filled me with
insurmountable shame. Worse than being ostracized was the knowledge
I’d failed him like I’d failed Papa, cobbled with stones in his
mountain barrow. When I became too tired to feel sorry for myself
anymore, I sought inspiration from a bottle.

Behind the bar I found an envelope with my
name on it, inside was a single leaf of stenographer’s paper. I
tipped back a fifth of Old Grand-Dad and shook open the steno page
scrawled with hieroglyphics. The Windigo’s icy bones shrank at the
sight, diminishing deeper into its grotto.

“This is your name, isn’t it?” I asked,
entertained by its recoil. “We both know good and damn well who you
are.”

I squared the sheet into my breast pocket and
the telephone startled me. I wouldn’t have answered except the list
of people who would call a Victorian Ring safe house was short,
especially on Christmas Day.

“St. Ives,” I answered casually like it was a
pub.

“Who am I speaking with?” the woman asked.
“Logan?”

“Ms. Aroha King,” I replied.

“Thrilled you remember my name instead of,
‘that Maori dyke,’” she said. “Who’s with you?”

“If you’ve lost Deacon, you won’t find him
here,” I answered. “Or anyone else for the matter.”

“No, he’s in Christchurch with his girlfriend
and her kids. It’s Christmas, if you clutch that kind of crap. I
was looking for you, actually—I should buy a lottery ticket.”

“If you’re feeling that lucky maybe
you’d like a rematch,” I said.

“Not today,” she said. “There’s someone here
who wants to meet with you—your boss.”

“Tell him he should have better things to do
on the Son of God’s birthday. How soon does he want me out?”

“Could you not interrupt me for two seconds?”
she said with a bark.. “It’s not Mr. Rogier; it’s Ms. Clemons.
We’re coming over.”

“No way,” I said.

“Be there in a few minutes.”

“Don’t bring her here, King,” I said, but
she’d already hung up. “Maori dyke,” I mumbled.

So now, to break with tradition, I had a
choice. I could either pack up or wait for the two of them to
arrive. God—the two of them. I took another long draw from
the bottle and sat down to wait with less enthusiasm than I’d
waited for the cops back in Nova Scotia. Tough call as to which was
more bearable: a swarm of police bullets or the collective bullshit
of the fairer sex’s most accomplished ball-breakers. There are
fewer things a man is more reluctant to contend with than a woman
with a grudge; an alliance of them was synonymous with the crack of
doom. By the time they arrived and the elevator stopped squealing I
was ready to, as the Bard put it: Cry havoc and let slip the dogs
of war.

First thing to say: both women were more
catching than I remembered. Seeing them together—especially knowing
Aroha’s sexual preference—suggested a Sapphic fantasy in my drunken
male mind. That I didn’t want to deal with either of them was
almost beside the point.

“Merry Christmas, ladies,” I called, raising
my bottle. “Timely as the Grim Reaper, but much prettier.”

“I told you he’d be drunk,” Aroha said to
Tanya while docking her coat on a hook behind the door.

“Hi, Logan,” the redhead said, trying not to
grimace at my haggard exterior, which still spoke for itself.

“Don’t you look nice?” I replied. “Both of
you. I know you abstain, Aroha, but there’s some Dewar’s back there
for the Scotch lovers among us.”

Tanya made for the bar, but Aroha came
straight to the table with a predictable glare.

“This woman stayed in town on the remote
possibility she might find you,” she whispered. “I’ll scratch your
eyes out if you’re anything but polite to her.”

“You must be crushing pretty hard there, eh
King?” I asked with a wink and a nod. “Look, I’ll be nice but know
this at flag fall, there’s only so much abuse I’m willing to take
tonight. From either of you.”

Tanya poured her drink and then another
before joining us with her tumbler in hand. When she sat down her
ivory cheeks were blushing with Christmas cheer.

“So,” I said, “how are my favorite girls
tonight?”

I had a feeling whatever else I might say
would be ill-advised, so I waited for an explanation for their
visit, even though I didn’t really have one coming.

“Maybe I’ll put on some Black Darjeeling,”
Aroha said, clearing her throat and excusing herself.

“I heard you’d been shot,” Tanya said,
nodding at my sling. “What kind of meds do they have you
taking?”

“Just what you see,” I replied, maladroitly
hoisting my bottle before taking another drink.

“You know, I had a dream about you awhile
back,” she said, fidgeting with her rings as if her fingers were
swelling. “You were falling through smoke, but it was like you were
already dead. It woke me up.”

“That really happened.” It was an honest
response, but she didn’t take it that way.

“I’m getting the impression you’re going to
brush me off no matter what I tell you,” she said, while Aroha
rifled through the cupboards. “If that’s the plan, say so and we’ll
leave you alone.”

“I didn’t drink all this whisky for the
courage to be facetious,” I said. “Right now I’d listen to any
friendly word that came my way.”

Tanya was a shrewd, savvy woman with a head
for being in charge. I’d always liked that about her. But even a
willful woman can be a romantic at heart; I liked that about her
even more.

“We know each other pretty well by now, don’t
we?” she asked.

“True enough,” I replied.

“Then I don’t want us to be strangers—even if
your whole life scares the shit out of me. This is about more than
fear.”

“Sucker for dark and tormented,” I said. “I
remember.”

“Can we be friends again? If you don’t want
to, I’ll get over it, but you should tell me one way or another.
You’re not the only one who’s worn out.”

“Who said I was worn out?”

“I might’ve mentioned it,” Aroha said,
raising her hand from behind the bar. “Well, look at yourself.”

“Come over here and stop acting like a third
wheel,” I said.

Breaking her mold of defiance, she lit her
teakettle and then pulled up a chair.

“We didn’t come over here rag you through the
wall,” Aroha said. “We just want to know what’s happening to
you.”

“So you can help?” I shrugged. “Or do
you just want the dirt?”

“You’ve known him longer than I have,” she
said to Tanya. “Has he always been this dense?”

“He doesn’t want people to care about him, so
he figures no one will,” she answered with Freudian diligence, as
easily as if I wasn’t there.

“What would you two angels of mercy like to
know?” I asked, conceding the point.

“We know what happened between you and Dan
Rogier,” Tanya said, “but neither of us can get a straight answer
as to why.”

“Tip of the iceberg, Red,” I said, with
alcohol-fueled honesty. “And small potatoes.”

Their vacant, birdlike expressions reminded
me that whatever I might divulge would be news to them. Just to get
it over with I decided to hit them with the works.

“I’ll break it down for you,” I began. “I’m
possessed by a spirit who wants to make me a one-man Donner Party,
and there’s nothing for it. Because of it, Michael Winterfox—my
grandfather, my oldest and last friend in the world—turned me away.
Here’s the Cliffs Notes: I’ve got a strip of conscience left, a
body that aches even when I’m stone drunk, and a werewolf that
beats all I ever saw who wants me dead or alive. Ladies, you have
truly come to visit one poor SOB. If it’s all the same to you, I
won’t walk you to the door.”

Predictably, the conversation stopped. I took
another belt of whisky and waited for them to high-tail it as far
away from me as possible. Whether I was telling the truth or had
finally gone mad, my disclosure didn’t give them much incentive to
stick around. I would’ve left if I could.

“Fuck all that,” Tanya said. “For one thing
you haven’t lost all your friends. Two of them are right here.”

“That’s right,” Aroha agreed, as sincerely as
anything I’d ever heard her say.

“Also, I saw Dan yesterday and he doesn’t
hold a grudge, which was kind of strange to hear given the shape he
was in.”

“And this demon you’re apparently harboring,”
Aroha added, “don’t you specialize in such things?”

“It’s his bread-and-butter,” Tanya said.
“Michael will see he was wrong to give up on you when you see him
next.”

However kind the girls wanted to be, they
were not as well-informed as my grandfather, who had never been
wrong about anything that I could remember. He’d known what he was
doing when he shut me out, but Tanya and Aroha were acting out of
naive charity. Even as they tried to console me with pledges of
friendship and words of support, my eyes began to wander over their
warm, luscious bodies.

Tanya was supple and soft with skin like
cinnamon-sprinkled cream. I remembered the contours and crevices of
her body, and visualized them through her blouse, dallying over the
pink places. If I focused, I could smell the moistening effects of
the Scotch between her long, smooth legs.

Aroha was a sturdier build, still shapely and
elegant but with stouter bones and toned hazelnut flesh as sensual
and bewitching as some oceanic spice. I imagined her breasts and
tight belly from previous fantasies, my mind’s eye perusing the
athletic curve of her calves and sculpt of her thighs.

I undressed each of them down to their last
undergarment, something I’m sure many men had done before. But it
wasn’t until I began stripping back their hides that I became
aroused. I reached into my boot and closed my palm around the
antler shaft of my Bowie, and then shut my eyes to the sopping,
fleshless figures before me.

“Aroha,” I said. “Unfold what you find in my
shirt pocket and show it to me.”

Fingertips brushed against my chest, tugged
at the pocket while I envisioned the Maori’s head against the
burner where her kettle simmered. The smell of her roasting teased
my palate. I fancied Tanya split down the center with her heart
exposed like a ruddy third breast. I imagined fondling it and then
tearing off a bite before sinking my teeth into her lips for the
deepest kiss we’d ever shared.

The crackle of paper cued me to open my eyes.
The mystical glyphs Pretorius had scribed seemed bright as fire. My
hand trembled on the stag as I strained to keep my lids apart, and
the Windigo struggled to look away and to raise the blade. The
runes had lost the instantaneity of their effect, but coupled with
my will, the demon let me go with another grudging retreat.

Aroha was still holding the paper but her
other hand touched the pistol hidden in the small of her back;
Tanya had pulled away from the table and stood blinking wildly.

“You should leave now, ladies,” I said just
above a whisper. The sound of my voice was obscene.

“There’s got to be something we can do
for him,” Tanya said, like Aroha knew something she was
deliberately withholding.

“Is there, Logan?” Aroha asked.

I reached for my bottle but knocked it over
and watched whisky spill over the table edge. “Not unless you know
where to find St. Dismas,” I said.

“Who?” Tanya asked, fretting her hands
together.

“Get out!” I roared and burst from my seat,
but my legs didn’t hold and I pitched into a sideways pratfall.

Tanya lurched forward as if to help me, but
Aroha took her elbow and pulled her away. “Not now,” she said
softly, and then conducted her out the door as I succumbed to my
convenient prone position.

I awoke where I’d fallen, and to the angry,
dry-burn smell of the tea kettle. From the corner of one eye I saw
the demon’s name floating in a whisky puddle. I drew the paper
between my middle fingers and pressed it against my shirt to dry,
but the alcohol had blown out the glyphs like lines on an old
tattoo. The ink was smeared so badly even the Windigo found it
illegible.

After pulling up on the table leg I folded
the ruined steno page back into my pocket and shuffled behind the
bar to turn off the burner. I didn’t want to be remembered as the
guy who not only beat up Canada’s Victoria Ring access agent but
burned down its clubhouse as well. I might’ve smiled at that if I
hadn’t felt like filth. My body ached way down to my bones and my
soul throbbed with contamination beyond reckoning. It was a
gigantic, leaking cesspit right in the center of my chest,
dribbling sewage into my stomach. I was tired of being perpetually
cold, of being insatiable and hurting. There was pain I could not
turn. The guilt and shame and sadness that life had become was like
bleeding to death from the inside out. Nothing I had done to combat
the demon had won me anything but temporary reprieve; in reality, I
was losing my already tenuous hold over the title to my soul.
Despite all my introspection and watershed moments, the Windigo
became stronger each time it surfaced. I’d found myself in another
fight I couldn’t win, one where skirmish victories would neither
shape nor determine the outcome of the struggle.

I would keep fighting just the same, but not
because I chose to. I’d learned by now giving up didn’t work for
me; my willpower was an independent creature that functioned
without my deliberate consent as if physical suffering and mental
anguish didn’t matter. It was a symbiont that had pushed me through
Reydosnin training and the Vietnamese jungle camp, the death of my
family, and Massauga. Twice it had thwarted my attempts at suicide
and kept me moving forward even when beaten to a fare-thee-well.
Maybe it was the ember that never went out even when I wanted it
to. A will like that can be a blessing when it saves your life, but
when it repeatedly saves a wasted life it might as well be a
respirator postponing the inevitable for one more day. The sooner I
could get to the grounds of St. Dismas the sooner I could die a
good death—upholding my vendetta against the Beast. All the
willpower in the world wasn’t going to deter Stubbe, and my
piss-poor condition practically guaranteed I’d end up in his
bowels.

I wobbled up the stairs to my room taking one
geriatric step at a time and practically lying on the handrails for
support. I crumbled into bed in my booze-soaked clothes and passed
out. For the first time in a long time, I did not dream.

Even in better times the nailed planking over
the bedroom windows made it impossible to know a.m. from p.m.
without consulting the bedside clock, but now I lacked the strength
to turn my head and look. I was used to waking up lost and in pain,
but I was more confused, more vexed, by how thin I felt—like a
rasher of jerked meat. I swallowed and stared into the dark, trying
to coerce my hands into fists but they only folded into limp, loose
balls. I strained for the .45 on the nightstand and then the knife
hilt sticking out of my boot, but they both might as well have been
on the other side of the room. Someone was at the door
knocking.

“Are you dead or sleeping?” Aroha asked, and
opened the door with one hand on the knob and the other
strategically positioned behind her back.

A wedge of light from the outer corridor
widened and fell across my chest, leaving my face couched in the
swath of her shadow. I stretched my legs against the cramping in my
knees, but that too was far more difficult than it should have
been. I’d lain down as weak as a cat, but had wakened a
paralytic.

“Made it off the floor in any case,” she
said, a shadow hovering in the door frame. Her voice helped me put
some order to things; I knew where I was at least.

“It smells like they opened a bar at the
primate house in here,” she said. She turned on the desk lamp just
inside the doorway and came to the bed. “It’s 3:30 in the
afternoon. You’ve had plenty of time to sleep it off.”

Without a word to signal her intent, she
plucked the Bowie stowed in my right harness boot and put it on the
bed stand next to the Colt. My feeble attempt to stop her only
succeeded in grazing her hand with my fingertips. It was like I’d
been dislodged from the time-stream and deposited five seconds
behind everything else. I tensed when she pulled me upright, and
though she avoided jostling my wounded shoulder, she firmed her
grip all the same.

“This time,” she said, “I believe I could box
your ears, so don’t fight me.”

She propped me under her shoulder and tugged
me to my feet with her other arm around my waist. It felt as if
gravity had doubled since the last time I’d stood up, and the floor
crushed against my legs while she bore the bulk of my weight into
the bathroom.

“I think I’ve told you I grew up with six
brothers,” she said seating me on the closed commode. “I played
Mama to three of them.” Then she pulled off my boots.

“What is this?” I asked in a chaffed whisper
as she proceeded to unfasten the buttons of my stinking shirt.

“Can you move this arm at all?” she asked
while unhooking my sling.

“Can’t hardly move anything,” I replied, my
voice a little stronger.

She unbuttoned the fly of my 501s and folded
down the waist. “You’ll have to help me here,” she said. “Raise up
if you can.”

My legs trembled in fits of palsy as I lifted
from the seat just enough for the jeans to clear.

“When did you last eat?” she asked, leaving
me in nothing but putrid socks as she rerouted her attention to the
bathtub.

“A few days ago. I think.” I couldn’t
remember exactly.

“It’s been longer since you’ve showered,” she
said while running the spigot.

She turned back with arms across her chest,
mapping my scars not my manhood. “Lords of war,” she said, just
above a sigh.

Once again she gave me her shoulder and
together we hobbled across the tile before she eased me into the
tub. The line of hot water cut over my legs and crested at my
belly, and I slumped against the porcelain while the mirror
fogged.

Aroha unwrapped a new cake of soap, set it in
a dish next to a blue bottle of shampoo, and then put aside two
towels from the cabinet. Taking her sweatshirt at either side, she
pulled it over her head and then balled it into a corner.
Underneath she wore a black sports bra, and even through the haze
of steam I could see mementos of violence stenciled into her
toasted-brown skin; I counted two bullet wounds and at least three
strips of knife-play. She knelt beside the tub to soak and lather a
washcloth.

“I consider you a dog on bath day,” she said,
pulling back her hair, revealing the bubbled remains of a melted
ear and a swatch of corrugated tissue that curved alongside her
neck like honeycombed plastic. “I’m not getting a kick out
of this.”

“Who asked you to?” I said. “You don’t even
know me except we threw down once.”

“For your information,” she said, putting the
soapy cloth to my chest and scrubbing at the whisky taint.
“Throwing down, as you call it, is a better way to know a person
than you think. I learned more about you in thirty seconds than I
could have in six years; just by the way you fought.”

“I put an ice pick through your wrist,” I
said “What did that tell you?”

“You don’t play games, and you don’t care who
knows it. That came through loud and clear, but you made your point
without going for the full-court-press. If you’d tried to kill me,
it would’ve told me something else.”

“What’s that?”

“That you’re the same kind of nihilistic
bugger I’ve been around since I sprouted tits,” she said. “Most
guys in the life would’ve jumped for my throat first chance if I’d
called them out like I did you. I didn’t know what to make of it
when you didn’t, but it came to me later: you’re a man who knows
his own temperament, which is novel in my experience.”

“No wonder you like women better,” I
said.

“I think I always did—even before I was
married. The point is I know why Ms. Clemons is stuck on you, and
being a different kind of girl doesn’t make me see it any less.
Just differently. I guess I saw a hint of it right off and wanted
to see if I was right, so I singled you out. It’s okay that you
don’t get it; no one really does.”

“I had character once, before I
frittered it away on stuff like do-it-yourself graves.”

She kneaded shampoo into my hair as the gray
bathwater slowly chilled from what was sitting in it.

“Is that your poetic way of saying there’s
nothing left of you to save?”

“My enemies are firm believers in making a
man suffer,” I said. “I’ve always known they’d kill me one day, but
so far they’ve been taking the long way around. They like to attack
my heart by killing off the ones I care about.”

“I saw pictures of the thing that fell from
the Vancouver hotel. Dr. Deacon called it, ‘Roxy.’ That’s the enemy
you mean?”

“There’s nothing I can take away from the
Beast except their lives, and that’s not how wars are won—not by
one man.

“There’s a pair of old baby shoes in the next
room that my son was wearing the day he was buried. I was told I
could have his remains back, my wife’s too, if I’d go to a place
called the grounds of St. Dismas. But that’s just another assault
on my heart. No, this time they mean to finish off my body as well.
I’ve weighed this thing from every angle, and even if I was still
piss and vinegar I couldn’t take this Wolf.”

“But you want to go anyway,” she said. “To
die.”

“To die well,” I corrected, “and on my
own terms. To Peter Stubbe I might only be a sacrificial lamb, but
when he kills me he’ll have given me the best death I could hope
for. See, you’re not the only one with notions no one else
gets.”

“But I do get it,” she said, squeezing
out and re-soaping the washcloth. “By the sword is how warriors
want to meet their end. That’s not strange. I expect the same for
myself one day—probably a bullet though instead of a werewolf.” She
smiled and the baroque tattoo at her chin bloomed like it had the
night of the funeral.

“You’re prettier when you smile,” I said.

“I can’t believe how quickly the bath’s gone
cold,” she said, disregarding my compliment as she drained off part
of the tub and added more hot water.

“You’re clean from the belly up, but you’re
on your own for the rest. I’ll help you get out when you’re done.
In the meantime I’m tossing these into an incinerator,” she added,
bundling my clothes under one arm.

“You didn’t come back just to give me a
bath,” I said as she opened the door. She paused for a moment with
her free hand on the knob.

“That’s for sure,” she said, as if to
herself.

“So?”

“Do you want a soldier’s death or don’t
you?”

 


* * *

 


An hour before I entered the St. Ives’
ostensible war room, I’d gagged down some sundries, and though the
nourishment had rallied me enough to walk unassisted, I still felt
like a soggy cardboard effigy. The war room was situated on the
fifth floor and down the hall from the library where Pretorius had
confronted the Windigo. It was in many ways a budgeted version of
the austere briefing rooms where I’d sat many times, right down to
its naugahyde chairs and a planning table suitable for the Joint
Chiefs. An atlas of the world was even strung along the wall, sans
the red indicator pins that had generally dotted the maps of its
archetype.

“When you mentioned St. Dismas last night, it
wasn’t the first time I’d heard of it,” Aroha said while steeping a
bag of black tea. “I saw it in a letter lying on Theodore’s desk.
I’m guessing you’re the Woodsman it referred to.

“I’m not in the habit of going through his
things, except he’d asked me to get a number from his address book
and the letter was face up. Being one of the weirdest things I’d
ever read, I checked the envelope to see where it came from. Of
course there wasn’t a return address and the cancellation marks had
bled into the postmark, but you could still make out the words at
the bottom of the postage.”

“Matchless–1907,” I recalled.

“That’s an old British motorcycle marque,”
she said. “I know because my brothers used to fix Brit bikes:
Nortons, Triumphs, BSAs, anything limey. I also had an uncle who
palled around with a man who raced Indians named Burt, and they
would talk about riders and races from the old days. From listening
to them, I know a man named Collier won the first Isle of Man
Tourist Trophy Race in 1907 on a 3.5 horsepower Matchless. That was
his picture on the stamp.”

“On top of everything else, you turned out to
be a gear head, too, eh?” I said.

She went to the wall map and put a finger in
the middle of the Irish Sea. “The Manx have their own postage and
the TT Race is their pride and joy. Who better to commemorate its
first winner?” Then she struck her fists defiantly against her
hips. “Did you even try to run down that letter?”

I had no defense for my lack of due
diligence, but I was too embarrassed to admit chasing the stamp
itself hadn’t occurred to me. “I figured Rogier was going to, or
Alexandretta; shit, he’s supposed to know every damn thing.”

“Lazy men,” she said as if it were a
foul-mouthed curse.

“Last night, after Ms. Clemons and I left,”
she continued, as though my rebuttal was too weak to dignify, “I
started piecing this together, and I asked her to see if there was
anything called St. Dismas on the British Isles. She called me this
morning to tell me about a church by the same name near Injebreck,
Isle of Man.”

I sucked my cheek and squinted at the blue
space between England and Ireland where her finger had been. My
finish line.

“I told you we were going to help,” Aroha
said. “Listen to me the next time I tell you something.”

“Tanya doesn’t really know what this is
about, does she?”

“She’s making your travel arrangements and
underwriting the trip as director general,” she said. “She wanted
me to remind you that, technically, you still work for her. She
doesn’t know about your death wish, and I didn’t see the point of
telling her. She’ll take it hard enough when it’s all over.”

“Thanks for that,” I said. “For all of
it.”

“At your service,” she said, and nodded as if
taking a halfhearted bow.

 


North American carriers don’t fly to the Isle
of Man; you have to go to Liverpool or Manchester first and then
take a ferry or a puddle-jumper from there. Since I’d worn out my
welcome in England, I was obliged to fly to Dublin and then to
Castletown via Aer Arann.

Our approach found the island ensconced in
banks of sea mist, as if some archaic Celtic or Scandinavian deity
had deliberately choked its sheltered bays with fogs to discourage
our arrival. A mountainous mass from the island’s interior rose in
smooth contours over lowland pasture, rocky valleys, and purple
heathland. Of the two-hundred some-odd square miles that
constituted the Isle of Man, almost half of it remained uninhabited
while a third of its population could be found in its capital city,
Douglas—this, and more, according to the pilot who seemed as
compelled to furnish his passengers with trivia as he did to land
them safely at Ronaldsway.

Having walked enchanted ground before—some
sacred, some profane—I was familiar with the esoteric rhythm and
strum permeating the island with its haunting ballad. No flight of
birds crossed the overcast sky without portending some omen; no
bluster of salty breeze that didn’t whisper a secret—even the
flashing street lights were oracles, winking divinations in
prehistoric code derived from the very source of their electric
current. However I’d strayed from the map of my life, I’d ended up
where I was supposed to be.

I’d been shaky and weak out of Ottawa and the
jet lag hadn’t improved my constitution. During the short shuttle
bus ride to the capital, I sagged into my seat with arms too heavy
to keep anywhere but my lap, and knees too soft to stand. It was of
no consequence. I didn’t have to be wild and wooly for this
showdown, I just had to be there. Stubbe was going to snatch the
life right out of me, and I was fit enough for that.

Douglas is a small city, and quite modern,
actually. It had a vibe, however, that I could only liken to a
brooding, old ghost, groaning mysteries shut up by ages that, if
followed backward, dissolved into shrouded antiquity. Horse-drawn
trams ran along the promenade from the Sea Terminal to the Manx
Electric Railway station, but beneath its contemporary veneer was a
country long bewitched by ancient wizards and primordial
demiurges.

Unlike Victorian Ring credentials, the ones
Tanya had furnished had made no provision for transporting weapons
across the Atlantic; instead, a dead-drop had been arranged at a
bar called the Puffin, just down from the Douglas Hotel on the
North Quay. It was cramped but quaint and a spot well-chosen for a
furtive 2:00 p.m. pickup on 30 December, 1986.

With walls edged in gingerbread trim and its
corners knobbed with fancy scrollwork spindles, the Puffin seemed
more along the lines of a Queen Anne style brothel than a pub.
Tacked above the booze racks and taps was a red flag centered with
a gold triskelion of human legs, and chiseled over it near the
rafters was the national motto: Quocunque Jeceris
Stabit—Whithersoever You Throw Me, I Will Stand.

I perused the selection of ales, ciders, and
meads for the right libation with which to toast my final trip to
the Other Side when a tubby, bearded barkeeper waddled out of a
stockroom with a case of Okell’s Bitter in his arms. Noticing me,
he put down the beer and tied on an apron.

“Morning,” I offered, initiating the small
talk I generally disdained. He smiled and nodded. “Looking for
something special today,” I said. “What’s a man to drink when he’s
reached his ultimate goal?”

He snuffed the air with a toss of his bald
head like he weighed the question most seriously. “Liquid
benediction, eh?” he said pithy as quoted prose, and I searched his
eyes because the smell of Wolf was in the air.

“What would you drink if it were to be
your last?” I asked, quietly bristling at the scent.

His teeth grazed the whiskers of his upper
lip as he slightly wobbled and seemed to fall into a narcoleptic
trance. His closed lids rippled as if he’d been overtaken by REM
sleep. In the next moment he was glancing about the room and
propping his elbows on the bar where he leaned in and gestured for
me to do the same.

“Rye is always good if you’ve got your ass
hairs up,” he said, and his voice was the Voice—Georges
Gandillon’s.

Before I could react—before I knew how
to react—he produced a doubled newspaper that clunked when he sat
it down. “This was left for you,” he said, clucking his cheek. “Be
my guest; it’s not been tampered with.”

I retrieved the Colt hidden between the fold,
and weighed it for ammo before deciding whether to dump the
magazine into his face. That would have suited him just fine, I
supposed—to get over on me and leave a dead bartender to account
for it. I was in the home stretch, and didn’t want to piss away
what was left of my composure, so I tucked the pistol under my
topcoat.

“And here I thought you were dead,” I said,
evenly, but admittedly surprised he wasn’t.

“Life is spirit,” he said with a smirk, “and
mine hasn’t truly needed flesh for some time. Your crusader friend
is a fair marksman, but as he may have pointed out, I wasn’t ‘at
home’ shall we say, when he discharged his rifle into that body.
Killing a person unawares is hardly in keeping with the behavior
one expects from a knight errant, but he’ll not be long joining you
in the afterlife.” He brought up a black cask from behind the bar
and shook his head. “My mistake,” he said, feigning apology.
“You’re not bound for the same places, are you?”

He twisted the stopper from a dark glass
bottle and poured a green dram into a rocks glass.

“Choose something else if you think I’m
trying to poison you,” he said, “but this would be my last
drink.”

I put the tumbler to my face and sampled its
strong anise bouquet.

“Son of a bitch,” I said as I put down the
glass. “I just figured out how you pulled it off.”

“What’s that?” he replied. “What have I done
that’s taken so long to deduce?”

“The magnum opus,” I answered. “You resisted
transformation for how many years? I call bullshit on that. When
the urge got too strong, you left your body, that’s all, flew the
coop. For the love of Mike, I can do that.”

“Cheeky as ever,” he said, smacking his lips.
“But then, you were always quite game. Imagine my surprise to see
you here voluntarily; you don’t wear surrender well.”

“You’re not good for much else but playing
the dozens are you?” I said, picking up my drink again. “I mean,
level with me; you can’t consider yourself a real Wolf.”

He resealed the cork with his palm and
frowned.

“In one form or another,” he answered, and
dispensed with further pretense by casting aside the barman’s
smock. “Let’s discuss your execution.”

I shot the hard licorice liqueur and turned
the glass on its brim. “If that’s what you want to call it, I won’t
argue semantics; just know I’m here for a fight, however short it
may be.”

“Rest assured of that,” he said, “but don’t
count on expiring quite as quickly.”

“No, I think I will,” I said, flippantly.
“Don’t forget, I’ve already tangled with Stubbe in spirit mode. He
may have handed me a country ass-whooping but I learned about him
in the process. You think I can’t force his hand with the temper
he’s got? Hide and watch.”

“For naked stupidity you outstrip most,” he
replied, as if delivering abrasive congratulations.

“Take you for instance,” I continued,
ignoring his jibes, “some kind of oxymoronic, passive Wolf with an
empty ball sack and you’re practically drooling to finish me right
now,” I mocked. “Won’t ascend; won’t kill—you must be quite a piece
of ass for Stubbe to keep you around.”

“It bores me how little you understand what
it means to be a Gandillon.”

“You already know what it means to me: pistol
notches. Gandillons buckle like two-dollar tricks, so fuck you and
fuck your family; your entire world is this big,” I said, putting
thumb to forefinger.

“Stubbe’s whole Arkwright operation got
flushed straight down the johnny thanks to you,” I reminded him.
“Tell you something else I know: your lord high master cabbaged the
whole Jabberwocky gig from Catherine Montvoisin. That’s got to be
tough on the old werewolf ego, eh, needing a human for an original
idea?”

“Even you aren’t simple enough to
believe that,” he said. “Don Pietro influenced Catherine as the
magician Lesage even before she married Antoine Montvoisin. I’m
sure you’re as ignorant of history as you are otherwise, but during
the affaire des poisons Don Pietro slipped the Sun King’s
Burning Chamber with the same cunning that had duped the Bedburg
magistrates a hundred years before. He pinned the name Lesage to a
former galley slave who was put to death in his stead as La
Voisin’s accomplice. Naturally, she had to go as well, but Don
Pietro was quite fond of her.”

“Yeah, I hear he had a way with the ladies,”
I said, recalling the Rev. Summer’s book, “specifically, little
girls and his sister. Did he rape his own son, too, or just eat his
brains?”

“You’re the last person fit to judge the
killing of a child,” Georges said, his grimace brightening into a
smile. “I understand when yours was pulled from the wreckage, his
head had been smashed. They found your wife’s broken teeth in his
soft, little skull.”

I snapped from across the bar and twisted his
shirt collar around white, trembling fists. “Don’t ever talk
about my family,” I said, spitting in his face, but my arms were
too unwieldy to keep hold of his lapels.

“Sit down before you hurt yourself,” he said,
brushing me back with a sneer of cold command like I was a
disobedient dog. Then he slapped me across the face as he had at
the asylum, only this time it was merely intended for insult.
“Tsk, tsk,” he said, appraising my condition. “All the
sport’s gone out of it for sure.”

Georges’ expropriated body almost
imperceptibly slumped, and a thin sigh went up with his ghost,
leaving the bartender to bat his eyes and nod around the room like
a sleepwalker awakened on a nocturnal ramble.

“Pardon?” he asked, visibly dazed. While he
patted his heavy jowls and struggled to find the last few minutes I
gawked back at him doing my dead-level best to defuse the bout of
anger Georges had ignited.

“You know a St. Dismas church?” I asked him,
folding my arms to keep them from quaking.

“West Baldwin then?” he asked, hands on his
chest and casting about for his apron. “Jest roons an’ a churchyard
is all. Up Injebreck way.” He collected his garment from the floor
and shook it out.

 


* * *

 


Even in the shadow of the highland massif, I
could feel Stubbe’s presence as I knew he sensed mine, waiting with
the venerated patience of an apex predator for me to arrive at the
place of his choosing.

The Isle of Man had been passed between kings
and traded back and forth so many times through the centuries that
it had become a Petri dish for legend. Pict or Celt, Norse or
Briton, it had seen its share of tribes and myths. Endemic custom
discouraged visiting ancient sites like the Cathedral of the Good
Thief by night. To disregard this tradition was to risk being
“faire led” into a Sidhe labyrinth where time itself could be lost
forever. With a history so checkered, the ribbon of fear stealing
through the knit of the land could hardly be gainsaid. This Isle of
Man was something else. I couldn’t have picked a better place to
die.

It was only a few miles to Injebreck, and one
of the advantages of an island thirty-two miles end to end was
almost everywhere was in walking distance. I followed a northbound
footpath across the divided range between Douglas and Peel, and had
planned my trek to allow for steep climbing and the likelihood of
having to stop and rest along the way. I didn’t want to arrive any
earlier than dusk; falling to a Wolf in broadest day would be damn
inappropriate.

Spilling down from the mountains like
foothills were appended tracts of marl pierced with shady glens and
hidden valleys. Ice Age glaciers had buffed the mountains into
rounded slopes, and winter grasses with crops of heather and
bilberry shrubs snuggled against the schist. Small, white cottages
and caramel flocks of Loaghtan sheep seemed to smile in
postcard-perfect scenery, but the slate peaks ahead squinted back
at me as though trying to determine if I were friend or foe.

As a race, humans are scared to death. We
fear the unknown, loneliness, and sometimes even ourselves. No
emotion is more fundamental to mankind and it comes in an
assortment of flavors. Like every man, I’d sampled the variety
pack, but dreading what comes after death had terrorized me more
than the sum of the rest. As the light had gone out of my soul, I’d
become a kid in a darkened bedroom huddled beneath his sheets. I
was still afraid, but it didn’t suit me any better than
submission did, and my resentment of that fear had become stronger
yet.

I’d come to know courage as the defiance of
fear not the lack of it, and I was a top hand at defiance. Like the
mongoose that had frightened the cobra Michael’s story, fear had
primed my fangs and no doubt seasoned the flesh Stubbe would soon
be eating. I guess when you get scared enough you’ll fight your way
into Hell, even if Hell is what frightens you the most. I was just
anxious for Stubbe to do what no one else, myself included, had
been able to accomplish. Between fear and desire—the bookends
surrounding every choice we make—my need to go out standing up
outweighed the nigh-certainty of eternal damnation. But only by
grams.

Flowing down through the West Baldwin Valley
was the River Glass, along whose banks were yellow tracts of gorse
minded by feral goats. The sun was in its final hour and a waxing
gibbous moon, pale as a blind dog’s eye, was rising between the sea
and Northumberland. I stopped to catch my breath along the
riverbank, spooking the goats and scattering them to the cairns and
hillocks. Among the cultivated fields and copses of the glen,
jackdaws and kestrels were already taking to their nests in the
craggy brows, and magpies roosted in the gnarled forks of scanty
trees.

My ascent, mild though it was, had already
required more energy than I’d allotted. The stitch in my side
seemed unappeasable and pearls of cold sweat dropped off my face
and joined the river. I withdrew my sidearm and checked its clip—a
little late, it seemed to me now. I aimed the Colt toward the moon
to test the steadiness of my hand, but the results were less than
encouraging for a man used to hitting his mark. Cursing under my
breath, I lowered my sights, took a breath, and then realigned the
pistol with my lunar target, which looked more like the moon’s
ghost than the thing itself. A count of two was the best I had to
offer before my arms were too frail to steady the pistol any
longer.

“One decent shot,” I mumbled. “That’s all I
ask.”

Guided more by Stubbe’s scent than the
barkeep’s directions, I continued to climb until I’d reached a
fine, old evergreen woods cloistered in a mountain nook. Its steep
slopes descended from the open moorland above and were dressed in
heather and bracken. Bubbling streams cut around rocky scarps and
through fern-clad gorges to form a succession of shaded pools.
There were beech trees, too, and brakes of hazel creating a sylvan
setting where any man would be content to pass on.

By the time I’d cleared the fir forest, I was
running on scarce reserves. I stood gasping at stars that seemed to
reflect against the ground like it was the surface of a lake. These
lights shimmered and bobbed around the ruined shell of an ancient
stone temple, and the smear of their sheen marked their paths. Like
their Irish banshee cousins, these corpse candles were heralds of
death. Tonight, a life would be required, and I was grateful for
the validation now that Stubbe’s spoor had become heady.

At the western end of the ruins, a short,
jagged wall arched like a cat’s back over the vaulted door to the
exposed vestibule. Battered pilasters crossed under the sills of
three lancet windows along the nave’s crumbling southern wall, and
looming high over the south transept was a broken-down tower with a
stair turret screwed into it. From the parapet, a lone trefoil
window looked down into the churchyard.

As I approached the cemetery with the Colt at
my side, the lights seemed to dim and move away from me before
popping like phosphorus bubbles and then vanishing altogether. The
small parcel of earth was overcrowded with primitive markers and
Manx crosses jammed together too tightly for an accurate reckoning
of who was beneath.

Standing, almost hovering in the midst of the
jumbled graves was a whitish, faintly luminous figure. It seemed to
drift closer, a silent phantom in the vespertine shadows of tombs,
a pastel revenant of a woman dressed in a gauzy black gown frayed
at the hem and the shoulders. Her skin was paper-white and her arms
and legs were twisted as if taken with dystrophy. Yet she moved
with a ballerina’s poise. It was then I knew she was no specter,
but something even less human. Gold ringlets fell over her
shoulders, and her voluptuous mouth was a heart-robbing red, but
her face. I caught myself gasping aloud at its porcelain
symmetry. She was the quintessence of man’s shallow conception of
beauty and the embodiment of his fear of woman. With features so
exquisite, only one of two sculptors could be credited with their
design. Either she had been fashioned by the Almighty Himself, or
she was the Devil’s own masterpiece. The answer was obvious, but I
was too spellbound to make the call.

“These are Dismas’ hallows,” she said in a
tone nearly as rapturous as her countenance. “There, Woodsman,” she
signaled left with a warped and lovely hand. “See your
beloved?”

Her words and accompanying gesture escaped
me; she had branded me with lust. Her very presence was a virulent
aphrodisiac, and I coveted her misshapen body like I had no woman’s
before. Her elfin smile evoked my every lecherous desire—natural
and cannibalistic—into a convergence of brutal passion. Unable to
control myself, I launched my face into hers and was met with her
matchless debauchery. As I devoured her lips, she scoured my mouth
with her tongue and ground her crooked hips against me. A mongrel
hand grasped at my crotch as I thrust myself against her, and the
world went spinning off its axis as she fondled me though the warm
discharge in my denim.

She pulled away, her mouth bearing the bloody
imprint of my teeth and mine smoky with the taste of sulfurous tin.
Then she motioned once more to her left.

“There,” she said again. “See your
beloved?”

Cloaked beneath the naked boughs of a beech
tree was a dead body. Two. They’d been arranged over a grave slab,
their remains eaten by time and, lately, insects. It had been ten
years. Samantha was still in the topaz dress she’d bought in
Edmonton and had never worn while living. Her cheeks were
soap-caked with adipocere, and her nose was but a mottled black
snout, but her hair was as long and lustrous as ever. Despite being
interred for over a decade, she was still recognizable as the woman
I loved. Clasped to her side was our baby son in his doll-like suit
stained with decay. Most of his pudgy little body had been replaced
with grave wax that hung to his arms and legs like crumbled feta,
and to his bare feet like cracked plaster of Paris.

I had wondered how this moment would play out
and had rehearsed the possibilities in my mind. Would I be seized
with apoplexy at finally seeing them, stolen from their caskets and
put on exhibition an ocean away? Would I be revolted by them, or
would I be destroyed by the shame of my own guiltiness in any case?
None of those things happened. Even sexual indulgence mere feet
from my wife’s corpse hadn’t affected the kind of humiliation it
should have. All of those emotions had become too ragged to be
potent, or I’d simply lost the capacity to feel them. Here, in the
last moments of the last day of my life, the ember of a soul I had
left was the only part of me that seemed to function.

“If I can make it to you,” I said to them,
“I’ll be there shortly.”

When I looked back across the cemetery, the
wicked spirit in the likeness of a woman was gone and the
cathedral’s archways were aglow with some lantern or open flame
from within. I traipsed through the south transept and past the
pocked remnants of a holy water stoup before entering the chancel
through an arcade of windows worn to scallops down to a
stringcourse.

The broken woman was a murky scarecrow
skulking in the hard shadows of a hurricane lamp, but the jutting
tips of her shape winked through the darkness. On the dais of the
high altar was Stubbe. His cruel, gray eyes were bitten through
with Machiavellian cunning and they burned like coals as he turned
against the lamplight. Wild behind them was the terrible soul
that’d nearly destroyed me in the Gulf of the Dead. Seeing it again
and housed in flesh filled my stomach with a sickening grease. This
boxenwulf was an entirely different kind of Beast, and he was an
abominable power.

In terms of brute size, his appearance was an
anachronism; his shoulders too high and trunk too uniformly thick
to hail from the modern age. The evolution of man, however subtle
over the past millennium, had progressed without him. His auburn
hair hung like a plaited gallows rope down his back, and his face
bristled with briary whiskers. I could picture him in a Norseman’s
helmet, clad in bearskin and leather, raiding this very island a
thousand years ago—sacking this very place of worship.

In defiance of the wet terror molding in my
stomach, I lifted my head and set my teeth. “Here I am,” I snarled.
“Did you see me coming?”

“Your scent preceded you,” he answered. His
voice was a cacophonous curse too vile to fathom, “You humans are
the foulest smelling creatures on the planet. You reek of your
garbage and the chemicals you take into your bodies. Together with
the stink of your fear and spilled seed, I could have hardly missed
you.”

Unlike the Other Side where words aren’t
really words at all, he spoke with awkward inflections and a
vestigial Dark Age accent.

“What are you calling yourself these days?” I
asked, as he picked up his lantern and took ten steps toward me
across the dais. “Stubbe or, Pietro?” I fondled my pistol in a
loose, sweaty grip but kept it against my thigh.

“Pietro,” he deigned to answer, and then
paused as though inviting me to draw and fire. “It’s an old nom
de guerre from my days as a condottiero.”

He left the lamp sitting on the rounded edge
of the weather-worn platform before stepping down from it.

“And you are the Woodsman!” He shouted with
his arms outstretched like he was introducing me to all Valhalla.
“Heir to the great Winter Fox.” His fingernails had darkened and
curled into keratinous barbs. “A witless skræling on his last stop
to Niflhel.”

With a quick flag of his fingers, he beckoned
the broken woman to his side and she wantonly rubbed herself
against him, a lame jinni about her master’s bidding. Stubbe took
one of her fractured wrists and presented a chalk-white arm for my
inspection. He grazed its dog-leg curves with the black hooks of
his fingers.

“A work in progress, like my bone grove out
there,” he said, and then shrugged her off.

She backed away in obeisance and diminished
until she was a deformed, ghostly smudge where the bishop’s throne
had once been.

“The graves of St. Dismas are like abacus
beads,” he continued, “And in ten centuries only ninety-eight men
have been worth counting.”

“You’re still very impressed with
yourself,” I said, baiting him to flout the cold, yellow marrow
spreading through my bones. “But for a bastard Wolf you have high
standards as applied to your enemies.”

“I was warned you’d try to make this quick,”
he said, simmering at the teeth.

Accustomed as he was to being obeyed, even
feared by other werewolves, the effrontery of a man was an insult
he was unlikely to humor, and beneath his ego and temperament to
tolerate. He was obscenely powerful and shrewd enough to have
repeatedly orchestrated his own demise, but he was not merciful and
he was not sporting.

“Does that salt you?” I asked, as derisively
as I could. “To be reminded you’re not actually part of the
Lineage? That you weren’t marked, or squat out by a Wolf
bitch?”

One reckless moment of his rage was the best
I could hope for, and it was on its way with the rumble of
apocalypse and a whiff of brimstone.

“Race you to Hell,” I said and raised the
Colt as his bones began to realign and his metabolic furnaces
fired.

His conical, saurian fangs were cropped with
spume, and when he lunged I heaved the pistol into his sternum; he
was too close to miss. A backlash of burning powder hissed up my
wrist, and then the Colt was torn loose and I went blind in the
tangled madness of noise, impact, and metamorphosis.

I enshrined my last thought: Samantha.
I needed to see her face as I died.

Instead of sweeping off my head or chomping
through my chest, Stubbe pinned me face down to the ground with his
talons set into my scalp and between my shoulders. He knelt against
the back of my neck, applying slow pressure and teasing me with a
death no more prolonged than a first-class hanging, but then he let
go and stepped back.

“This won’t do,” he growled, as if checking a
climax and holding it in abeyance.

From over a broken nose I looked up at him,
more goblin than werewolf. His arms were corded from elbow to wrist
with simian tendons, and his ears sliced into horns around the
sides of his gigantic skull. The ridge over his brow was a
segmented slick of charcoal that dipped between dead shark eyes and
flattened into the bridge of a lupine muzzle. Grown from under his
jaw and combed down his throat was a hairless, black dewlap like a
turkey’s beard, and the tips of his nostrils were flared like the
rostral scales of a Gaboon viper. He was a stygian prototype of the
Beast, an atavistic hound of hell more alien than any I had
encountered.

I remembered Graf Rudolf’s narrative of the
Zulu War and the Basuto who’d told an English tribunal about an
“unbelievable monster.” The tribesman’s interpreter had translated
this as “Jabberwocky,” but as attached to the La Voisin
organization, it was the kind of misnomer that’d named a patchwork
monster, Frankenstein. In this case, Stubbe had actually been that
unbelievable monster; he literally was the Jabberwocky.

As the blood from my scalp and shoulders
filled my shirt it turned glossy black in the lamp glare. I
squinted against watery eyes and staggered shadows to critique the
effects of my bullet. Under the gray vault of his ribcage, charred
across the snare-taut flesh was a stripe of cordite and blood—a
mortal wound he didn’t seem to mind.

“I’ve taken silver from better men than you,
skræling,” he said, answering my silent evaluation. The
transformation had left his vocal chords intact as if nothing could
be gained by their alteration. “What I don’t consume of you will be
going in the dirt with them, by and by. Plot ninety-nine.” Then he
pulled a ragged patch of shirt-cloth and a cork of blood-jelly from
the puckered hole under his rib shelf.

I groaned and pushed myself to stand, cupping
at the black streams wending down my arms, pooling in the waist of
my jeans. “Get on with it, you mutant fuck,” I wheezed.

“I’ve waited through empires for the doom of
all powers,” he said, discarding the burnt-red plug. “Should I be
hurried by the likes of you?”

When the lantern dimmed, he was hunched like
one of Burroughs’ troll-apes over my pistol and I was trying to
recoup enough energy to chance its retrieval. The wick hadn’t
sputtered or faded; the lamplight simply shrank from everywhere it
touched, and then the shades came pouring through the gables like
cascades of black water. These slivers of men, as they’d named
themselves, rushed over cornice and corbel like an occupying force
storming the palisades of an enemy citadel. They clogged the
soffits and buttresses like animate Spanish moss and whispered my
name as was their eerie custom.

The fractional remains of Wolf-murdered
spirits obliterated the lamplight with their arrival, and brought
the ruins and the night itself into their darkness. But
other than serving a macabre environment, these poor semisouls were
of no great portent; a theatrical diversion at best.

They had locked around us tight as scales,
their blotting effect like a Kraken’s ink deep in an ocean trench.
I could hear the whistle of my broken nose and the melancholy
chorale of my name, but could see nothing at all. I could sense the
boxenwulf in front of me, shifting and rustling its weight, surely
wondering in his preponderant silence what had thickened the night
into an abyss.

“Heill, Steinn,” said a new voice in
the dark. Its tone was clear and pleasant, but quick with solemn
authority.

“Steinn?” Stubbe repeated, pensively. “What
are you that the name of my birth falls so casually from your
tongue?”

“Steinn or Peter or Pietro,” the voice said.
“A stone is a stone.”

Stubbe’s glands bore to air the musk of his
own fear, and he murmured with the sobriety of one whose worst
suspicions had just been confirmed. “My lord, Loki.”

“Please yourself, old friend. My names are
legion.”

Even in the shade’s impermeable ruffles I
could envision the ancient Beast genuflecting.

“Exalted father,” Stubbe began with the
humility of a serf. “Great lord of fire and strife, I offer up this
skræling’s blood as a token of my tribute.”

“You set a mean altar for sacrifice, but
what I require from you is the completion of our transaction.”

“Sire of dread Fenrir,” Stubbe continued his
plea, “I implore you: Permit me to see the Great Winter and your
sons, wolf and serpent, unbound at Ragnarök.”

“The terms of this bargain have been
established!” it roared, and the strain of it was in my temples
and my chest. The words themselves had issued from my mouth in the
voice of my Diabolus Ex Machina.

Dead ice, vested in my bloodstream like
vascular plaque, became a thinning floe in a warm current. The
frost concreted in my bones thawed and dripped into deep chambers,
hissing as if against a flat iron stove. I exhaled the resultant
steam: inhuman hunger and ghoulish lust, and the Manitou to which
they belonged. I had not consumed human flesh, and so had not
sealed my pact with the Windigo.

The mantle of shades broke into frenzied
dervishes and Stubbe lurched as though a strobe of lightning had
passed through his bowels. A mute scream unhinged his draconic maw
and he staggered through the shades like a thing pursued by bats.
The vengeful remnants of his kills harried and pressed him as far
as the western gorge, when a rifle cracked and dropped him headlong
into the rocky gulch. The demon had finally claimed the soul to
which it had long been entitled.







Chapter XIII

 


As I lay in the scrub bleeding—too weak to do
anything more—my pain softened and my spirit cleared. No longer
stifled by a demon’s embrace, the small ember of my soul flared and
I felt like my Doomsday Clock had been turned back to save
daylight. It was like the sun had finally risen after an endless
Arctic night, and I gibbered between laughter and tears just to be
warm again.

The nearly full moon seemed to study me like
the lens of some heavenly magnifying glass before the broken woman
eclipsed it. She stood over me, watching me with feline curiosity
and then bent low to my ear, her trunk and limbs righting the
crooks Stubbe had put in them.

“Your mother would be proud,” she said in a
voice as deadly sweet as poisoned honey.

Before I could form a lucid thought—let alone
reply—she rose straight and in perfect symmetry and then listed
into the night like an errant moth.

The rustle and tickle of feather and scale
put Stubbe’s mistress from my mind, as my totem animals returned
from exile and took their seats at the watchtowers of my soul.
Their spirits touched mine and our eyes became as one. Detail,
heat, and perspective permuted into an inimitable sight that
revealed more than stars and columns of antique stone. A discarnate
Georges paced over the wild, green sink into which his master had
fallen. Silver, the currency of my existence, was no longer a
threat to Georges. So it hardly mattered that I lacked the strength
to collect my Colt from where it had been stamped into the
earth.

The spirit is willing but the flesh is
weak: The condition is as old as the Bible. A man’s physical
self is always at loggerheads with his spirit, and subduing one to
the other as dictated by Cheyenne sacrament is not an agreeable
process. Flesh sufficiently tenderized through hunger, fatigue, and
pain becomes permeable to the Other Side. It allows a man’s spirit
to touch its native plane. On that account there was no need to
stand on ceremony; tossing off my earthbound shackles had never
been easier.

I was familiar with the Other Side’s
eccentricities; its eldritch astronomy and surreal topography, even
its fauna in the shape of an ursine Erlking, but the scene now
before me was unexpected. A moonscape appeared, blank and barren
except for one gigantic tree bound up in its own rootstock like the
coils of a great, dead cephalopod. Piled in its bower and stuffed
within the crevasses of its matted tendrils were the rotting husks
of Wolves. I had seen this tree before, in the same Sundance vision
where I’d first seen the woman on the white horse.

The trunk bore the scars of many axes, but
none of them deep enough to endanger the tree. Several of its limbs
had been broken or cut away, but many were sagging with strange,
dark fruit—werewolves like writhing, arboreal mandrake—and unopened
buds, which were the nutlike fetuses of unborn Beast.

The immense tree struck a sundial’s shadow in
which Georges’ shades gallivanted across a pan of replicated earth.
They were fewer than Stubbe’s had been, but still swarmed
helter-skelter over the barren flat—flecks of ambulatory coal like
panicked partisans from some thwarted, netherworldly filibuster,
left every man to his own. They took quick notice of my arrival as
gnats do sweat, and they whispered my name with one voice. The
Gandillon turned from an astral window from which he lingered over
the empty corpse of his liege, and when his eyes found mine there
was no smartness to them. His arrogant monasticism seemed at the
end of itself; the fall of his lord had brazenly demoralized him.
Georges’ physical presence was dead, and his spirit—absent at
gunfire and thus unscathed by Graf Rudolf’s silver—was all that
stood between him and eternal darkness. He must have felt mortal,
for he recited prose as if it were his dying prayer.

“When loup-garou the rabble call me,” he
began, almost plaintively. “When vagrant shepherds hoot, pursue and
buffet me to boot, it doth not for a moment gall me; I seek not
palaces or halls, or refuge when the winter falls. Exposed to winds
and frosts at night, my soul is ravished with delight.”

“Pierre Vidal,” I interrupted, citing the
verse’s author. “Is there anything you haven’t stolen from
someone else?” The robust timbre of my voice surprised me.

For a moment he looked at me as if I were
still Loki—or whatever god or demon he feared—and then, having
presumably realized I was not, gestured to the sequoia-like
tree.

“Will you destroy us all?” he asked. “Have
you been licensed to that end, Woodsman?”

There was no pretense or sarcasm in his tone,
so I didn’t know what he was asking me.

“Why would it matter to you?” I answered,
trying to conceal my ignorance. “When here and now, you’re at the
top of the list.”

There was fear—even in this place devoid of
such senses, I could smell it on him. He came at me with the
desperation of the pathetic lunatics he’d once marshaled. Our
spirit-selves collided like stags.

Emotion and will, hope and prayer, these are
the weapons and sometimes wounds of spiritual warfare. His prowess
was centuries keen, and his attack was fierce. His intent was
clear: to open floodgates of despair and deprecation—injuries that
would have been grievous had there been anything behind them left
to spill. The blood from those reservoirs had already dried.

Having weathered his assault to its hilt, I
prepared to unleash my offensive, my havoc—the single virtuous
ember that had been too stubborn to go out. Once barely orange
through a coat of ash, it now flashed supercritical, and I hit him
back with my fervent faith in vendetta, and with a love for my
family that’d outlasted their earthly lives. I threw down with
feelings and thoughts that had nothing to do with Wolves or war,
but good sipping whisky and boyhood Christmases; the feel of Rocky
Mountain mist and the scent of women I’d had beneath me. Those
memories were a cestus over my fist, and I rained into his face
like I was driving piles.

Georges’ memories belched from his head and
fouled the air. They were stinking clouds of cadaver gas, and
manifested themselves as scratched newsreels projected onto
smog.

In those vile segments of psychic footage I
saw him with a barbarous army. They were roasting the flesh of
children as their murdered fathers’ bodies decomposed and their
mothers lay wailing, raped. I watched as he tormented a retarded
man by quirting his genitals and threatening not to be his friend
anymore if he cried out. I also saw a blood orgy in which scores of
werewolves sodomized corpses and each other. They nuzzled through
the putrefied organs of the dead and cannibalized weaker
Wolves.

Having thrashed his face into a shallow sink,
I was blackened to the shoulders with the sludge of his soul. When
I climbed off him, the shades poured into him like ten thousand
obsidian shards. Georges screamed while the shades not piercing his
spirit-skin or traversing his orifices became a carpet of
Lilliputian pallbearers. They attended him like a hearse, bearing
him into the long moonscape and then down a toilet like trapdoor
that undoubtedly opened to perdition.

The tree dropped a plug of fruit that had
moldered on the vine, and the shades rose from their funereal
duties. They sparked like burning motes of grain dust and then
winked out—the ghosts of fireflies put to rest.

I peeked through the casement between worlds
where Georges had stood, and looked down the ravine where Stubbe
lay, human for the first time in centuries. The rocks wore his
blood top to bottom and had sheared open his belly. Centered in his
back was a bullet hole, and beneath the sprawl of his hair and
beard was a death mask cast in starving terror. Of course, these
things were invisible from my side of the window—things like bodies
and strewn guts have no place on the Other Side. One man’s god is
another man’s devil, but whatever had possessed me had taken
Stubbe’s spirit in its entirety, leaving nothing in the Spirit
World to mark his passing except for an odiferous weed-bush,
serrated with thorns and lurid with adoring wasps.

I don’t remember coming back to my body, but
when I opened my eyes it was to an odd, familiar face.

“He’s coming around,” he said, a rifle slung
over his shoulder and his patron saint medals swaying over his thin
chest. Then he crossed himself.

The sun was still down and the stars hadn’t
changed in their meridian, but it seemed to be a different night
than the one I’d left. The cathedral ruins were peaceful now; the
air was warm and the smell of the heath almost friendly.

Graf Rudolf was flush from his tapering
forehead to the angular lines of his jaw, and the lobes of his
prodigious ears hung beneath his knit cap like polyps.

“They teach you to shoot like that in
church?” I asked, and didn’t notice the figure dressed all in black
and standing behind him until she spoke.

“I guess he’s OK,” she said. “Aside from the
obvious, I mean.”

“It would appear,” Graf Rudolf replied, and
Aroha took a catcher’s stance beside him.

With her hair tied back and her chin tattoo
rising over a turtleneck collar, she looked like a sorceress who’d
just transfigured from night-bird to woman.

“My wife and son are over there,” I said as I
tried unsuccessfully to get to my feet. “Cover them up with
something, please.”

Graf Rudolf helped me sit up and Aroha put
her right hand on my arm. “I know,” she said, quietly, “we’ll take
good care of them.”

When I’d had a moment to collect myself, to
readjust to the pain and exhaustion to which I’d returned, I
searched their faces.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “Either
of you.”

“My ancestral duty,” Graf Rudolf replied,
almost exultant. “Peter Stubbe’s soul was the Devil’s province, but
it was a Staedt who took his life.”

“Someone had to bring your remains back to
Canada,” Aroha answered for herself.

 


It was cold on Heritage Hill the afternoon
Samantha and Joshua were reinterred. A minister had been appointed
to officiate and to confer divine authority to the proceedings.
Snowflakes collected on his stole and vestments as he spoke of the
sure and certain hope of Resurrection Day.

By now I was strong enough to stand on my
own; stronger than I’d been in awhile, and sharper than I’d been
the first time Sam had been buried. The redhead next to me turned
up her coat collar as the horizon dissolved into a white hash, and
batted her lashes against the snow as the preacher quoted from the
gospels.

To my left, Rogier was propped on the handle
of a walking stick. Of all the damage done during our set-to, it
was a wrenched back that still bothered him the most. Alongside
him—not one to miss a graveside service—was Griffin Pretorius,
hands folded and head bowed in a model of reverent sobriety.
Standing beside the minister, Graf Rudolf Staedt nodded along with
the reading of scripture, as comfortable with the Good Book in his
hands as he was a 30.06 rifle.

Dr. T.H. Deacon and Aroha King—the former a
stanch atheist and the latter a professed pagan—had respectfully
chosen to stay at some remove from the ceremony, and looked on in
polite reverie from where the cars were parked.

Topping the hill amid the show of liturgy and
snowflake, a huddle of anonymous mourners neared the gravesite like
supernumeraries in a wide-awake dream. They made no sound, cast no
shadow, but watched from the funeral’s periphery like the mute and
dour headstones.

As the minister invoked Father, Son and Holy
Spirit, drawing the rites to a close, I slipped my hand into
Tanya’s and gently squeezed. She peeked up at me with a wistful
smile and squeezed back before the benediction concluded and the
reverend came to offer me his obligatory sympathies.

“God bless you, young man,” he said, patting
my shoulder.

Tanya retrieved her hand. “We should leave
you alone with them now,” she said.

She and the others began making their way to
the cars, but the small congregation of unknown mourners had
slipped into the ether at, “Amen.”

“Your hair’s getting longer,” Rogier
observed. He was only one who stood his ground, which was what he
did best.

“They did a good job on your eyebrow, eh?” I
said. “Hope you’ll forgive me for that. And for the rest.”

He cocked his head against the wind in such a
way that it accented his peppercorn-black eye. Then he straightened
himself on his cane and squared his shoulders. “If you think you
won that fight, just remember who drove whom to the hospital,” he
said. “I’m older than you, and a little less jagged at the edges,
but all in all I’d say we’re cut from the same cloth. I can take a
hit and smile back, same as you. Just don’t expect me to put up
with a poor work ethic.”

“No,” I said. “You’ve made your point
there.”

“Come see me in a few months,” he said, and
then limped away to join the rest.

I turned to the casket, ready on its rails
for final descent. The floral saddle cradled over the lid was
turning white, along with the monuments that bore our names.

“Don’t worry about your mom when she sees the
fresh diggings,” I said to Sam. “She’ll only know somebody got
their rows and plots mixed up and a mistaken exhumation was caught
before it went too far.

“Ah, Samantha, what can I say now that’s any
different from what’s already been said?” I choked up and scratched
away a rogue tear with my thumb. “I don’t know if they’ll ever put
me next to you like I planned; it seems a lot to hope for, now.

“I think about that place all the time—where
you and Josh are. And who knows? I might come out of the muck yet;
maybe I’ll be one of those testimonies they show on that religious
station. I’m going to get clean for you, doll. Just you wait for
it.

“Anyhow, kiss Josh for me, and come see me
when I dream.”

My experiences on the Other Side, especially
with Georges on Man, had turned my wake-a-day world very
trancelike, and my dreams vivid enough to swear I was awake. It
wasn’t always easy to tell the difference between dusk and dawn.
Sometimes while I was driving, a road would appear beyond the
confines of its guardrails and ramp from a sharp curve into empty
space like a floating bridge, and I’d resist the temptation to turn
the wheel. At other times I’d see people too porous to throw
shadows and with faces that lacked the depth and detail of flesh
and blood. Now and again I’d catch whiff of something foul, and
know it as the residual smell of the wasp-bush, or I’d hear someone
call my name plain as day, but no one would be around. Once or
twice, upon waking during the night and making my way to the
refrigerator or the head, I’d pass a mirror where mine wasn’t the
only reflection. Little things like shadow cats dodging from the
corner of the eye are written off as tricks of the light or the
mind, but I imagine the Spirit World has always bled into ours at
the cracks and corners of our common wall.

Real life took figuring out how to live all
over again, and making use of my small soul was daily exercise. I
had to stop taunting death, and step away from the reckless
characteristics that’d come to define me. The things I’d learned
about myself had to be studied so I could implement them into a
more convincing portrayal of a “normal human being.” I would never
again be completely human—I’d passed that point of no return—but if
I was going survive at all I had to find the line between vendetta
and self-destruction and walk it like a high wire. The Feud was as
indestructible as the ember where it quartered and, come Heaven or
Hell, it would endure as long as I did.

The night before I left for Alberta, I shared
a meal with Griffin Pretorius. With Deacon and Aroha back down
under, and Rogier about the business of defending the British
Commonwealth, we were all that remained of Canada’s Black Cross
task force. Pretorius was on his way to Hong Kong in preparation
for the Chinese handoff still ten years away, but wanted to talk
with me one last time before exploring the mysteries of the
Sino-British Joint Declaration.

While he twirled vermicelli onto his fork, he
confessed he wouldn’t have staked a rand on the chance we’d be
eating together, or that the service he’d attended wouldn’t have
been my own. I acknowledged I would’ve lost such a bet myself.

We talked about business mostly, and he told
me how Jason Stuart’s London operators had canvassed the grounds of
St. Dismas after I’d left Man, but whatever the old church had
meant to Stubbe it hadn’t been the Jabberwocky’s nerve center. He
said La Voisin would probably keep its head down for a while until
it could restructure, if it hadn’t already, and that they would
remain a phantom blip on the radars of those willing to look for a
shadow-within-a-shadow. He also informed me how Tia Gordon had
given up the whereabouts of her husband Bernie, and how he’d
personally collected him in The Hague on New Year’s Day.

While I waited on a second helping of Calgary
beef, I confided my travel plans and admitted I wasn’t looking
forward to facing my mentor.

“Understandable,” he said, gesturing with his
flatware. “But I’m sure he’ll be over the moon to have been proven
wrong.”

“Proof positive you’ve never met the man,
right there,” I said.

“He sounds like my father,” he chuckled, and
dredged the bottom of his platter with a heel of bread.

The maitre d’hotel placed the steak and new
potatoes in front of me, served Pretorius an espresso and left us
to our conversation.

“Your mate, Rudolf,” he said, taking the
small cup by its ear and savoring the aroma. “Where did he get off
to then?”

“Wish I knew,” I said, and shrugged. “If he’s
got any sense, he’ll be kicking back in the tropics for a
while.”

Unlike my friend the knight, I hadn’t
completed my life’s purpose on Man. If there was to be a decisive
bullet that could end my war with the Beast, it belonged to
the Wolf who’d taken Papa.

“The demon you confronted at the St. Ives
wasn’t all I thought it was,” I admitted. “It used me to get to
Stubbe, like a stowaway hitching a ride.”

“So you’ve mentioned,” he said, chasing his
receding hairline with his palm.

“But you wrote down its name,” I reminded
him. “What was it? You don’t like to talk about it, I know, but I
think I’ve earned an answer. What did those symbols mean?”

According to Pretorius, paying attention to
demons was the same as giving them power; a flattery he considered
dangerous and undeserved—a waste of spiritual capital. He slurped
his drink and then shook his head as he put cup back to saucer.

“A daemon’s name is more than just a word,
china, it’s what it is. Who, is just a vanity. The
spirit may have been Windigo, an idol-god, or Lucifer himself
depending on your perspective.”

I didn’t say anything. I was unsatisfied with
his answer and put down my utensils and held my chin to show I was
willing to wait for one more adequate.

“I recorded its name in Cornelius Agrippa’s
celestial alphabet,” he finally continued. “I made an educated
guess at the name itself—Mastema.” He squinted over the
steam as he raised the rim of his cup to his spare, blonde
moustache. “In Hebrew, it means: hatred.”

 


There was no reassuring smoke coming from the
hermitage chimney, and the only signs of life in the surrounding
snow were the scribblings of animals. I called out for Michael to
no reply, and when I saw the warning pole without its bone relic,
my heart slipped even deeper into my chest. I wrested the front
door against the drift that barred it, and upon entering the shack
called for him again with the same result.

Michael kept his stove lit from October until
May, but here it was January and there were no cinders among the
ashes. Prepared for what I might find, I searched the house and
privy, but there was no sign of him. The cabin was tidy, everything
in its place except for two apple crates which had been
conspicuously placed on the kitchen table. Inside them were
notepads, ledgers, and journals—just about every kind of writing
tablet there was—filling their confines end-to-end and filed in
descending states of wear and yellow. The newest ones were spiral
bound but most had paper or cloth bindings. Two of the books were
sandwiched between cracked leather covers, with brownish pages held
together with sinew. I rolled my fingertips along the mismatched
spines and chose the newest notebook for a clue to the author’s
whereabouts. Sometimes there were dates accompanying the entries,
most of the time there were not, but it was plain Michael hadn’t
kept up his log. His last entry was more than ten years old.

The boy is gone and won’t be back, I think.
He’s taking a Chinook gal for a wife and young folks like to marry;
who can blame them? I wasn’t any different. I said my piece and
warned him against it because Wolves will come after her, too, but
you can’t tell nobody anything. I don’t hold it against him, but
he’s mad at me. I am sorry to see him go and I send up prayers that
whatever happens does it before babies come on. I don’t like to ask
the reasons for things anymore, but I’d sure like to have the last
50 years back.

I gulped a lump and exchanged the notebook
for the first leather-bound volume. When I opened it, the paper
broke away from the sinew and a clump of pages came free, but I
caught them before they scattered and laid the whole book flat on
the table to read the page it had fallen to. The handwriting was
smaller, neater.

In my father’s things that have become mine
is a shirt he wore when they did the Ghost Dance. The elders used
to say it could keep bullets away. I guess they don’t believe that
anymore. There are worse things to fear than bullets anyhow.

I leafed through the pages again.

An old woman, Mad-Raven-Woman is her name,
told me I would cross an ocean to fight a white-man’s war. She said
I would see miracles happen. I think she really is crazy.

And again.

April, 1912. It was hot and hard to sleep
last night, and I had many strange dreams that worried me. I woke
up and told my wife about them, but she said they were only dreams.
She is not Cheyenne and also very young. I couldn’t sleep the rest
of the night.

Contained in a pair of rough, pine crates was
Michael Winterfox’s life, spelled out in his words and, coming from
a man so closely guarded, in overwhelming detail. But whatever
questions they may have answered, whatever riddles they might have
cracked, they didn’t tell me what had become of him—at least not in
writing.

I kindled a fire in the pot-belly and waited
all night on the most improbable chance that he’d come through the
door at dawn with breakfast slung over his shoulder. I kept myself
from reading any more of his memoirs on the same chance; otherwise
it would have been like admitting he was dead.

At sunup I roused myself from an uneasy
slumber and peeled my face from a puddle of drool. I unpacked
everything but essential traveling gear from my rucksack and headed
out to track a ghost.

Michael’s traps were still in the swayback
tool shed, and his only remaining firearms were in his old
footlocker, so I figured he’d either gone out on some pious
Cheyenne pilgrimage or the Beast had finally crawfished on its
bargain with him; the latter would’ve explained the absence of the
Beast Prince’s skull.

The deep, hostile snow of the winter
wilderness punished old wounds and new and set my bones to rattling
like dice in a cup. Not only did it present a trial for my own
fragile health, but also covered any sign that might’ve indicated
Michael’s passing. I supposed a mysterious death suited him now
that his life had been spelled out to read, and as my feet numbed I
became progressively doubtful that I would find him, breathing or
buried.

In the late morning I rested near a
spectacular frozen waterfall that looked like a crystal portcullis
guarding a fortress of frozen gemstone. I sucked on one of its
icicles and looked to see a clump of white fleece caught on a briar
branch and shining like silver wire. I collected the hair and
continued my journey to where my grandmother was buried.

Less than an hour later, while ascending a
stony escarpment, I found a second tuft, shingled in the snow with
its free ends tousling in the breeze.

That afternoon I found what looked like a
tree stand roosted in the limbs of an old larch, but it was in fact
a burial scaffold. Tired and scuffed with head hung low, I trudged
to the base of the tree and to the figure reclined against its
trunk. He was sheathed in blankets and covered with snow to the
waist. His face had been blackened with dye made from wood
charcoal, and his shorn hair lay wet and uneven against the sides
of his narrow neck. In his lap, peeking through the mounded snow
like a terrible hatching were the blank, staring sockets of
Lucane’s boiled skull. I kneeled next to Michael and pulled off one
of my gloves with my teeth before touching my hand to his face. He
was frozen, but not to death.

He wouldn’t make it back to the cabin like he
was, and I was in no condition to haul him anyway, so I built a
fire and stripped off his wet blankets and the vintage circa 1940
suit he wore underneath. I held him against me and rubbed my hands
up and down his spindly arms and legs, and when the flames were
high enough I dressed him in my blankets and put him on my
bedroll.

For the rest of the evening and all through
the night, I kept vigil at the fire, keeping it fed and watching
Michael. Every half-hour I’d turn his opposite side to the heat and
sprinkle a little snow on his lips to melt into his mouth. He never
stirred nor cracked an eyelid.

The sky was clear on the second day but the
cold, of course, would not relent. By then the fire had cooked down
a healthy bed of coals, and I spread out a batch and covered them
with dirt as a bed warmer. After that, I pegged a chipmunk with my
knife and made a hot soup of it.

“Quit napping,” I said, finger-spooning
Michael the broth. “It’s getting dull without your lively
conversational skills. Bad enough you’ve got me out here without
any whisky, or even coffee.”

But he just lay quietly, his slight chest
rising and falling—nothing else in the world to hope for and still
waiting to die like he’d planned.

“Can’t say much for your barbering skills,” I
said. “It’s a pretty sorry state when a man’s got to be mourner at
his own funeral. Or maybe that hair was meant to mourn
me.”

Between the dark and the silence I told him
everything that’d happened to me in the last year, including the
parts he’d already heard. Mostly it was just to hear my own voice,
to keep myself awake. I even sang some songs and bitched about the
weather, anything to drown out the pitiful, raspy sound of his
breathing.

On the third day, his condition was
unimproved. He needed to be indoors, and though I was hardly in the
pink myself, if I was to hold out hope for him I had to risk the
6-kilometer trek. I needed a body sled to carry him back, so I cut
saplings and blanket strips and lashed them together. I soaked the
remnant with melted snow to freeze over the armature and then
fashioned my rucksack strap into a tow cable. By midmorning I’d
bundled Michael and tied him to the sled as best I could.

On downhill runs I used my feet as rudders to
keep us between the rocks and trees, but uphill I used those
obstacles like climbing pegs, resting the sled against them while
preparing to drive for the next. The first few miles were
tolerable, but once I got winded, I couldn’t seem to catch my
breath.

I was going to stop for the night and build
another fire, but Michael’s breaths had become languid and a shadow
had begun to creep over his face. There were all kinds of things
I’d learn to live with, but letting Michael Winterfox die wasn’t
going to be one of them.

From bullet marks to knife carvings, just
about every part of my body bore one kind of wound or another. My
calf was still swollen where a mop handle had punctured it, and my
missing chest tissue had yet to fully scar over. With the exertion
both injuries had become major drains to my strength, but I was
leaking in a dozen other places too. My shoulders and scalp ached
from Stubbe’s claw-marks, my neck from a dinner fork, and my back
from a box of No. 2 pencils. My right hand became increasingly
stiff and between my self-inflicted injuries, and those I’d come by
more honestly, my head and face felt like one big sore. The cold
intensified the pain, made it brittle and jagged, but I pressed on
through the night with teeth clicking, chest burning, and thinking
of the times Michael had suffered for me.

Morning found us stymied by a frozen creek.
We’d come off a gulley too fast in the dark, and the litter had
gotten away from me. It’d slid down the creek ice and caught in a
snag of dead limbs and rocks. I was blowing cold and smoke, skating
in my boots and fighting to dislodge the sled to no effect when I
paused from the stitch in my side where Cesar Christie had stuck
me. I squinted skeptically up the steep ascent on the far side of
the ice.

The canvas sling from my rucksack had snapped
during the night, and now hung from the sleigh in two grubby green
pieces. I took off my gloves to knot the ends back together, but
there was no fine touch left in my fingers, so I tucked my hands
between my legs, and nodded off while waiting for them to thaw. A
few minutes later, I awoke to the sound of crunching snow as two
men in drab coveralls descended through the trees of the southern
slope with bows and quivers slung over their backs. Stranded and
scuttled on the ice we were hard to miss.

“What happened?” the first hunter called as
he picked his way into the frozen slick. He was a just a kid,
sixteen or seventeen maybe, but built like a rutting buck.

“I’m trying to get this man back to his
house,” I said, putting my gloves back on. “But I’m all in.”

The kid whistled down the bank to his
partner, and the three of us worked the sled from its twist and
carried it off the creek.

“Is that Mike Winterfox?” the second, older
of the two asked as we put down the litter.

“How do you know him?” I asked.

“He used to come to the Grain & Feed
every week, but I ain’t seen him in awhile,” he replied. “I’m Judd
Brewster. That there’s my little brother Ben.”

“Brewster,” I repeated. “Your old man bought
out Jessup?”

“Yessir,” he answered and spat a string of
chaw juice into the snow. “How long you been hauling him like
that?”

“Going on two days,” I said, straightening
Michael’s tie-downs that’d bunched up on his shoulders. “But I
haven’t slept in about four.” I laughed, half-heartedly. “Just been
trying to keep him from dying on me.”

“He don’t weigh much, to look at him,” Ben
said. “We could tote him for you.” He looked at his big brother.
“We weren’t doing no good hunting anyway.”

The Brewster boys carried him the rest of the
way, but they wouldn’t take anything for their trouble. They seemed
to regard Michael as something of a legendary figure, the only
true-to-life Indian warrior they were likely to meet. Later, they
brought back supplies from their daddy’s store on snowmobiles. I
paid them more than they were worth but they didn’t count the
money.

Michael had always been frugal with his wood
supply, and while he might let you mind the fireplace, he didn’t
let anyone else tend to his stove. By the time I had the groceries
put away, the shack was warmer than I think it’d ever been, with
both fires stoked to the flues. I’d moved his bed into the main
room and made myself a pallet next to him. The shadow I’d seen in
his face had retreated by the second day back and he seemed to be
breathing better, but still showed no signs of coming around.

Prolonged exposure to the cold, especially at
Michael’s age, was a recipe for pneumonia and as far as I knew it
had already set up in his lungs. Over the next couple days, I went
back and forth with the idea of borrowing a snowmobile from the
trading post to get him to my truck and to medical attention, but I
ended up talking myself out of it knowing how much Michael
distrusted hospitals. If there was one thing I’d recently learned,
it was that a man’s got the right to die where he wants, and I’d
already infringed upon that claim. Besides, if he would happen to
die in a hospital ward, his ghost would make a career out of
haunting me. He was a very old man, and even if he pulled through
it wouldn’t be for much longer, but I’d a suspicion that he’d gone
out to the mountain because he’d thought I was lost forever. I just
couldn’t let him go without knowing I wasn’t.

There was something about the calm of the
shack, the orange hiss of the fire, and the taste of coffee from a
blue-speckled graniteware pot that was a balm to my injured spirit.
The smell of winter pine in the morning and the sounds that crooned
the forest after dark had healing in them, and I was content to sit
in their unredeemed majesty while they washed my wounds.

On more than one occasion, the worse for
liquor, I’d ramble on to him about stories I knew he’d never heard;
things I’d seen, places I’d been. A lot of them I wished I hadn’t.
I apologized for all my failures and the disappointment I’d turned
out to be, and then turned around and teased him that if he didn’t
wake up soon I was going to read his journals end-to-end for want
of something better to do.

“I’ll be asking you questions for the rest of
your life,” I warned, while latching a thumb and forefinger into
one of the sockets of the giant Wolf skull. The span of my fingers
was too short to hook both of them.

“Where do werewolves come from?” I asked,
mocking my own threat in falsetto while hefting the skull in my
palm like the second scene of Hamlet. “What does Lucane mean?”

Fast exhausting my drunken parody of an
inquisitive child, I put the artifact into Michael’s face and made
a puppet of its jawbone.

“Michael, how did Sylvester’s mother
die?”

Where only wrinkled lids had been for weeks,
two white and penetrating eyes now looked back at me. He blinked
and moaned, and then dredged one arm from beneath his covers to wag
at the potbelly stove.

“Shut those dampers,” he barked as if he’d
only been asleep. “It’s an oven in here.”

Within the hour he was sitting up, looking
down at his feet and his belly grousing. He drank water and then
soup, chewed on jerky and sipped a little whisky, but it was like
he had no memory of walking out to die, or of the despair that
must’ve driven him to it. And then he dispelled that illusion:

“Much obliged for the chance to tell you …”
His bottom lip shivered as he spoke, “… that I love you, boy.”

“I’ve had enough people die on my
watch,” I said, and hugged him.

“I hear you,” he replied, and patted my
cheek.

We spent that winter healing up together,
both inside and out, discussing the mutable nature of evil spirits
and how they compared with the will of man. With more than enough
food to weather the season, we didn’t mind how heavy or fierce the
snows became, or even if they walled up the cabin a time or two. I
got my share of exercise clearing out the doorways and chopping
wood—both of which seemed much more strenuous at thirty-six than
they had at sixteen.

Michael was shelling pumpkin seeds at the
table and eating them one at a time while I cleared the fireplace
of ashes.

“Did you read those books I left out?” he
asked, and fairly out of the blue since the last thing we’d spoke
of was whether to repair or demolish the old tool shed. It was the
first time he’d acknowledged the existence of his logs, which I
understood to be his way of saying he wanted to talk about it.
Sometimes broaching a subject with Michael was a simple matter of
waiting him out, but only if you had some time on your hands.

“Not enough to give away the ending,” I
answered, and scooped another load of ash into the bucket. “Which
isn’t to say I’m not curious,” I added, though I was hardly
just curious. “For example, I’d be interested to know what
you wrote down, say, September of 1950.”

He munched a few more seeds. “Would you
now?”

“Not to hear my own nativity story mind you,
but there seems to be some confusion as to where my mother died.” I
almost said “if.”

It hung in the air with the ash dust, awkward
as a faux pas, with no ambiguity to what I was asking.

“Damn my eyes,” he said, reaching behind him
for an empty coffee mug. “I’d always hoped one of us would be dead
before we had to have this conversation. Nearly got away
with it, too.”

I put down the shovel and sat on the edge of
the outer hearth with my fingers wound together and my throat
drying quickly. Michael’s hand trembled as he tipped a jug of
squeeze into his cup, but I couldn’t tell if it was due to frailty
or nerves until I watched him gulp down the whole mug. He clenched
his teeth and screwed up his face after he’d swallowed the last of
it, and then exhaled a stammered breath that could’ve caught
fire.

“Reckon there’s no point in stalling,” he
said, “so here goes nothing. A week or so before you was born, I
was up fishing where we were this summer. When it started getting
dark, I washed up and headed back. On the way home, I crossed over
a ridge where the moon looked strange to me; I couldn’t tell you
exactly why—something about the way its shadow was cut. I watched
it for a spell and seen this black cloud float over its face,
covered it up and then drifted past. They call that a broken moon,
when clouds go over it and break it open, spills evil onto the
earth. I took it as an omen—a bad one—and there was only one thing
came to mind about it: Abigail’s baby.

“Well, I packed what I thought to and rode
down to Cole’s Creek and took the train over to Slave Lake. Bought
bus fare the rest of the way to Halifax, which was where your folks
were. Foster had a job interview or the like out there, and Abby
didn’t want to be left behind. She wasn’t due for another month
anyway, so she’d gone with him. I found them at the hospital the
day after you’d been born. Come across your papa first, sleeping on
a chapel pew; it was right near two in the morning. I let him be
and looked in on my daughter, and she was giving you some dinner
….” He paused and tipped the jug into his cup again, shaking his
head like he didn’t believe his own story.

“She reminded me of that moon I saw; just
didn’t look right. Something mean about her lips, and the way she
pushed her teat into your mouth. Didn’t know how exactly, but she’d
been marked, and it hadn’t been very long before.”

I knotted my fists over my head and went
between my knees. “Marked?” I whispered sharp.

“Take a drink,” he said. “This don’t get any
better.”

I shook my head against my chest, and he went
on.

“I went back to the chapel and woke Foster.
He was addled to see me for a lot of reasons. He didn’t know I was
Abby’s father for one thing. Far as he or anybody else knew, her
pop had died in the Great War and had asked me to care for her.
Same story we ended up telling you. Anyway, he tells me how Abby
just about passed on during the birth, lost lots of blood, he said.
The way he told it, there were doctors, nurses and I don’t know
what all running in and out her room for the better part of an hour
trying to get her fixed up. I figured that was when it must’ve
happened. In all that confusion, some Wolf disguised in scrubs
must’ve polluted her blood with its taint, which is what made her
heal up and turn around so fast.”

I glowered from the hearth and chafed my
hands against my legs. “You both let me believe I killed her. I’ve
lived with that all my life.”

“Nobody ever put that blame on you,
Sylvester,” Michael answered. “You harbored that idea yourself, and
made hate out of it before your Papa even died.”

“It never ends,” I said, stalking across the
room. “Better yet, it never has a beginning. Where does the first
act of this tragedy begin, Michael? With you? With your
grandfather? How far back can you date this shit between us and the
Beast?”

“You think this is a treat for me?” he asked,
angry as I was. Just as hurt. “I wanted to die before I told you
these things, but we’re a little late to be wishing on stars.”

“I guess that’s right,” I said, looping a
finger through the hooch jug before sucking down a white-hot
gulp.

I’d expected for some time that I’d been lied
to about my mother’s death, but I hadn’t allowed myself to believe,
or to even consider the story I was hearing. The recurring
nightmares of suckling a She-Wolf, the blood-stained woman on
horseback, and the nurse back in Halifax; they all made sense now.
I was a fool unable to solve a riddle.

“Don’t fall apart on me now,” Michael said.
“There’s more to be told.”

“Naturally!” I exclaimed, throwing my hands
up. “What a surprise!”

“Goddamnit boy, if I can open old scars, you
can take some new licks. Get hold of yourself and take this like a
man.”

I could smell the mash on my own breath and
the sweat rising from under my arms. I went back to the fireplace
to sit, as though the rest of the story would have less impact if I
were further away from its narrator.

“Foster was a stubborn man, but there were
some things he didn’t have to be talked into. He knew what had
happened to her, maybe even before I did. He wasn’t one to shirk a
task.

“Around five o’clock some nurses took you
back to the nursery, and your pop followed. Being a newborn of
sorts herself, I figured Abby wouldn’t know the first thing about
marking her own, but I didn’t want to figure. I had to know for
sure. Could’ve been that her milk had passed it onto you, but of
course that ain’t how it works.

“You was a puny, pink little thing about six
pounds and bald as a stone. They thought you was going to be a
girl—even though I’d said different—and hadn’t picked out a boy
name yet. It was the nurses suggested Sylvester Logan. I believe it
was the names of the two doctors who delivered you. It suited your
pop, and they put it on the birth certificate right then and
there.”

I nodded. Papa had always told me that I’d
been named by the hospital nurses. At least that much was still
true.

“While Foster was doing his part, I went to
do the other thing needed to be done. Had that knife I give you
tucked up my sleeve and went back to Abby’s room. She wasn’t my
little girl anymore ….”

He choked and put his hand over his face. It
wouldn’t do for a Dog Soldier to be shameless with his tears, even
one as old as Michael. A thread of solemn silence cut through the
cabin, and for a few minutes it was so quiet neither of us seemed
to be breathing.

“She looked up at me,” he continued, his
voice still cracked, “and she said: ‘I hope you die lonesome,
broken-hearted, and unremembered.’ I had the knife right there, and
I knew it wasn’t my daughter talking, but I couldn’t bring myself
to it. She saw my weakness and maybe knew it had limits, because
she slipped out of bed to get away. I told her I’d kill her baby
before I’d let her take it, and she said she would wait—for her son
and her husband. Then she opened the window and, still in
her gown, jumped four flights into the street and was gone.

“We took you out of there that same morning
under cover of a fire alarm. Foster set it off and came to Abby’s
room with you cradled in one arm and pushing a wheelchair with the
other. The bells were clanging and people were running every which
way. I covered myself with sheets and put you in my lap while your
pop wheeled us out. It was quite an exit.”

“And when we didn’t show up after it was
over?”

“You know the Halifaxers had them pegged as
Alberta rubes anyway. Couldn’t get away with it today, but in ‘50
it wasn’t such a big deal. They did send a letter with the
bill though, asking about mother and child. Your pop mailed the
check and a note saying the baby was hucky-duck and mom was,
too.”

“Then fifteen years later, she came for him,”
I said.

“Put that together eh?” he replied, rubbing
one bloodshot eye. “That she was the Wolf who attacked him?”

“Fucking dreams and visions,” I cursed, and
troweled a patch of Copenhagen under my lip.

“She left her old hospital bracelet
lying on his chest, so he’d know who it was that’d marked him. I’ve
still got it put away if you want it.”

“I’ve got enough sick souvenirs,” I said, and
spit into the ash bucket.

“She calls herself, Rhea Silvia Lupa,” said.
“Human mother and wolf mother all in the same person. Did you know
that?”

He shook his head. “I know she identifies
herself with the Capitoline Wolf.” Then noting my raised eyebrow,
said: “I’ve been to Rome.”

“Ever find out who sired her?” I asked. “In
all your world travels.”

“No,” he said, emphatically. “And since blood
can’t turn back time, I don’t see what difference it’d made if I
had. It don’t make you feel any better either, if you ain’t figured
that out yet.”

“It does a little bit,” I said, and probably
would’ve smiled if it hadn’t been true.

“Kind of made a deal with her shades,” I said
after awhile. “They helped me get out of the Deadlands, and I
promised to free them with her death.”

Michael’s pale eyebrows dropped ponderously
at the ends. “You mean to keep that bargain?” he asked.

“Do you doubt it?”

“Whoever marked your mama was a Lineage alpha
or scion at least,” he said, combing his pumpkin-seed shells into a
pile. “Noble Wolven down to the bone, and she’s being taken care
of; you can believe that. Daughter of Winterfox and mother of ‘the
Woodsman?’ Oh yeah, right snug.”

“I’m getting the feeling you’d like to scare
me off her.”

He brushed the husks into his palm and closed
a bony fist around them. “She was my responsibility,” he said. “I
would’ve let go of the Wolves’ oath for another chance to do the
right thing, but one day I woke up and I’d turned old.”

I finally took a seat with him and watched
the memories blow across his eyes until his face became too sad to
study.

“Are you asking me to leave her alone?” I
asked. “Is that what you want me to do? Just let her go?”

He stacked his hands on top of mine and
dropped his head so that a few missed strands of uncut hair fell
between his eyes.

“Please,” he whispered, peering up
from under his locks, sullen as an idol, “kill her for
me.”






Epilogue

 


The human race is a paradoxical species.
We’ve pretty much cornered the market on know-how, and for
intelligence they say only whales and dolphins can compete, but
when it comes to physical aptitude we’re notoriously vulnerable. We
can’t run very fast, and we’re not especially strong, and we’re at
the mercy of our inventions to navigate air or sea. Without our
weapons—Lord knows—we wouldn’t have lasted against the things that
wanted to eat us, and at the end of the day it’s a wonder we ever
made it out of the Pliocene.

But we have something else besides ingenuity
that sets us apart from the rest of creation, a certain adamantine
quality that makes us at least as willful as arch-fiends and
avenging angels. The spirit of man has the capacity to crush
obstacles with the measured efficiency of a juggernaut, and to defy
what would make us cry, “Hold!” Other creatures abide by the
laws of their design, and exist within those margins, but a man can
tip his own scales if he has a mind to. He can choose to wash the
blood from his hands and—mindful of its stain—endeavor to find
another way to live.

I had found just that sort of chance, an
undeserved opportunity to finish the course set before me. But in
the process I’d also picked up a second ambition, and it was not
agreeable to the first. Walking in the dusk of vengeance wouldn’t
lend itself to finding eternity with my wife and son, but there
really wasn’t a choice in the matter—not for a Monster Slayer.
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