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        To my wife, for helping me chase the dream.

        To my daughters, for keeping the world fresh.

        To my readers, for keeping the flame alive.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Stay in Touch!

        

      

    
    
      
        There are a lot more Pitchfork County books headed your way. Be the first to know when they’re released, and get some free books while you’re at it, by joining my newsletter:

        http://www.samwitt.com/free/main-amz

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Fear the Beast

        

      

    
    
      Alasdair is changing and he’s not sure whether its for good or ill. As the Beast grows stronger, he spends more time away from civilization. On the bad days, he’s not even sure he will ever be human again.

      When a dangerous new threat comes to Pitchfork in search of fresh meat, Al must come to aid of friends and family.

      But as the hunt turns bloody, Alasdair soon learns that the frightening power of the Beast may not be enough to save the day…
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      There was blood in the air. It fluttered on the wind like a red pennant, and Al had been following it for what felt like hours.

      In his bestial form, Al chewed up the miles with long strides as he led his pack in search of food. Winter had its frozen grip clenched around Pitchfork’s throat, and the mastiffs were starving. Their heavy fur coats had grown sparse and patchy, and their eyes were sunken in their gaunt faces. Al knew the dogs needed food, and a lot of it, very soon. The blood, thick and rich and inviting, was a lure they couldn’t resist. 

      During the first week of January, the pack had been lucky enough to run down a few scrawny deer to fill their bellies. But in the weeks since then, they’d only been able to scrounge up a few scrawny rabbits and careless squirrels to take the worst of the edge off their hunger. Spring was coming, but if the pack didn’t eat soon some of the dogs wouldn’t survive to see the area’s wildlife return.

      The pack scrambled over the rugged terrain, burning up reserves of energy they didn’t have to spare. Al hoped the scent of blood they were chasing belonged to a wounded animal and not the ragged scraps of something else’s kill. 

      After running for half the day, the pack stumbled onto the source of the smell and skidded to a stop around it. The massive hounds lowered their heads to examine a circle of red snow, streamers of white fog leaking from their nostrils as they sniffed at the carnage. Low snarls rumbled from their snouts and competed with the sounds of their grumbling bellies. Al stalked around the carcass, unnerved by what he saw. 

      It was a deer—or what was left of a deer—a big buck judging by the shattered rack lying in the snow just outside the circle of blood. Inside the circle, someone had smashed open the animal’s head and chest to scoop out its heart and brains.

      A crude tripod stood inside the circle next to the carcass. It was fashioned from three of the deer’s thigh bones and held together by lengths of blood-soaked sinew wrapped around the knobs of the knees. 

      The tripod held the mashed pulp of the buck’s brain, a greasy white lump streaked with thick red veins. The buck’s heart was on a mound of melting snow, directly beneath the brain.  

      Al’s breath quickened as he took in the scene. He paced around the carnage and tried to ignore the ravenous hunger radiating from his pack. To them, this mess was a godsend. There was enough food here to see them through the next few days.

      To Al, it was something else.

      Something dark.

      Something dangerous. 

      He crouched down and shoved his muzzle into the buck’s splayed-open chest. The edges of the wound were straight and sure, the ribs cracked away from the sternum with just enough force to keep them whole. Whoever had done this knew what they were doing. But why would an experienced hunter leave the buck this way? They hadn’t even bothered to take the trophy rack, much less the deer’s meat.

      The pack’s growls became more intense. They’d drawn up tight around the bloody circle, and their amber eyes were fixed on the carcass. Pink tongues lolled from their thick muzzles, lashing the air.

      The pain of their hunger was too much for Al. He couldn’t let his pack starve. He stood, backed away from the dead deer, and nodded. “Eat up,” he said. 

      The dogs didn’t give Al a chance to second-guess his decision. They lunged forward and latched their enormous jaws onto the dead animal. They snarled and tore the beast apart in a seemingly chaotic feeding frenzy. But Al could see the order of the pack, the way the leaders took the choicest bits and the runts were left with gristly scraps. The smallest member of the pack was forced to satisfy himself by gnawing on a ragged hunk of cast-off tendon.  

      Al hunkered down next to a tree outside the circle of blood and wrapped his long arms around his knees. He let the dogs gorge themselves and watched the forest around them, senses tuned for the approach of any threat.

      Whatever had made this mess was still out there, and Al couldn’t shake the feeling that it was watching him, waiting for its chance to strike.
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      With his pack fed, Al could focus on his other duty. Even weeks after the mess in Ladue, he was the only member of his family healed enough to be up and around. His mother spent most of her time nursing her physical wounds and sleeping to avoid her mental injuries. Joe, on the other hand, spent hours each day on the back porch, wrapped in a heavy blanket, staring in silence toward the horizon. Even Elsa had retreated and now spent more time talking to ghosts than her living family. Al wanted to help them, but knew they needed time to recover from their ordeals. Instead, he took care of the tasks they couldn’t handle for themselves. 

      His mother had asked him to keep an eye on the other members of her coven. The witches had all suffered serious wounds during the ritual that had cleansed Pitchfork of the godsblood’s taint. Most had healed enough to look after themselves, but there were a few that still needed special attention. Like Rae. 

      Al stopped within sight of her door and closed his eyes. He willed the Beast away, and his skin sizzled in the cold winter air. He felt himself become smaller, weaker. When he began to shiver, Al knew the change was complete, and the Beast had left him. He was just Al, again. 

      His soft, pink skin felt vulnerable, exposed. These days, he spent most of his time as the Beast, roaming far and wide with his pack, strong and confident. As the Beast, he was a powerful hybrid of man, wolf, and demon, the leader of a fearsome tribe. As Al, he was barely more than a boy.

      The pack snorted and turned away from him. The big dogs knew he was uncomfortable around them when he wasn’t the Beast, even if they didn’t understand why it bothered him. To them, he was always Al, always their leader, always the one who cared for them and showed them the way. But if he didn’t want them to see him when he was pink and shivering in the cold, they’d honor his wishes and watch the wind dance across the powdery snow, instead. 

      Al scooped up handfuls of snow and scrubbed the last smears of blood from his cheeks and hands. He’d let the pack eat most of the deer, but he hadn’t completely deprived himself of the fresh meat and could still taste the blood and raw flesh at the back of his throat. He rinsed his mouth with melting snow then fished the clothes he’d stashed from within the hollow trunk of the dead oak tree on the edge of Rae’s property. 

      The jeans were frigid as he yanked them up his naked legs, and the shirt wasn’t any warmer as he shrugged it on over his shoulders. He hated wearing the freezing cold clothes, but Al wanted Rae to think of him as normal. Showing up on her front door as the Beast, naked, blood staining his lips and flesh crusted under his fingernails, wasn’t going to help with that normal image. 

      Al tiptoed through the snow to the front door. Although he had plenty of clothes stashed around the county to change into when he was no longer the Beast, he couldn’t afford to leave shoes everywhere he might need them. That left him hopping from one frozen foot to the other as he knocked on the door. 

      There was a shuffling from within the house, and after a few moments, Rae invited Al inside. He opened the door and slipped inside, closing it behind him to keep the cold out and the heat in. 

      The young witch sat at her rough wooden dining table, hands clasped in front of her. She’d pulled her raven hair back into a tight braid that hung over the front of her left shoulder, its end bound in a thick band of engraved leather stitched with silver wire. She smiled at Al, and he couldn’t fight off a smile himself. He hated to see the horrible wounds that left her eyes scabbed over and blind, but he was grateful for the opportunity those wounds provided him.  

      He closed the door and took the seat to Rae’s left. She turned to face him, impressing Al with how much better she was at gauging her surroundings. “How do they look today, Doctor?” 

      Al brushed a few stray hairs away from her face and leaned in close. Rae’s eyes looked terrible. They were covered with deep red scabs seamed with oozing black cracks. But Al couldn’t smell any infection, which was a welcome relief.

      He reached out and snapped his fingers to the right of Rae’s head and saw her eyes swivel under their damaged lids. Whatever injuries she’d suffered to her eyelids, her eyes seemed to have been spared. “They look pretty good, little witch.” 

      Rae grinned and leaned back in her chair. “I guess we better get to work then.” 

      As part of their connection to the supernatural world, witches possessed startling regenerative powers. Al’s mother was almost healed from a gutshot she’d suffered a less than a month ago, a wound that had received only the most cursory treatment. While Rae’s eyes looked terrible, they’d heal on their own, given time. Without proper treatment, though, there was a good chance they’d form terrible scars that might never fade, and Rae’s would suffer diminished vision for the rest of her life.

      To combat that fate, Stevie had armed Al with a heavy tin filled with greasy salve and sent him to treat Rae. “Use this to soften the scabs, then brush them away with a warm, wet washcloth. She’ll be right as rain in no time.” 

      And that’s what Al had done. For the past three weeks he’d come to Rae’s house every other day. He scooped out a dollop of the greasy balm and massaged it into her wounded face with the tips of his fingers. 

      Rae sighed as Al worked on her injuries. “You’re getting better at this. It hardly feels like you’re trying to gouge my eyes out anymore.” 

      Al snorted. “If I wanted to gouge your eyes out, they’d be out.” 

      Rae smirked at his confidence. “I’m blind, not defenseless. Don’t let these good looks fool you. I’m a card-carrying member of the Conclave.” 

      “Whatever you say, little witch.” Al sealed the lid on the tin and placed it back on the table. He headed into Rae’s cramped kitchen to clean his hands. His mother’s salve had no scent, not even to Al’s sensitive nose, but it stuck to everything and made his skin feel raw and tender if he didn’t clean it off right away. He ran his fingers under the water and marveled again at how different they were when he wasn’t the Beast. Ten minutes ago, his claw-tipped fingers had been long enough to wrap around a basketball without touching his palm. Now his hands were pink and tiny, a baby’s hands. Pathetic. 

      Rae cleared her throat. “You must have really dirty hands for as long as you’ve been washing them.” 

      Al winced. “Sorry. Just thinking.” 

      He returned to the table and sat down.  

      Rae sat in silence with him for a moment then spoke up. “About?” 

      “Huh?” 

      She reached out and tapped him in the center of his forehead. Al was impressed – she was getting much better at finding things without her eyes. “What were you thinking about?” 

      He shrugged then realized she couldn’t see the gesture. “Nothing important. Just stuff.” 

      They’d grown close since he’d started working on her eyes, but Al still didn’t feel comfortable around Rae. He was always afraid she’d see through him and realize he was just a boy pretending to be a man. When he wasn’t the Beast, Al knew he was nothing more than a skinny guy with too-long hair and a too-soft face.

      Rae reached across the table and entwined her fingers with his. “This isn’t going to work if you keep lying to me.” 

      Al tried to pull his hand way from her. It felt too intimate, suddenly too personal of a connection. He could feel her essence through that touch, and knew she could feel his. It made him want to change, to throw off his soft skin and become the Beast. “I’m not–” 

      “You are.” Her words were warm and soft, but there was a powerful weight behind them that pinned Al to his chair. “And there’s no need for it. We’re friends, right?” 

      Al nodded and tried to catch his breath. The air in the little cabin was thick with a complex tangle of feelings he didn’t know how to articulate. “Yeah. Of course.” 

      “What were you thinking?” Rae held his hands tight, and Al knew he was going to have to tell her if there was any hope they’d ever be more than just friends. 

      “It’s nothing.” He stopped when her grip on his hands tightened and he could see a scowl forming on her face. “Okay, I get it. I was just thinking about what it feels like when I’m…you know.” 

      Rae’s brow smoothed, and a faint smile teased at the corners of her mouth. “When you’re the Beast? That’s what you call it, right?” 

      Al nodded. “Yeah. I mean, what it feels like when I’m not the Beast. When I’m like this.” 

      Rae rubbed the back of his hand with her thumb in soft, soothing circles. “And how does it feel?” 

      He tensed. He didn’t want to admit this to anyone, not even himself. How could he tell Rae? He struggled with the words then blurted out, “Weak. It feels weak.” 

      His harsh words brought a frown to Rae’s face. “You’re not weak. No one could do the things you’ve done and still be weak.” 

      “I didn’t do what needed to be done in Ladue. That was the Beast; it saved my family. It did what I couldn’t.” 

      Rae lifted her hand to brush his cheek with the backs of her fingers. “You and the Beast are one. It can’t exist without you. You give it the heart it needs to do the right thing. Without you, it’s just an animal. It’s no good to anyone.” 

      Al pulled his hand from Rae’s and returned to the kitchen. He dug out a clean washcloth from the drawer next to the sink and soaked it with warm water from the tap. “Let’s see about those scabs,” he said, standing behind her. 

      She leaned her head back and pursed her lips. Al could feel her desire to argue with him, but he was glad she didn’t indulge herself. They leaned against one another in silence as he gently swabbed the ugly flakes of dead flesh and old blood from her eyelids.

      When he was finished, she reached up and took his face in her hands. “You’re not weak, Al. The Beast has its place, and you have yours. You need to spend more time with the rest of us mere humans. If you spend too long running around in the woods, you may forget how to find your way back to us.” 

      Al wanted to believe her, but he couldn’t. Without the Beast, his family would be dead now. Without the Beast, he would be dead now. He had to be strong for those who depended on him. He had to be strong to survive. “I need to go,” he whispered and pulled away from Rae’s touch. 

      “Stay,” she urged, but Al was already at the door.  

      He looked back at her, his heart aching. He couldn’t be what she wanted; he had to be what he needed. 

      Al slipped out into the cold, stripping his clothes away as he rejoined the pack. He let them fall into the snow, not bothering to put them back into the waterproof bag he’d used to hide them. 

      He let the transformation take him and left his clothes lying in the snow.
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      The pack nudged against Al as he rejoined their circle. Their enormous heads were warm and comforting as they butted into him, and he felt compassion and understanding pouring from their amber eyes. But there was something else, an almost anxious feeling, radiating from the pack. They had something to show him. 

      He followed the mastiffs into the forest, glad to be putting distance between himself and Rae’s home. He knew what she needed from him, a caring and softness that he couldn’t afford. Elsa had shown Al a grim vision of what the future held for him and he was terrified of what would happen if he let his guard down, even for Rae.

      The pack led him into a thickly forested ravine. The wind shifted, and he smelled blood on the air. It was stale and cold, but there was no denying the rusty tang. The dogs growled with hunger, but there was an undercurrent of unease in their raised voices.

      Despite his eagerness to get at more food for the pack, Al felt the heavy weight of dread settling in his gut. He prayed it was just a poacher’s sloppy butchery that had spilled the blood, or an animal wounded by a coyote leaving a crimson trail in its wake. He prayed, but he knew there was no god listening.

      The blood from the kill was splattered in a rough circle, again. The carcass was cold and stiff, white patches of frost clinging to its hide, but the raccoon was mostly intact. Except for its heart and brain, and the bones from three of its legs.  

      He didn’t stop the dogs from tearing the dead animal apart and gnawing on its frozen flesh. While they ate, he kicked the tripod apart and buried the heart and brains in the snow. Al didn’t know who was behind the mess, but he knew they were up to no good. The circles and tripods had the reek of dark sacrifice about them. 

      As Al watched the dogs eat, he couldn’t shake the feeling there was something out there, something searching. He could feel it on the wind, a cold edge that cut deeper than the freezing winter temperatures. He lifted his head to catch some trace of another predator. He breathed deeply and caught the scent of blood once more. 

      Al led the pack on a zigzag course through the wilderness of Pitchfork County. They found squirrels and rabbits, field mice, and even a stray dog. The carcasses were in varying stages of decay, from one killed within the last day to another killed almost a week ago. Though Al couldn’t find them, he had a feeling there were a lot more ritual circles out there, covering a much longer span of time. Whoever was carving out the hearts and smashing out the brains of the local wildlife had been mutilating the animals of Pitchfork long enough to get efficient at the job. It bothered Al that he was only finding the kill now and made him more sure than ever that there was Left-Hand Path sorcery involved. He lifted his head, tried to get a whiff of who might be behind this mess. 

      But try as he might, Al couldn’t detect the interloper’s scent. He prowled around the edges of the kills, he shoved his head inside the wounds, but there was nothing to smell but blood and viscera. The killer had left behind fewer traces than a ghost; it was as if the animals had been slaughtered by the wind itself. 

      Al growled and headed toward civilization. He needed to talk to someone who might be able to shed a light on this weirdness. As much as he dreaded it, he needed to see Trevor.
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      Al didn’t have many friends, a fact he didn’t entirely blame on his life as a supernatural shapeshifter. Even before the Beast had become the stronger part of his personality, he’d preferred his own company to that of others. It was just easier to be alone or with the pack now, and with everything that was going on he didn’t have much time to develop or maintain friendships. Outside of his family, he had Rae, and he had Trevor, and that was enough. 

      Trevor lived in Ironton, which was a huge pain in the ass for Al. He’d been able to walk right up out of the wilderness and onto Rae’s front porch as the Beast, but to get to Trevor he had to cross through town. That meant changing outside of Ironton and making a cold, barefoot walk for at least a couple of miles. As he shivered into his clothes on the outskirts of town, Al wished he could just remain the Beast. It’d make thing so much simpler. 

      By the time he reached Trevor’s place, which his friend shared with his aunts, Nancy and Lizzie Woodhawk, Al’s feet were blocks of ice. He banged on the back door and waited, shivering in the cold.  

      Trevor got around to opening the door a few minutes later. He leaned against the door frame and smirked at Al’s obvious discomfort. “You could just come on in. Or do you need permission to enter a home these days?” 

      Al pushed past Trevor and lunged into the house, eager to be out of the cold. He kicked the door closed behind himself and gave Trevor a halfhearted shove. “I’m a shapeshifter, not a vampire. Vampires aren’t real.” 

      Trevor rolled his eyes and led the way to the basement, where he lived. Al followed him, careful not to trip over the piles of unwashed clothes scattered down the staircase and across the floor. “Do try to ignore the mess,” Trevor said with a terrible attempt at a posh English accent. “Maid won’t be in until tomorrow.” 

      Al wrinkled his nose against the basement’s stale odor. The combination of unwashed clothes, body odor, and marijuana smoke was enough to make his stomach lurch. “You live like an animal.” 

      Trevor flopped down on the edge of his bed and motioned to the beanbag on the floor. “I guess you’d know all about that, wild man. And stop whining about the smell. That’s just your super-sensitive schnoz talking.” 

      Al eased into the beanbag chair in the center of the floor and rubbed his freezing feet. As they warmed up, they filled with an annoying sting. “I’m ready for spring.” 

      Trevor picked up the Xbox controller and went back to killing digital terrorists. Al had to look away from the screen. The rattle of automatic weapons fire and splashing blood reminded him too much of the Ladue massacre. “Need to ask you about something,” he said, trying to get Trevor to pause the game again.  

      Trevor put a three-round burst through the face of an unfortunate guard. “So, shoot.” 

      Al leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling. “I saw something out in the woods today. Someone’s been killing animals and then making, I don’t know, some kind of tripods with their legs.” 

      That got Trevor’s attention. He paused the game and tossed the plastic controller onto the bed next to him. “Hmm, that sounds interesting. Tell me more.” 

      “Whoever did it put the hearts under the tripods, and the brains on top of them.” Al tried to think of anything else to tell Trevor. “The whole mess, carcass and all, was inside a circle of blood.” 

      Trevor dug a battered laptop out from under the sheets on his bed. “Let’s just see.” 

      He tapped at the keyboard and fiddled with the trackpad for a few seconds. “Some kind of sympathetic magic is my guess. Very specific body parts. Hmm, that’s weird.” 

      Al leaned forward, but Trevor leaned back and kept the laptop’s screen hidden. “Hey, man, trade secrets.” 

      Al grunted and flopped back in the beanbag chair. “Fine, whatever. What’s weird?” 

      Trevor tapped a few more keys and furrowed his brow in concentration. Then he closed the laptop and hopped over to the floor-to-ceiling bookshelf that was his stock in trade. While most men in their early twenties were content to play Call of Duty and catfish girls on Facebook, Trevor spent his spare time amassing an impressive collection of old books on local legends and lore. He’d also worked with his tribal elders to transcribe a ton of oral Osage myths and wisdom that no one else had ever captured. He’d also managed to acquire a library of occult knowledge unrivaled in the Midwest. If you wanted to know about the supernatural in Pitchfork County or its surroundings, you wouldn’t find a much better source than Trevor. 

      He pulled a slim tome down from the top shelf with exaggerated care. It was black and red, the binding so old the leather was cracked and peeling away from the spine in feathery strips. “This looks promising. In 1887, north of here, people reported ‘bony pyramids surmounted by spheres of gray matter.’ Sound familiar?” 

      Al nodded and motioned for Trevor to continue. He didn’t want to spend the rest of the waning afternoon parked in the beanbag chair listening to his friend ramble, no matter how nice it was to have warm feet.

      Trevor flipped through a few more pages, nose wrinkled with disgust. “It’s like people didn’t know they were recording their lives for posterity. This guy’s handwriting was for shit. From what I can make out, this went on for a few weeks, then one of the local midwives went missing. Hmm. This isn’t good.” 

      Al sighed. Trevor tended toward the melodramatic and longwinded once he got started with his history lessons. “Aaaand?” 

      “They found this guy out in the woods. He was winding up some sort of hoodoo ritual with the midwife as the main course.” 

      Dark tendrils of dread trailed down Al’s back. “What, he was, like, a Night Marshal?” 

      Trevor returned the first book to its place on the high shelf and ran his index finger along the rows of books below it. “Here we go.”  

      He pried the book from where it was jammed between two larger tomes and riffled through the pages. Al knew Trevor had some sort of insane filing system that allowed him to quickly find what he was looking for, but to anyone else it looked like random grabbing and browsing. Trevor found what he was looking for in the second book and returned it to the shelf. After a few more moments of rummaging through the shelves, he held up plain brown book in triumph. 

      “That guy was a witch finder; not the same thing as a Night Marshal. The Marshals only take action against those who break the Night’s Law by committing supernatural crimes. Witch finders go after any witch they can get their hands on.” He flipped through a few pages in the brown book and presented a crude woodcut illustration to Al. 

      It was a clear match to the tripods he’d seen earlier that day, complete with gory bleeding heart and mangled brain in their respective places at the bottom and top of the structure. But this woodcut also showed a man cutting open a woman’s torso to reveal a glowing stone. “What the hell is that?” 

      Trevor flipped the book back around and read a few lines. “It’s a midnight bezoar, the source of a witch’s power. And those tripod things are called hag nets.” 

      Trevor read a bit more. “Yeah, this is definitely not good. The hag nets are used to locate witches. They’re like spiritual cell phone towers the finder uses to triangulate a witch’s lair.” 

      Al’s mouth went dry, and his heart began pounding. “What does he do once he finds a witch?” 

      Trevor rubbed his chin. “He, uh, hunts her down and hacks out her midnight bezoar. And then he eats it.”
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      Al didn’t wait to transform until he’d reached the outskirts of Ironton. He burst out of Trevor’s place at a dead run, fear eating at his guts like battery acid. The change hit him at the edge of the Trevor’s front yard, and he let it have its way with his flesh. Before he’d made it across the street, the Beast was in the driver’s seat, and his clothes were tattered rags on the ground behind him. 

      Night was coming, and he stuck to the back roads, but Al wasn’t sure he’d gone completely unnoticed. There was always someone watching in Pitchfork, and he had no doubt he’d hear about this little stunt when he returned home. He didn’t care. He needed to get to Rae’s, and he didn’t have time for another barefoot walk across Ironton. 

      He hurtled through the forest, frustrated that the pack wasn’t waiting for him. The dogs weren’t able to move cross- country as fast as Al, and he would have liked them to know what he was up to. If there really was a witch finder running around Pitchfork, the pack would be welcome muscle. 

      Al sucked air in through his nose, sifting the winter breeze for any trace of an intruder. The urge to get to Rae’s house, to make sure she wasn’t the witch finder’s target, was overwhelming. Without her eyes, as strong as she was, she would be in real trouble against anyone who meant her harm. If she was safe, she could alert he rest of the coven. Their combined strength would be enough to deal with any witch finder.

      As Al raced to reach Rae, he couldn’t pick up any trace of a stranger in that isolated corner of Pitchfork. Even the scent of blood from the kills the pack had found were dwindling to nothing. He’d never experienced anything like it, and the fact that he couldn’t depend on the Beast’s senses to find his enemy disturbed Al at a primal level.

      His heart pounded, and panic gnawed at his nerves. Despite what his nose told him, Al’s gut knew there was something dangerous out here, something dark and terrible waiting to strike at those he cared about. He ran into the night, his eyes smoldering amber sparks in the pale light of the February stars. 

      He was so lost in his concern for Rae, Al almost tripped over the first hound. It was sprawled across the snow in the shadow of a bent pine tree, almost invisible in the fading light. There was a foul stench hanging in the air around it, a clinging reek that leaked from the hound’s gaping maw. Al recoiled from the stench, a thick odor that combined the rich perfume of honey with the churning decay of a bog bottom. Poison.  

      Al laid his hand on the dog’s shoulder, and the animal whimpered at his touch. Its amber eyes flickered open, then shut, and it let out a long, weary sigh.  

      Other whimpers and sighs sounded from the gloom around Al. Now that he knew what to look for, it was easy to see the rest of his pack laid out, their bodies hidden in shadows or half-buried in the drifting snow where they’d sought shelter. He could feel their panic and confusion. The poison coursing through the dogs left them weak and paralyzed. 

      Al growled, furious at himself at missing something so obvious. The deer hadn’t been killed with a bullet or a bow, it had been laid low by poison and then torn apart while it lay helpless on the snow. 

      The dogs whimpered as Al went to each of them in turn, rubbing their fur, trying to reassure them. The poison wasn’t meant to kill, only to immobilize, or they’d already be dead. He dug out the snow below a wide-branched spruce tree, creating a shelter against the wind that would also hide the dogs. He carried each member of his pack to the shelter and nestled them in as best he could manage.

      The moon was high overhead by the time Al had all the dogs resting in the shelter. He cursed the time it had taken and worried that his delay might have cost Rae dearly, but Al couldn’t have done things any differently. What kind of leader would he be if he not only let his packmates be poisoned, but also left them lying exposed in the snow?

      Al took one last look at the shelter, then burst into a run, leaping over underbrush and ducking below tree limbs. He held out hope that he wasn’t too late, that he’d get to Rae before the witch finder. 

      He raced past his fallen clothes, rushing toward the witch’s darkened home. He slowed only when he reached its wide-open door. The storm door banged against its frame in the winter wind, the noise echoing through the empty house. 

      The air inside smelled dead and sterile. Al stepped across the threshold, his angry growling becoming an anxious whine deep in his chest. He saw the tin of balm still on the table where he’d left it in his hurry to leave. But the chairs around the table were thrown about the little room, tipped over and crashed into the corners.  Acorn caps, cracked and splintered, were scattered across the table and floor.

      The scene replayed in Al’s mind as he followed the wreckage through the house. The witch finder had kicked in the front door. He’d chased Rae from the table and into the kitchen. She’d stumbled against the counter in her panic, knocking the spice rack into the sink. She’d pushed away from him, and tried to find her way to safety. Her groping hands had skipped over the stove, sending the tea kettle crashing to the floor. 

      She’d stumbled out of the kitchen, slipping on the hot water from the kettle, then fallen into the hall leading to the back of the house. Al sniffed the air, but he could make out only the faintest scent of Rae, as if the intruder didn’t just lack scent but obliterated it in his wake. 

      Al stopped at the door to Rae’s bedroom. She’d been trying to reach her sanctum, the heart of her power. If she’d gotten through that doorway, she might’ve had a chance to save herself. Al reached out and put his hand against the door, felt the thrum of power it contained vibrating against his palm. 

      But Rae had never made it that far. There was a long smear of blood against the door frame.  

      Al leaned in close and breathed deep of what was left of Rae’s scent in the blood. He didn’t know how badly the witch was injured, but he did know she’d never let an enemy drag her out of her own home if she were still able to fight. Al’s stomach clenched with a combination of fear and rage.

      With no way to tell how badly Rae was injured, or how soon the witch finder planned to go to work on her, Al could only assume the worst.

      It was time to hunt.
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      The witch finder didn’t leave a trail to follow, but the smear of blood on Rae’s bedroom door gave Al all he needed to track her. Whatever scent-masking bullshit the witch finder was using, it couldn’t hide the perfume of fresh blood from someone Al knew so well. If Rae bled, even a little, she’d leave a trail the Beast could follow. 

      Whatever tricks and strengths the witch finder might have, speed wasn’t on the list. The scattered drops of Rae’s blood outside her house were still warm and vibrant against the cold sterility of the snow. Al breathed deeply of their scent and knew they hadn’t been there long. He still had a chance to catch up to them.

      From what he’d seen in Trevor’s book, the witch finder couldn’t just hack the midnight bezoar out of Rae on her kitchen table. There was some sort of ritual involved, which meant the witch finder had a hideout nearby, a place prepared for the slaughter. Al just had to run him to ground and free Rae before he made it to his hole and started cutting on her. 

      Which might not be too hard. The blood drops were closer together, and Al could make out other scents mingled with their rich, red aroma. Hints of Rae’s perfume, the sweet tang of her laundry soap. He was closing the gap. 

      Al wished the pack was with him and cursed himself for letting them be poisoned. He had faith they wouldn’t die, but it was his job as their leader to keep them from dangers they couldn’t see. The fact that no other predator had touched those animals should have been clue enough for him that there was something wrong. The dogs couldn’t see past their hunger, but Al didn’t have that excuse. Just thinking about how he’d failed his pack made him sick.

      A bullet almost found him while he was indulging in a moment of self-loathing instead of paying attention to the dangers around him. It whistled through the air next to his pointed ear, singing a deadly song as it tore past his head. The shot’s thunderclap report cracked the quiet night a split second later, triggering the Beast’s survival instinct. He threw himself prone and scurried into cover behind a snow-covered pine tree. 

      He’d been so confident he was hot on the trail, he’d walked right into a trap. The Beast didn’t think of guns or traps. It thought of the hunt and the kill.

      He sniffed the air and caught traces of Rae and gunpowder on the wind, but no other scents. The witch finder might as well have been a ghost where the Beast’s nose was concerned. 

      He peeked around the edge of the tree and caught sight of his quarry retreating. The witch finder was wearing a heavy fur coat that covered him from his chin down to the tops of his well-worn boots. He had a high-powered rifle slung over his shoulder and held the poles of a travois in either hand. Rae was bundled up on the travois, her pale face smooth and peaceful in unconsciousness.  There was a trickle of blood leaking down from her hairline above her left eye. That was the wound that allowed Al to find her. 

      The Beast exploded out from around the pine tree and broke into a headlong rush. Less than twenty yards separated him from his prey. Even if the witch finder turned around and took aim the instant the Beast had started running, he wouldn’t be fast enough to land a shot. The Beast was primed for the kill.

      He hit the witch finder in a flying leap, claws outstretched and jaws open wide to lock around the man’s throat. Their collision was a bone-jarring impact that left the Beast dazed. 

      Instead of being bowled over by the powerful tackle, the witch finder held his ground as still as a statue. He grunted with the impact but seemed otherwise unaffected. 

      The Beast raked at him with his claws, but the tips of his razor-sharp talons slid off the man’s fur coat like water from a beaver’s back. Snarling with frustration, the Beast lunged to take a bite out of the man’s throat.

      The witch finder took a hopping step back from the attack and thrust his left arm forward. Like striking serpents, bony fingers emerged from the cavernous blackness of his coat’s sleeve. The witch finder released a cloud of shimmering particles that surrounded the Beast and hung motionless in the air, despite the blowing winter wind. “Too slow, demon,” the man cackled, his voice cracking like ancient leather. 

      The Beast roared and rose up to his full height, drawing his claws back for an eviscerating swipe. But as his arms swung forward, the sparkling cloud bit into his body. The glitter held him in place as surely as iron manacles. The Beast howled with rage, but even that was muffled by the dazzling cloud as it clamped around his muzzle. 

      The witch finder cackled again and took up the poles of the travois. “It was a nice try, but it’ll take more than a nice try to finish me.” 

      Al watched, impotent rage boiling in his chest, as the witch finder trudged away, disappearing into the veil of falling snow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          7

        

      

    
    
      The Beast writhed in the grasp of the witch finder’s trap. He twisted his arms and legs until his joints screamed, but there was no give to the sorcerous bonds. As the witch finder trudged away with Rae, the Beast hung in the glistening web, limp and exhausted from his struggles. 

      The falling snow coated the web with ice crystals, and soon the Beast couldn’t even see through the frosty cocoon. Worse, he could feel his strength fading, as if the occult net were draining him dry. He jerked his hands and feet back and forth, putting all of his remaining strength into the effort, but the net was too strong. Frustrated and exhausted, the Beast limped into the back of Al’s mind, leaving him once more at the forefront.

      Turning his attention to the net itself, Al examined the points where it held him tightest. The motes of glittered had formed wiry silver threads that looped around his wrists and elbows. He tried to twist his head to get a look at his ankles and knees, but there was more of the crystalline net around his muzzle that held it immobile. Judging by the feeling in his legs, though, the story was the same there. There was nothing around his neck, which was his only good luck. 

      He watched the bonds around his left wrist as he twisted and pulled against it. The loop didn’t flex or bend, no matter how much effort he put into it, but it didn’t get any tighter, either. A quick tug on his right wrist revealed the same there. It wasn’t much, but the little bit of room he had to work with had to be enough.

      The snow continued to fall, a gentle wash of white noise that gave Al a soothing focus for his attention. He let his mind drift away from his body, preparing himself for the pain to come.

      Al hauled his left hand back against the silvery bonds. He pulled until the skin tore open and revealed the gleaming red muscle beneath. Pain washed over him, robbing him of his senses and cover his brain in a blazing red blanket. Al struggled against the agony, and kept pulling until the skin of his left hand had peeled away from the meat beneath like a wet glove. The pain pushed him to the point of madness and became a consuming entity all its own.

      The Beast ripped its head back, as if trying to escape from the agony. But the movement only added to it wounds, as the net around its muzzle shredded the flesh there. Its bloody snout free from the trap, the Beast was able to roar in defiance of the pain, and Al let himself fall into its frenzy. He wasn't strong enough to free himself on his own, but the Beast would not allow himself to remain bound now that Al had started the process and shown it what was necessary to survive. The Beast’s struggles flensed more flesh from his arm, shredding it away from bicep to elbow.

      The agony turned the Beast’s world red, but his arm was free. The loose flaps of skin clung to his arm with the uncomfortable dead weight of wet cloth, but the Beast ignored his discomfort. He would heal when he was free.

      He turned his attention to his right arm. He tugged his hand back until the sorcerous bonds bit into the back of his wrist. The Beast took a deep breath to steady himself, then used the razor-sharp claw of his left index finger to slice away at his right hand. He cut the skin away with his left hand while pulling back with his right arm, and moments later his hand slipped free in a welter of steaming blood.

      The Beast didn't take time to wallow in the pain. The instinct to be free at any cost drove him to claw at his own arm until it slipped through its bonds. He sagged at the waist as uncontrollable tremors racked his body. He had to finish this before his self-inflicted wounds rendered him unconscious.

      With both hands unbound, the Beast had better leverage to work on his legs. He found if he concentrated his strength he was able to bend the net just enough to pull his legs through without having to deglove them as he had his arms. Free at last, the Beast receded once more, leaving Al to deal with the carnage.

      Kneeling in the snow, Al was able to take stock of the damage done to his hands and arms. He smoothed what skin remained back into place across the exposed muscle and bone. Then he closed his eyes and focused his transformative power on his wounds.

      The air filled with the scent of hot blood, and daggers of pain skewered Al's hands and forearms. A terrible, relentless hunger blossomed in his belly. As the wounds healed, they pulled energy and mass from the rest of his body. If he didn't eat soon, the strain of his transformation and regeneration would take him out as sure as any of the witch finder’s traps.

      Al struggled back to his feet, ignoring his hunger by turning his attention to the black-hearted rage within him. He flexed his claws and raised his head into the wind. Rae’s scent was still there, fading, but still hanging in the air. He howled his rage and charged after it, ready to rip the witch finder limb from limb.
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      With Rae’s scent growing fainter by the moment, Al was desperate to catch up to the witch finder. If he lost the trail, she was as good as dead.  

      He ran full bore, following his nose from one drip of blood to the next, closing his eyes from time to time to heighten his sense of smell, opening his mouth to suck in more air, tasting the wind. 

      In the distance, a member of his pack let out a long, mournful howl. Al answered with a quavering wail of his own. He wanted the pack to know he was on the hunt. He needed them to know why he’d abandoned them and left them defenseless and unconscious in the snow. Al didn’t know if the pack would ever forgive him for not protecting them, but they needed to hear his urgency and understand why he wasn’t watching over them. Al didn’t care if his need to communicate with his hounds gave away his position. The Beast’s primal needs won out over more tactical concerns.

      More howls answered him, but they were weak and confused. Al was grateful that his pack was alive and recovering from the poison, but from the weakness he heard in their voices, he knew he couldn’t depend on them. The battle with the witch finder would be Al’s alone. 

      And he looked forward to that battle. The Beast was enraged that he’d been tricked by the old man and furious with himself that he hadn’t been there to stop Rae from being kidnapped. When he caught up to witch finder this time, he’d tear the motherfucker apart. 

      The wind switched direction, yanking Rae’s scent away from him. For a moment, the air was dead in his nostrils, devoid of any scent save his own and the crystalline bite of falling snow. The Beast plunged ahead, following the same line he’d traced before, hoping the witch finder hadn’t changed direction, praying that the wind would turn back in his favor and reveal Rae’s scent once more. 

      But what if his luck didn’t hold out? Rae would die if he didn’t catch up to her. He couldn’t just rely on the wind shifting for him, he had to make his own luck. 

      This part of Pitchfork County was hardwired into the Beast’s brain. After months of traveling over this chunk of land, he knew its ridges and valleys so well he could see them in his mind as if he were an eagle flying overhead. He hunkered down and did just that, closing his eyes to let a vision of Pitchfork County unfurl inside his head. 

      The witch finder wasn’t as agile as the Beast, and he was saddled with the travois. That meant he wouldn’t be climbing either of the nearby ridges. It also eliminated the stream that carved its way down into a hollow from the east, because the witch finder would have a hell of a time dragging the travois upstream.

      That left two options that Al could see: a steep-sloping climb over the hills to the west, or a descent into a valley to the south. Given the witch finder’s additional burden, the Beast guessed the man would be heading down into the valley. 

      Which meant he could use his greater speed to circle around and get ahead of his quarry. He sprinted along the ridgeline, dropping to all fours to increase his speed and stability on the snow-covered scree. Within a few minutes, he caught Rae’s scent again, the blood tossed on the wind as it whirled up out of the valley below. He grinned, baring his fangs, and forged ahead. He’d guessed right. 

      After ten minutes of running, he lost Rae’s scent again. He’d raced ahead of her captor and was now upwind of them. The blowing snow made it impossible to see into the valley below, but the Beast’s instincts told him he’d done the right thing. All he had to do now was descend into the valley and head uphill until he intercepted the witch hunter.

      The pack’s howls reached out across the winter landscape once again. Their voices were gaining in strength, but they were still too weak and weary to join the hunt. Heedless of the danger it might place him in, the Beast let loose with a victorious howl that let his hounds know the end of the hunt was coming soon.

      He found a notch in the ridgeline that gave way to a steep, but manageable path to the valley’s floor. Still on all fours with his claws digging into the rocky terrain, the Beast scrambled down without any difficulty and very little noise. He hid in the shadow of the ridgeline and caught his breath, working hard to remain calm as he closed in for the kill. The witch finder had caught him by surprise once; the Beast wouldn’t let it happen again. 

      The wind swirled up the length of the valley, kicking snow from the ground and adding it to the heavy, wet flakes falling from the sky. The chaotic white screen scrambled the Beast’s vision, forcing him to rely on his geographic memory and what little scent he could pick up from the turbulent wind. He was close, he could tell that much, but he had little else to go on. 

      Rae’s blood was still in the wind, even if he couldn’t pinpoint its exact location. The Beast didn’t want to wait to get a clearer fix on her position. It wanted to seek and destroy.

      He lowered himself to the snow and slithered forward on his belly like a lizard, offering as small a target as possible. The wind buffeted his face and made him want to bury his face in his claws to warm his muzzle. The weather was turning brutal, and the Beast wondered how much longer the witch finder would be able to keep moving. He wondered, too, how long Rae would survive in the frigid weather.

      A few minutes later, he spotted his prey hunkered down in the middle of the valley. The witch finder was bent over the travois, huddled near Rae’s still form. There were black dots in the snow around the two of them, shadowed divots the width of a man’s finger. Maybe the old man was getting ready to build camp. Maybe the weather had finally gotten the best of him. 

      The Beast held his breath and tensed to spring. The witch finder was distracted, and this was the perfect opportunity for his ambush. The man was fast, the Beast gave him credit for that, but he’d never see the attack coming. Without a sound, the Beast hurled himself forward.  

      He sailed through the air, slicing through the falling snow like a thrown dagger. He stretched his claws wide and let his jaws fall open, ready to rend and crush and devour. This man would pay for what he’d done to Rae. 

      The Beast locked his muscles for the impact, remembering how his last attack on the witch finder had ended. This time he’d wrap his arms and legs around the old man and bury his snout in the witch finder’s soft throat. 

      But there was no impact. 

      The Beast’s claws scythed through the man’s body with no resistance, his fangs snapped through the neck but tasted no blood. 

      He roared and slammed into the ground, sliding across the snowy slope. His claws dug into the earth, and he churned up clots of frozen gravel and dirt as he whipped his body around.  

      The witch finder had tricked him again. The illusion was still there, a shadowy form that was utterly unconvincing now that he knew it was a fake. The Beast stalked forward, his muzzle peeled back to reveal rows of jagged teeth. The illusion dissolved as he approached it, breaking apart and vanishing into the snow. He stopped at the spot it had occupied and saw a scrap of Rae’s shirt, stained with her blood, stuck to the ground with a long, rusty nail. He sniffed at it then turned his attention to the divots in the snow around him. More acorn caps.

      The Beast howled his frustration and kicked snow over the acorns. He turned in a full circle, searching for a new scent, a new trail. Something to show him where the witch finder had gone. There was something to the east, a hint of old wood and—

      A burning bolt of pain speared through his left shoulder. He looked down at the injury, and a wave of nausea washed over him. The tip of a wicked bolt had burst through the front of his shoulder, and he could see the rest of it protruding from his back. Blood ran from the missile’s barbed head and fell steaming onto the snow. “Fuck,” the Beast whispered and sank to his knees. 

      There was something wrong with him, a disconnect between his brain and his body. The Beast’s muscles felt as loose and useless as overcooked noodles, and his balance was out of whack. He tried to get back onto his feet, but his legs refused to respond to his commands and his efforts managed to do nothing more than dump him onto his face in the snow. Poison, he thought and cursed himself for an idiot to be caught by the old man’s venom. 

      A shadow fell over the Beast. He could see a little out of the corner of his eye and was not surprised when the witch finder emerged from the screen of wind-blown snow. Even up close, the man had no scent. He was a deep blot of darkness with a pale smudge for a face. The Beast saw that smudge dropping toward him like a falling star as the man knelt down just out of his reach. 

      “You better stop now, monster.” The witch finder’s words sounded thick and distorted. “No profit in chasing me any farther. I got what I came for, and now I’ll be leaving your shitty little corner of the world. Leave it be.” 

      Rage sent a surge of adrenaline coursing through the Beast’s blood, but his muscles refused to respond. All he could manage was a weak snarl. 

      The witch finder’s creaking laugh shattered against the Beast’s ears like falling icicles. “You’re a fighter, I’ll give you that. If I wasn’t in such a rush to be moving on, I’d skin you right here and take your hide as a trophy. But I don’t have the time, so count yourself lucky. Storm’s coming, and I don’t want to end up buried in this goddamned blizzard.” 

      The witch finder walked away, fading into the falling snow.  

      The Beast’s eyes drifted closed, and snow fell on his wounded back, burying him beneath its weight.
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      Something warm and wet dragged across Al’s forehead. The sudden interruption in the numbing sensation of winter’s cold jolted Al awake. He struggled to get to his feet, but his body betrayed him, and he collapsed back onto his chest and stomach. 

      The motion shoved the barbed head of the bolt back into his body, sawing at his nerves. He ground his teeth against the pain. The bolt was interfering with his supernatural healing abilities. He had to get it out of his body, or the wound would never close. He’d bleed out or freeze to death, and no one would find him until the spring thaw left him naked and rotting.

      Al knew what he had to do, but he couldn’t summon the strength to do it. He closed his eyes and sank back into his snowy tomb to sleep. Later. He’d deal with all of this later.

      The warmth came back at him as soon as his eyes closed. It annoyed him with its insistence. He wanted to lie on the ground and wait for the cold to suck the last of his life away. He’d failed to rescue Rae, and now it was easier to just let go. 

      The lapping was back, this time accompanied by growls and sharp nips at the tips of his ears. “Goddammit,” Al growled, and his rage gave him the strength to sit up and shake the snow off.  

      A young member of the pack, gangly and brindled, licked Al’s face again then lowered its head to its paws and barked at him. C’mon, it seemed to say, stop being a pussy and get up. 

      Al glowered at the dog. He’d been not far from the grave, he knew that, and sliding into the final darkness seemed like the easier option. But he couldn’t give up and let that freak carve out Rae’s midnight bezoar. If there was even a chance she was still alive, he had to find her.

      The world swam and dipped around him at an alarming angle as he forced himself onto his feet. He stumbled and caught his balance then fell back to his knees. He puked until he felt empty, like his guts had inverted themselves into the snow, then fell back on his ass. He stared up at the starry sky and drank in the clean, cold air. 

      Al felt better, clearer, as if he’d puked up not just his last meal, but the poison in his system. That left the bolt itself to deal with. The pain from the shaft stuck through his shoulder was incapacitating. He had to get it out. 

      Al held his head in his hands and braced himself for the painful change he knew was coming. Let’s go, he whispered to himself, just get it out. 

      But his body didn’t want to change. He was tapped out, the last of his reserves of energy barely enough to maintain his bestial form to keep him from freezing to death.

      The hound whined and nudged Al’s chest with its forehead. He’d nodded off. The cold was eating him, bit by bit. If he didn’t get the bolt out of his shoulder soon, he was good as dead. 

      Al rubbed the dog’s head and tried to clear his mind. He had to do this. He closed his eyes and imagined his shoulder shifting, the flesh parting around the bolt so it could drop free. 

      He concentrated on his shoulder, and the pain loomed large in his mind. It was an enormous weight burrowing into the soft meat of his brain, threatening to crush all of his thoughts beneath its pitiless bulk. But Al found a way around the pain, out to the edges where the skin was still clean and unbroken. That was where he did his work. 

      The cold soaked into him, finding its way through the unspooling of his flesh. When he looked down at what he’d done to himself, it took all of his concentration and willpower not to keel over into the snow.  

      His flesh and bone opened like a flower, revealing a cross-section of his shoulder down to the bolt itself. The gap in his flesh yawned open wider still, and the bolt fell from its slot and into the snow at his feet. 

      But Al didn’t notice the fallen bolt. All he could see was the rich, meaty interior of his own body. Stark white cross-sections of bone gleamed from within nests of muscle fibers. Blood vessels stretched across the opening like bridges spun from red webs. The wind blew through the gap in his body, clearing the oozing blood to reveal something else down deep, nested atop the fluttering lobe of his lung. 

      A network of black fibers wriggled through his flesh, burying itself away from his sight. The godsblood, Al thought to himself, it never really went away. 

      That was a worry for another time. Al had more than enough on his plate and not much time or energy left to deal with it. He willed his flesh to close, and it obeyed him, knitting itself back together with a buzzing itch, leaving no trace of the injury.

      But that trick had burned away the last of his strength. He needed meat, and he needed it now.

      The runt of the pack approached him, head lowered, lips peeled back in a submissive grimace. The smell of it, hot and alive, made Al’s stomach rumble. It was right that the leader of the pack should survive, even if that meant another of its members must fall.

      The runt stopped its advance and backed away. It let out a short, sharp yip then danced back a few more steps.

      Al growled at it. “Come here,” he snarled.

      The runt shook itself and its hackles raised. It yipped again.

      Al staggered to his feet. He didn’t have the time or energy to be chasing the runt. He needed it to submit. He needed its meat. Al took a step, then another toward the brindled pup.

      It danced away again. Al kept following, his brain fuzzy with the need to feed. He followed the dog until it stopped and nudged its nose at something in the snow. It chuffed out a sharp breath, and the snow parted to reveal its prize.

      A dead rabbit, still warm.

      The Beast shoved Al’s mind aside and fell on the meat, shredding it with powerful jaws. Within moments, there was nothing left but the slick, discarded skin on the snow.

      The dog yipped at Al again, annoyed that he hadn’t shared.

      Al sighed and got to his feet. He wasn’t at full strength yet, but the rabbit would do for now. He reached for the dog, which danced away and let loose a warning growl.

      Shame slapped Al. He’d almost eaten a member of his own pack. He felt disgusted with himself. “Sorry, little guy.” He wiped the blood from his lips with the back of his clawed hand. “I owe you one.”

      The dog grunted and nudged the rabbit skin with its nose. Then it rejoined Al and rubbed its head against his shin. All was forgiven. 

      Al returned to the spot of the ambush with the dog following behind him. He knelt in the snow and retrieved the wickedly barbed bolt. He clenched it in his fist, his own blood sticky on the shaft. “I’m coming,” he whispered into the wind. “I’m going to hunt you down and end you.” 

      But as he stood and began searching for Rae’s scent again, Al couldn’t help but wonder whether he was truly the hunter here.
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      Al knew the valley had no outlet; it meandered a few more miles to the south then dropped into a box canyon. The witch finder was clever, but unless he had grown wings he wasn't going to escape from Al this time.

      Al flung the barbed crossbow bolt into the snow. He was going to do this with his bare hands. He might not even use his claws. He’d pound the witch finder's head into a pulp with his fists. Al snarled as he ran, and the runty dog ran alongside him with its teeth bared to the winter’s wind.

      The pair chugged through the snow, kicking up plumes of white powder in their wake. The snow had stopped for the moment, and the sky overhead was strewn with glittering stars to light Al’s path. For a moment, he was at peace. He was running with his pack, or at least part of it, the way it was meant to be.

      There was no trace of Rae's blood in the air. Whether she was no longer bleeding a trail for Al to follow or the witch finder was taking greater pains to hide his tracks, Al couldn’t tell, and it didn’t matter. The travois’ tracks were plain to see in the snow, and Al wasn't going to stop following them until he found the old man.

      The valley narrowed, and its downward incline sharpened. The black walls of the box canyon began to rise on either side, and Al could see the far end up ahead. The witch finder's trail hadn't varied or turned. The deep trough of the travois's passing continued in a straight line, so deep the falling snow wasn’t able to cover it.

      Al expected to find the old man and Rae waiting for him at the end of the trail. He imagined them trapped between the walls of the canyon and his outstretched claws. He braced himself for the fight to come and felt his adrenaline rising as he neared the cliff face.

      But as the snow stopped falling and a crescent moon rose high overhead to shed its pale silver light over the valley below, Al saw nothing at the end of the trail. His keen eyes followed it as it unspooled before him and ran straight into the wall of stone at the end of the canyon.

      Al slowed and stepped away from the witch finder’s straight path. His senses were keenly attuned to his environment; he didn't want to get ambushed again. He approached the cliff, stiff legged, with his claws stretched wide and his nose to the wind. The runty little dog slunk along beside him with its nose snuffling at the snow. Al hoped that between the two of them their senses would be keen enough to avoid another embarrassing trap.

      As he drew near to the canyons walls, Al realized the error he had made. The path didn't end, it curved upward. He followed along as it rose up an incline of naked rock into a well-hidden cave entrance. Al stopped at the cavern’s mouth and breathed deeply of the dry wind sighing from its depths. He didn't smell the witch finder, nor did he expect to, but he did catch a whiff of melting tallow. Al had wondered what the witch finder thought he was doing, where he thought he was going. Now he had his answer: the old bastard had run to ground. This was his bolt hole, the place he’d prepared for the ritual to come. Time was short.

      The cave's mouth was wide enough for two men to walk side by side without touching, but the roof was low and the footing uncertain. The stone was cracked and strewn with pebbles, which slowed Al, as he had to move very carefully to avoid making noise.

      The cave burrowed into the wall of the canyon, its path curving down and to the east. The little dog followed Al for a few yards then let out a whimper and retreated back to the entrance. It lay on its belly at the mouth of the cave, a low whine trembling in its throat.

      Al turned back and lifted one talon to his muzzle. The little dog went silent and laid its head between its paws.

      The weight of the earth pressed in around Al as he worked his way deeper into the cavern. He tried not to think of the last time he’d been underground, tried not to think of the swarm of demonic bats that’d almost eaten him alive. He licked his lips and swallowed hard.

      The tunnel narrowed, and the ceiling dropped even farther. But the scent of burning candles was stronger, and, at long last, Al could smell Rae again. Her blood smelled old and coagulated, probably the scab on her head from where she’d been struck, but it told him everything he needed to know.

      Rae was here.

      He hunkered over in the low tunnel and crept forward. He followed the scattered snow left behind when the old man had dragged the travois over the stony floor. Al followed the tunnel, descending deeper and losing any light from the surface. He could smell soot and kerosene from the old man’s lantern, but Al had no need for such light. His eyes could see as well in pitch blackness as under the noon sun.

      He rounded a sharp corner in the tunnel and had to blink away the sudden light. There were candles stuck to the many stalagmites studding the room's floor, as well as to the pillars of flowstone that supported the cavern’s ceiling.

      A low murmur echoed through the tunnel, and something about it set Al’s teeth on edge. There was a rhythm to the unintelligible words, a pulse that seemed to war with his heartbeat. It tangled in his ears and left him feeling confused and exhausted. He need to lie down, he needed to just rest… 

      Al shook his head and pushed on. The chant was another of the witch finder's traps, more bullshit for him to overcome. He wasn't going to be defeated by any more tricks. 

      Even as he drew closer to the witch finder, Al couldn't understand the words. The sounds twined around one another, coagulating into aural scabs that clogged his ears. His head bobbed, and he had to turn all his concentration to ignoring the seductive commands of the throbbing chant. He was too close to fail now.

      Al peered over the spiked tip of a stalagmite, and saw what he’d come for.

      Rae was sprawled across a rounded dome of stone. Blood trickled from the wound on her head, but Al could see no other injuries on her body. The witch finder was on the side opposite Al, towering over Rae. The heavy furs he'd cloaked himself in made him look like a savage priest from a time men had left behind. He held a long onyx blade in his left hand and a scepter of bone in his right. 

      Al’s time was up. The ceremony had already begun.
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      The Beast wanted to lunge over the stalagmite and charge straight at the witch finder. The Beast wanted blood, and it wanted it now. But even the Beast knew that the witch finder was a wily and dangerous opponent. He’d managed to lay traps for Al in the wilderness; there was no telling what he had waiting in his own lair.

      Instead of charging blindly, the Beast hunkered down and kept his belly close to the cave’s floor as he slithered up on his foe. He slipped from one stalagmite to the next, from flowstone to shadow. He circled the witch finder, watching as the dark ritual unfolded.

      As the witch finder intoned his ancient verses, he lifted his arms and turned his implements in complex patterns. The scores of candles littering the room flared in response to his words. The scattered light sources threw shadows in every direction and created overlapping, confusing patterns of light that made it difficult for the Beast to focus on the old man. 

      He circled the witch finder, hoping the man was lost in his ritual. The Beast didn't know how long he had until the chanting stopped, but as long as it continued he felt comfortable that the witch finder wouldn't be paying attention to much of anything else. He used the time to position himself behind the witch finder, edging around one pillar then another, to get within striking distance. 

      The witch finder arched his back and raised his hands as high as he could, holding the scepter parallel to the floor and the knife with its tip downward, ready to stab. The Beast knew he was out of time. 

      He rushed forward, coming in low and fast. The witch finder's voice reached a crescendo, words screaming out of his dry throat, the tortured syllables spilling out of his mouth in a torrent of Left-Hand Path sorcery that inflamed the candles and sent their light soaring toward the ceiling. 

      The knife was coming down, its tip glowing with golden light. The Beast watched it fall. He'd been too slow, too late. 

      He slammed into the witch finder hard enough to rattle his thoughts like dice in a cup. His tackle caught the man at the knees and tore his legs out from under him. The witch finder came down on the Beast’s back, grunting with pain as his legs twisted up with the Beast’s arms. 

      The chant cut off, and the Beast saw the knife where it had fallen out of the witch finder’s hand. There was no blood on the black blade. Rae hadn't been stabbed. 

      A wave of relief washed over the Beast, but it was short-lived. The witch finder was still in the fight, even if he was tangled in his own furs.

      Worming his way out from the tangle of the man's legs, the Beast threw punch after punch into the witch finder's middle. He got to his knees and pummeled the old man, whipping a flurry of wild blows at him.   

      The Beast couldn't stop, wouldn’t stop his attack once it started. As long as the witch finder kept making noise, as long as he was still alive, the Beast would keep pounding on him. He'd beat the man to death with his bloody knuckles and relish every minute of it. 

      But beating the old man wasn't enough. The Beast wanted an eye for an eye. The justice of the wild demanded that the witch finder suffer as he’d wanted Rae to suffer.

      Al crawled away from the witch finder and to the onyx blade. He lifted it in one clawed hand. It was heavy and awkward, a ceremonial weapon meant for debased rituals and not combat. The Beast didn't care. He hefted the weapon and carried it back to the witch finder. 

      He straddled the old man's torso and raised the blade. The witch finder glared up at him, through eyes almost swollen closed. He was an old man, beaten black and blue, but he wasn’t going to let the Beast see him flinch.

      The Beast didn't care. He just needed to see the old man dead.  

      He raised the knife overhead, gripping it with both hands. He held onto the moment, feeling the warmth of victory burning in his veins. The Beast had won; the witch finder was going to die.

      "Al?" Rae's voice, weak and wavering, came from behind him.  

      He turned his head to look over his shoulder, stunned by Rae's voice. She was watching him with wide, dark eyes, confused and afraid of what she saw. He pushed his doubts away. He had to finish this, he could get her to safety once the witch finder was dead.  

      Then Rae was falling. She'd tried to get up from the stalagmite and reached out, her brain still fuzzy with concussion. Al could see the rope around her neck, the knots thick at the base of her throat. Rae was too confused to stop herself; she fell off the table. The rope snapped taut, and Rae dangled, dazed, from the noose. 

      Al shoved the Beast to the back of his mind. He rolled off the witch finder and tossed the blade aside. He had to get to Rae. He had to free her before the rope strangled her, or all of this would have been for nothing.

      Crouched next to her, Al supported Rae with one hand to relieve the pressure on her throat while he worked on the knots with his free hand. His claws were able to cut through the rope’s fiber, but it was slow going. He had to be careful not to slit the young witch’s throat in his haste to free her.

      The witch finder groaned behind him.

      Al struggled to get the rope away from Rae’s neck. He cut through another layer of rope, shredding the fibers to release the next to last knot. The Beast howled to Al, warned him that danger was approaching.

      Then the witch finder's shadow fell over them both. Something heavy smashed across the back of Al's head, and the lights went out.
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      Al woke to the sound of curses. The witch finder's brittle voice rained a stream of expletives down on him. "You cocksucking ass maggot. Look what you've done. You've ruined every goddamned thing." 

      Al opened his eyes to a blinding storm of light. All he could make out was a swarm of blue-white halos surrounding the blazing heads of candles dripping wax from the rim of the pit. He had a concussion, or worse. He blinked, but his vision remained blurry, and his stomach rebelled with a nauseated lurch.

      The witch finder spat, a sticky gobbet of mucus that splattered across Al’s cheek. Al wiped it away with the back of his hand and raised a fist at his blurry assailant. “You’re dead for this. As soon as I'm out of this hole—“ 

      That got a harsh laugh from the witch finder. "You're only getting out of that hole when I'm good and goddamned ready to fish you out of that hole. You and that witch." 

      Al sat up, trying to hide how badly he was hurt. His head felt like it was split in half, his brains exposed to the cool winter air. He squinted against the light and raised a middle finger in a show of bravado he didn’t feel. He couldn’t help but notice that the finger was pale and scrawny. The Beast was gone. "Come on down, and give it a try." 

      In truth, Al knew he was fucked. The witch finder was too powerful, too tricky. Every time Al thought he had the upper hand against the old man, he found himself walking into another rope-a-dope sucker punch. He'd done his best, but he felt beaten. 

      The witch finder’s laughter burned Al’s ears. "Next time, there won't be anything left to chance. You and your little bitch, you'll both have places in the ritual. We’ll see if you’ve got something I can use inside you, too. Before you started fucking with me, I was going to take one midnight bezoar and leave this shithole. Now, I’m thinking I’ll stick around a while, see if there are any other witches to gut.” 

      Al felt cold fingers entwine with his own. Rae. Despite their dire circumstances, he couldn’t help but feel a little better knowing they were together. 

      The witch finder paced around the edge of the pit for a few more moments then vanished without another word. 

      "Is he gone?" Rae asked in a whisper. 

      Al squeezed her fingers. He whispered back, not wanting to risk the witch finder hearing his words. Truth was, he couldn’t entirely tell if the old man was gone either. His vision was clearing, but it was slow going. "He's out of sight, at least." 

      Rae pulled herself up to sit next to Al, and he helped her get situated against the wall of their prison. He blinked, and he could see more of his bleak surroundings. They were in a straight-sided pit. Their prison’s lip was at least fifteen feet overhead and ringed by candles that dripped hot wax down its slick walls. Other than a few mounds of crumbling candle wax, there was nothing else in the pit with them. 

      Al didn't see any way out of the hole. He stared at the walls, watching as they slipped in and out of focus, but he found nothing there. If he were at his best, he could climb out of the hole, he was sure of that. But even the Beast wouldn't be able to climb out and carry Rae. They were stuck. 

      He lowered his head into his hands and pulled his knees up to his chin. "I'm sorry," he whispered. 

      Rae wrapped her arms around him and pressed her face against the side of his head. Her lips were warm and soft where they touched his ear, a comforting presence despite the hopelessness of their situation. “For what? Coming to save me? We’ll get out of this. It’s not over yet.” 

      Al turned into her embrace and wrapped her in his arms. "I think it is, Rae. We're stuck down here in a pit. He's going to leave us until we’re too starved or dehydrated to put up a fight." 

      Her laugh was unexpected and shocking. "You think an old man is a match for a witch of the Conclave and the son of the Night Marshal?" 

      Al shrugged his shoulders in defeat. "He'll probably shoot us from the top of the pit. Maybe use the crossbow he stuck me with before. We can't even reach him to fight back.” 

      “Don’t give up.” Rae rubbed his shoulders and leaned back.  

      Al leaned back against the wall. His sight was clearing a bit more, and he could see other details of their prison. The walls weren’t smooth, but pitted and sloped ever so slightly away from perpendicular.

      There was a pool of water in the corner, fed by a steady stream of drops from a stalactite high overhead.

      Al crouched over it and scooped the water into his hands. He brought it to Rae and tipped his fingers to her lips to ease her thirst. Then Al returned to the pool and sank to all fours to drink deep, letting the cool liquid fill his belly. There was a good chance he was going to die before long, but there didn’t seem much sense in dying thirsty.

      He examined his reflection in the pool. His face was pale and thin. His mother’s deep eyes looked back at him over his father’s stark nose and firm mouth. He could feel their strength flowing through his veins and hoped it would see him through this ordeal. He took a deep breath. Death was always coming, but he didn’t see any sense in waiting for it.

      Al stared at the water and willed his soft, weak flesh to go away. He felt claws slide through the meat of his fingertips. A grin split his face, revealing rows of gleaming fangs that shot forward into a vulpine muzzle. The Beast was back. It would find a way.

      He threw himself at the wall, and his claws found purchase. The Beast pulled himself up, digging into the stone with his clawed hands and feet. He could do this. He just had a few more feet to go, and he’d be free.

      Al swung his arm up, ready to grip the rim of the pit and haul himself to freedom.

      But as his hand arced up toward the edge of the pit, it slammed into a wall of pain. There was a flash of crimson light, and the world shifted around Al. Another fucking trap, he thought, and then he was falling.
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      Warm hands that crackled with healing power dragged Al back from the darkness. An itching, shocking sensation crawled along his nerves and filled him with supernatural vigor.

      Al's eyes snapped open. He tried to bolt upright, but the same hands that had awakened him held him firmly in place. The power that ran through his body pinned him to the pit’s floor.

      Rae's voice was calming. "It's okay," she said. "You took a fall, but I don't think you broke anything important. Must’ve landed on that hard head of yours”

      Al felt the power, Rae’s power he realized, recede from his body. He remembered climbing to the top of the pit and a jolt of blinding pain, but mercifully, he didn't remember the fall itself. Or the landing. "Guess I’m not climbing out of here."

      Rae chuckled, the soft sound filled with surprising strength. "A Conclave witch and a shapeshifter are going to stay stuck at the bottom of some measly pit?"

      Al got back to his feet and paced the narrow width of his prison. Starting at one side he could only take three steps before bumping into the far wall. He reached out to test the wall itself and realized he was no longer the Beast.

      He closed his eyes and willed the change to come. He’d never be able to escape this without the Beast's strength. His stomach grumbled as he tried to draw on strength he no longer possessed. Despite his urging, Al’s flesh remained pale and weak. He’d need food before he could change again.

      A pebble bounced off Al's chest and clattered to the stone floor. He opened his eyes to see Rae grinning at him from her seat against the pit's far wall. “Trying to hulk out?” she asked.

      As impressed as Al was by Rae’s show of blind accuracy, he was more annoyed by her flippant attitude. Her power never left her, she couldn’t understand what it was like to be weak at the very moment you needed to be at your strongest. “It's the only way I'm going to get us out of here.”

      Rae shrugged. She flicked another pebble at him. Al shifted his head to the side to avoid the missile. “I’m not so sure that's the way out. All my magic didn't do shit against that guy.”

      Al rubbed his chin and looked up at the top of the pit. There was no barrier that he could see, but his experience told him there was definitely something up there keeping him trapped in the pit. Whatever it was packed enough of a punch to knock the Beast on his ass. Al didn't want to think about what might happen to him if he tried to pass it all naked and scrawny. “Well, I'm certainly not going to get past whatever he's got waiting for me up there like this.”

      Rae pointed up at the top of the pit. She opened her hand, and another pebble flew straight up into the air. Al watched the pebble sail past the pit's rim before it lost momentum and fell back into Rae's open palm. “Maybe that's exactly how you're going to get past it.”

      Al looked the wall up and down. There was a slight incline, and the wall was rough. There might be enough hand- and footholds, but he wasn't sure. "Even if there wasn't some sort of supernatural bug zapper keeping us trapped down here," he said, "I'm not sure I can climb that."

      Rae sighed and stood up. She brushed her palms on the thighs of her jeans and cracked her knuckles. She turned to the wall and felt its face with her fingertips.

      "What are you doing?" Al asked.

      "If you're not going to climb it," Rae said, "then I guess I need to try."

      Al frowned. "That doesn't make any sense. You're a witch. You are magic. The barrier will fry you for sure."

      Rae turned away from the wall and toward Al, crossing her arms over her chest. "Then you better get to climbing.”

      The walls loomed over Al's head. As the Beast, he’d thought nothing of climbing up the sheer surface. But knowing that he couldn't call upon the Beast's strength made him uncertain. He stared up at the rim of the pit then looked back at Rae and shook his head. "There's no way I can climb that. There aren't enough handholds."

      Rae shoved her hands into the front pockets of her jeans. She twisted the scuffed toe of her boot against the stone and clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. "Gee, Al. You're not scared, are ya?"

      Red heat crawled into his cheeks. He was so flustered he couldn't tell if he was mad or embarrassed. Did Rae think this was some kind of game? Did she think he wanted to stay down in the pit? "I'm not some stupid little kid that trick'll work on. It's not like I don't want to climb out of here."

      Rae shuffled along the edge of the pit, moving one foot after the other in slow, careful slides. It didn't take her long to circle around the pit until she was in range to elbow Al in the ribs. "I know you can do it."

      There were some handholds. They were dark against the stone, shadowed by the flickering candle flame above. It wouldn't be an easy climb, but all he had to risk was another fall. "Be ready to catch me."

      Al crossed the pit and jumped as high as he could reach. His eyes were locked on what looked like a narrow ledge of stone nine feet up. His jump felt like it took forever, like he was in the air for minutes, watching as his fingertips closed in on their target.

      It wasn't much to hang onto. His fingertips hooked over the stone, and Al longed for the Beast's razor-sharp talons. They would've stuck into the stone like an ice pick into the face of a glacier.

      The skin of his fingertips caught on the stone. For one moment, Al thought he'd made it. Then the ledge crumbled, and he was falling. His heels smacked into the uneven stone of the pit's floor, and the last of his balance deserted him. He landed hard on his back, and the air shot out of his lungs along with a sharp bark.

      Stars shot across his vision, and his teeth clicked together. Al tasted blood and realized he'd bitten through the edge of his tongue. He struggled back to his feet and swallowed hard, trying to clear the taste from his mouth. "Well," Al panted, "I tried."

      Rae chuckled and shot Al a thumbs-up. "I guess that's it then," she said. "I'll just sit down in the corner over here and wait to die."

      Al's jaw fell open. He couldn't believe what she was saying. He’d damn near broken his neck trying to climb out of this hole, because she’d goaded him into it. Now she was going to mock him for taking his best shot. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “We don't have any other choice.” She shrugged. “I can't see to climb, and even if I could the trap at the top would fry me. The Beast can't get past it, either, so that leaves you.”

      Without a word, Al turned back to the wall. He studied it and tried to remember how it felt to climb as the Beast. Instead of jumping, he raised one hand and sought out a firm hold. There were holes in the wall where the Beast had punctured it with his razor-sharp talons. Al's fingers were smaller than the Beast’s claws, and he could get his first knuckle into the holes it had left behind.

      With one hand secure, he found a spot to anchor his big toe. He pushed up with his leg and pulled with his hand until the fingertips of his right hand could reach the next set of holes.

      Who does she think she is, he thought. She had no idea what it was like to be trapped between two worlds. How could she goad him into trying to do something so dangerous, something that only the Beast could accomplish?

      Al found another handhold and another spot to anchor his toes. He crawled up the wall, too agitated for his conscious mind to think about what he was doing. He was running on autopilot, letting his body find its own way.

      Higher up the pit’s walls the stone was rougher, and there were larger ledges to cling to. Al was still fuming at Rae's mockery, paying more attention to his rage than his climbing. He raised his hand up to search for more handholds and realized that what he felt under his fingertips was no longer stone, but melted wax. He'd reached the top.

      Al's breath caught in his throat. If the witch finder was waiting for them, this was the perfect time for an ambush. With one hand, Al pushed aside a half-dozen candles, clearing the wax away so he could grasp the firm stone beneath. When the witch finder didn't appear to knock him down, Al took his chance. He pushed up with his toes and pulled with his hands. His arms shook with the effort, and he could feel his muscles burning up the last of their reserves of energy. His left hand was slipping. His arms were shaking so badly he knew he was about to fall back into the pit. Al cursed himself for his stupidity, for thinking he could this without the Beast. He wriggled against the lip of the pit, toes scrabbling against the wall below. He was going to fall.

      And then he was out of the pit, lying flat against the cold limestone floor.

      Al rolled away from the edge and crouched on his haunches. He’d done it. He wasn't dead. He hadn’t needed the Beast this time. He’d done it on his own. Well, almost on his own. All he’d needed was for Rae to drive him crazy enough to make the climb.

      “Hey,” Rae called from the bottom of the pit, “I didn’t hear the bug zapper go off. Not too shabby for a skinny guy.”

      Al crawled back to the edge of the pit and stared over its edge. From this height, Rae seemed impossibly small. She looked so fragile at the bottom of the pit, trapped and awaiting her fate.

      Despite her helplessness, Rae's smile was genuine. Al felt a surge of pride that swelled his heart until it felt as if it would burst.

      Rae shooed him away with both hands. "Go on, get out of here. You need to find that guy and kick his ass."

      "Sure thing, ma'am." Al cracked his knuckles. "Let me get right on that."

      "You can do this. You climbed out of that pit. You don't need the Beast to finish the fight.”

      "We'll see," Al said.

      But as he walked away from the edge of the pit, Al was already trying to figure out a way to get the Beast to come out and play.
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      Al knew the witch finder couldn't have gone far. He doubted the old man would risk running into the teeth of another blizzard. It was even more unlikely that the witch finder would abandon the site where he’d planned to perform his dark ritual. Even if the bastard wasn't right at hand, he hadn't gone far.

      He also knew that the witch finder had been living in this cavern, even if only for a little while. And while the witch finder was strong, and clever, he wasn't inhuman. He had to eat. And that meant there was food somewhere close by.

      Al needed that food, and not just to fill his belly. The transformation into the Beast would require more energy than he had. His injuries from the fall, and the number of transformations he'd been forced through in the past day, had drained Al’s reserves. Until he could refill his tank, he couldn't become the Beast.

      He had to find food.

      The pit was in the center of a small domed cavern. There was only one exit from the limestone chamber, a narrow crack in the wall. Al picked up a candle from the edge of the pit and carried it over to the jagged-edged tunnel.

      The candle drove the darkness back a few feet, but a sharp bend in the tunnel prevented Al from seeing any farther. The tunnel wasn't quite as narrow as it had first appeared, but it wasn't exactly a clear hallway either. Al eased into the crack and wormed away from the pit.

      Without the Beast's ability to see in near-total darkness, Al was dependent on the candle clenched in his fist. He shielded it with his body as best he could, using his free hand to protect the flame from the gusts of wind that blew through the tunnel. Hot wax dripped across the backs of his knuckles, and Al gritted his teeth against the pain. "Once I get back to the Beast," he swore, "I’m never changing back."

      The tunnel ended in a sharp turn that dumped Al out into another small, circular chamber. He froze, realizing he had stumbled into what looked like the witch finder's living quarters.

      A makeshift bed of heaped-up dirty pelts with a sleeping bag thrown on top hugged the far wall. A low fire took up the center of the floor, its smoke pulled up into the cracks in the limestone ceiling that formed natural chimneys. A worn backpack rested on the floor at the foot of the bed, its flap lolling open like a sleeping man's jaw.

      Al let his breath ease out of his lungs; the witch finder wasn’t in his room. Al tiptoed around the fire and crouched down next to the backpack. He peered inside, wary of any traps. Knowing the cunning bastard, he had a hibernating rattlesnake stuffed in the bag.

      The bag didn't hold a snake, but it did have what Al was seeking: food. The savory scent of jerky triggered a flood of slobber into Al’s mouth. He shook the bag onto its side to let the contents spill out. He hadn't seen a booby trap, but that didn't mean there wasn't one waiting for anyone stupid enough to shove his hand into the pack.

      Several pairs of filthy socks rolled out of the bag, along with a bundle of stinking clothes and a handful of waxed paper packets. The grease stains on the outside of the little packages told Al he’d hit pay dirt. He grabbed the nearest one and tore the paper open with his teeth.

      The thick sheets of jerky were hard to chew, but packed with protein Al desperately needed. He devoured one package and ripped open another one. The meat filled him with warmth as soon as it hit his belly, a welcome relief from the hunger pangs that had haunted him all day.

      He ate all the meat there was and threw the waxed paper into the fire. He wasn't trying to cover his tracks, because he didn’t care if the witch finder knew he was here. Al was going to kill the old man, or the bastard was going to kill him, and the only surprise waiting for either of them was who would survive their next encounter.

      Al warmed his hands and feet by the fire. His stomach rumbled as it digested the meat, and he could feel the strength from the food flowing into his muscles. He waited for a few more minutes, senses on high alert for the witch finder's approach, and then made the change.

      The first few times he had changed, back when he was just a kid, Al had thought he was dying. The sense of having his body taken over by something much stronger, more savage, had terrified him. He'd felt every snapping tendon, every flowing muscle, as he became something new. It hadn't felt like a rebirth, it felt like being torn apart. For years, Al had resisted changing at all. He feared that it was evil, that he’d hurt someone. Feared that he’d succumb to the Left-Hand Path and his father would have had to kill him.

      It wasn't like that now. These days, changing felt like coming home.

      The Beast rose from the fire and skulked toward the room’s other exit. With his senses sharpened, the world opened up around the Beast. He sensed another stash of food, fresh rabbit, hidden inside a paper bag under the witch finder's bed. It took all of Al's willpower to keep the Beast from tearing the bed apart part to get the meat beneath. He didn't have time for that right now because there was something else his heightened senses had just detected.

      The witch finder was close. The Beast could hear him mumbling to himself, the creaky ramblings of an old man who’d spent too long alone. The Beast left the bedroom and entered another twisting tunnel. He didn't need the light to see; the Beast’s eyes pierced the darkness with ease. And what he saw was troubling.

      The witch finder was hunkered over a makeshift workbench  fashioned from a pair of stalagmites and what looked like a section of a highway sign.

      The old man held a knife, not the ceremonial blade he'd threatened Rae with, but a foot-long butcher’s knife honed to a gleaming razor’s edge. "This'll fix ya up," the old man muttered, “just need to slice up some of this old bezoar. Make ya right as rain."

      The old man shifted his position, and Al could see what he was working on. It looked like a dried-up slab of liver, its surface lined with dark veins and deep creases. When the butcher’s knife chopped through the meat, it revealed a dull, black radiance. The light hurt the Beast’s eyes and turned his stomach, like he’d seen a secret never meant to be revealed. He knew if he let the witch finder eat the bezoar, even his terrible strength would never be able to stop him.

      Silent as a shadow, the Beast surged out of the tunnel and sliced his razor-sharp claws at the old man's hand. The witch finder was still too fast. He jerked his hand back, and the blow did little damage. But the sickly glowing meat went flying deeper into the cavern.

      The Beast followed his attack by stomping on one end of the makeshift workbench, catapulting the rest of the bezoar into the darkness.

      A hot line of pain raced across the Beast’s ribs. The witch finder had spun to the attack and scored first blood. He tipped the now-bloody blade toward the Beast. "You're a slippery fucker," the witch finder snarled, "but I've never met a demon who could best me."

      The Beast eyeballed the hunter. For all the man's bravado, he was still hurting from their earlier encounter. The paper-thin skin of his face was split across his cheeks and forehead, and his eyes were sunken into deep, bruised pits. The Beast answered the challenge with a snarl, his lips peeled back from his gleaming fangs in a savage smile. "I'm not a demon, asshole.”

      With his energy restored, the Beast was faster and stronger. He unleashed a whirlwind of flashing claws, punctuated by thunderous stomps and kicks from taloned feet.

      The witch finder was immediately on the defensive, weaving his brutal knife back and forth in a defensive pattern, but that did little to deter the Beast’s attack.

      The Beast suffered nicks and cuts along his forearms while the old man suffered savage gashes across his chest and ankle-spraining kicks that forced him to hobble backward.

      Desperate to force an opening, the witch finder ducked under a flurry of swiping claws and darted forward. He thrust the blade in and down, switching his grip to drive an ugly frenzy of stabbing attacks at the Beast’s legs.

      The brazen gambit paid off. A trio of deep punctures weakened the Beast’s left thigh. The wounds would heal, but the pain and loss of blood would slow him until they did. He couldn't let the witch finder take advantage of that weakness.

      The Beast looped his right arm around the witch finder's head, dragging the old man in close where he could be punished by the Beast’s superior strength. He drove swift, savage punches up under the witch finder's rib cage. The old man sagged for a moment, his lungs emptied of air.

      Liquid fire boiled through the Beast’s stomach. The pain was immense, a spearing agony that robbed him of his strength. He howled in agony and kicked the old man away.

      The witch finder tumbled across the stone floor and rolled back up onto his feet. While the Beast had been busy punching him, the old man had freed a dagger from some hidden sheath inside his furs. The short, wide blade dripped red, the Beast’s blood staining its edges. "That all you got?" the old man rasped.

      A panicked howl stopped the Beast from answering. He recognized the runt’s voice and the pain it carried. His ears twitched toward the sound and distracted him from the witch finder.

      "Sounds like a stray found one of my traps." The old man grinned. "Dog meat isn't too bad, once you get past the idea of it."

      The Beast lunged forward, enraged at the man's callous disregard for the dog’s life. He had to finish this fight, and quick. He’d kill the old fucker then get back to the cave opening and free the runt from the trap.

      But his wounds slowed him. The witch finder dodged his first attack and countered with a wild backhand slash of the butcher’s knife that opened a deep wound across the Beast’s left shoulder.

      A powerful kick shoved the old man back and opened a pair of deep holes in the meat of his shoulder. Off balance, the witch finder tripped over his own feet and crashed onto his back. The Beast roared in triumph and leaped forward, ready to put an end to this fight. But as he landed and prepared to strike at the old man, he heard a terrible scream.

      The witch finder grinned, revealing a mouthful of blood-stained teeth. “Sounds like that dog done found himself one of my meaner snares.  I imagine it won’t be long before it rips him right in half.”

      As if to confirm the old man’s prediction, the runt howled again. The anguish in its voice tore at the Beast. He hesitated, torn between finishing the fight and saving the dog.

      Taking advantage of the Beast’s moment of indecision, the witch finder rolled out of attack range. He turned tail and ran, putting as much distance as possible between them.

      The Beast howled in frustration, but knew he had no real choice.  What kind of pack leader would leave one of his own to die?  He turned away from his prey and raced back to the cave’s mouth.

      It took him only moments to find the runt, but to the Beast it felt like hours.  Every step not in pursuit of the witch finder put Rae in danger.

      He found the dog flattened against the snow outside the cave, powerful coils of ice wrapped around its front and back legs. As the Beast approached the dog, the coils tightened and drew farther apart, stretching the runt to its limits.

      The Beast threw himself down in the snow next to the dog and attacked the icy trap with his claws. The dog screamed and twisted in its prison, driven mad by the pain that wracked its body. The runt’s suffering spurred the Beast into a frenzy.

      Ice filled the air around them, chipped away by the Beast’s claws and picked up by the howling winter wind. It stung his eyes, but the Beast couldn’t stop. He tore at the ice until the runt was freed from its torturous grasp.  No longer held captive, the little dog didn’t even have the strength to move.  It lay where it had fallen and licked at the bloody wounds the traps had left around its paws.

      The Beast lifted the weary runt into his arms and turned to carry it into the cave. He’d leave it somewhere warm, maybe back by the fire, so it would have time to rest and heal. The hounds were strong, but he knew all too well that they needed rest to recuperate from injuries.

      The witch finder’s crude bedroom was still empty and warm from the fire in its center. The Beast laid the dog down next to  the low flames. It whimpered and let its head fall onto its paws. Its eyes closed, and the Beast ruffled the fur between its ears. The creature’s heart was much too large for its small frame, and the Beast hoped it would live long enough to grow into its courage.

      Then the Beast rose from the fire and flexed injured limbs. The wounds were unpleasant, but they were already healing. The Beast could smell the witch finder’s spilled blood and hungered to spill more. The scent led it into the darkness, and the hunt was on.
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      The ambush hit the Beast like a runaway train. The blow slammed into the side of his head and threw him back into the tunnel he’d just exited. He crashed to the ground and slid across the stone, coming to a stop only after his head smacked into the tunnel’s wall.

      The Beast had followed the old man through one twisting tunnel after another and had fallen prey to his eagerness to end the hunt. As the Beast drew ever nearer to the prey, hunger and rage had pushed caution into the background. Now, the Beast was paying for giving into the animalistic drive for vengeance.

      There was something wrong with him. His skull fell like it was moving, thick plates sliding apart and overlapping in all the wrong ways. His vision was coming and going in strobing flashes and his dazed brain was setting off a fireworks display to end the world.

      The Beast tried to get back up to his knees, but his body wasn’t taking orders from his brain anymore. His claws curled uselessly at his sides, and one of his heels beat an erratic tattoo against the stone floor.

      Footsteps approached, slow and careful. “Guess you didn’t see that one coming.”

      The Beast force a pained laugh. It was a ghastly sound, the croaking rasp of a dying animal.

      “That’s what happens when puppies try to run with the big dogs.” The witch finder stood at the Beast’s feet, a condescending smirk stretched across his wrinkled face. “I probably ought to end you right now, but I want to savor this for just a bit. You deserve to suffer.”

      The Beast could make out the witch finder through his slitted right eye and knew his death was only moments away. The old man held a wicked club in his right hand and smacked it against his left palm. The Beast could see blood smeared along its length. His blood.

      He was still the Beast, he still had the strength to survive.  He concentrated, tried to feel what was wrong in his body. There was something in his neck, right at the base of his skull, that reminded him of the worst Charlie horse he’d ever experienced. He focused on it and tried to imagine how it was supposed to feel.

      The witch finder took a step, his boots less than a foot from the Beast’s head. “Never was much of a golfer,” the old man said cocking the club up onto his shoulder. “Never had the time to learn. Spent too much time hunting witches and evil fuckers like you all over the damned place. Still, I think I’ve got a pretty good swing.”

      The Beast ignored the witch finder’s taunts. He let his mind sink down into primal instinct, letting his subconscious try to repair the damage to his neck. Given time, he was sure he could heal the wound. But time was one thing that was in short supply.

      The club roared past the Beast’s snout,  carrying with it a rush of cold wind.  The old man cackled. “Whew, that was a close one. Almost took your fool head off.”

      In his mind’s eye, the Beast’s neck looked like a bag of broken glass. His supernaturally strong neck muscles were all that had prevented the witch finder’s sneak attack from killing him outright. The blow had wrenched his head hard to the right, shattering his vertebra into so many splinters. He thought he understood how it all had to go back together, but it seemed like an impossible task to get everything back where it belonged. He needed more time.

      Something hard pressed against the Beast’s throat. He forced his good eye to open and saw the old man staring down at him, club extended before him. “Oh, good. Thought you might’ve died on me. I don’t get much chance to look at bastards like you up close. At least not alive. Most of them don’t give me as much trouble as you have.”

      The Beast forced his body to obey. Pieces of his neck bones clicked together like tumblers in a lock. Feeling began returning to his chest, allowing him to take a deep ragged breath. “I’m surprised you lived to be so old, especially if you go around hunting things like me.” The Beast shot the old man a twisted grimace of a smile. “Hell, I’m barely old enough to vote, and I fucked your shit up pretty good.”

      The old man pulled the club back, snapping it up under his left arm. He squinted at the Beast, black eyes glittering silver in the darkness.

      The Beast realized the old man must’ve had night vision of his own, which explained how he’d been able to get the drop on him.  “You’ve got a point there. I guess I shouldn’t let myself run quite so low on the go-go juice. But, in my defense, there aren’t many witches to go around these days. I guess your kind has been on the losing end, seeing as how there’s a lot more of my kind still alive.”

      More pieces of bone clicked into place. Pain blossomed in the Beast’s back and spread down to his hips like a blanket of fire. Jagged jolts of lightning raced from his shoulders to his fingertips. He could feel his claws again, and his arms twitched, ready to do what needed to be done. He was far from full strength and knew he was only going to get one chance at this. He needed to keep the old man talking, give himself a few more seconds to put himself back together. He just hoped he was doing the right thing. His regeneration wasn’t something he normally forced, and the pain in his neck told him he may not have put all the pieces exactly where they belonged. “Maybe you’re just too old to find them. I see plenty of folks like me every day.”

      The old man scratched his chin then wrapped both hands tight around the base of the club. He hefted it like a batter getting ready to enter the box. “You know, kid, I really hope that’s the case. An old guy like me needs a lot of midnight bezoars to keep going. After I crack your skull open and go eat your little bitch back there, maybe I’ll see what else this shitty county has to offer.” The witch finder towered over the Beast’s prone form, one foot on either side of his torso. He raised the bat high overhead and snarled, “See you in hell.”

      The bat whistled toward the Beast’s forehead. He willed his arms to move, trying not to imagine what his skull was going to look like if he failed. The witch finder was old, but he was stronger than any man the Beast had ever fought. If the club connected, there wasn’t going to be much left of his head.

      The moment stretched out for an eternity. The Beast could feel his arms moving, but he couldn’t tell if they were moving fast enough. The world was a blur, everything but the swooping end of the club seemed out of focus.

      A thunderous impact crashed over the Beast like a tidal wave of pain. For one brief moment, he wasn’t sure if he was alive or if the witch finder had succeeded in bashing his brains out of his skull. Then his damaged body started making sense of its pain. His hands were broken, the palms split and bleeding, bones cracked in many of his fingers, but he’d saved himself. He was still alive.

      The old man screamed with rage and tried to wrench the club free from the Beast’s mangled hand. But the Beast wasn’t ready to let go, and even with broken fingers found the strength to keep hold of the weapon.

      The witch finder braced himself and yanked on the club again, and this time the Beast let it go. At the same time he lashed out with his left leg, slamming his knee into the back of the witch finder’s calf. The combination was enough to knock the old man off his feet and send him crashing to the cave’s floor.

      Pain exploded at the base of the Beast’s skull as he forced himself back to his feet. There was still something wrong in his head and neck, some damage that he hadn’t been able to put right. He hoped when this was all over he’d have the time he needed to recuperate, and that his overtaxed body would still be able to fix the damage it had suffered. For now, all he wanted to do was finish the fight. He raised his right foot and slammed it down at the witch finder’s head.

      The old man was already moving, anticipating the attack. He rolled away from the Beast and deflected the stomp with a wild swing of the club.

      The Beast didn’t let that slow his attack. He kept stomping, advancing toward the old man, attempting to crush his skull again and again. The pain in his neck was beyond anything he’d ever imagined, and it narrowed his world and clouded his mind with its torture. He pushed through the pain, roaring to block out the need to scream. He just wanted to stomp the old man’s head in—then he could rest for a few weeks.

      The witch finder kept rolling. He dodged the Beast’s clumsy stomps, the gap between his head and the claws narrowing with every attack. He used the club like a shield, batting the Beast’s talons aside when he couldn’t dodge them.

      The witch finder’s defense drove the Beast mad. He was used to being faster than this, faster than anything he faced. But the narrow misses were eroding his confidence and frustrating him to the point of distraction. It seemed no matter what he did, he couldn’t quite put an end to his tormentor. The frustration, combined with the pain, made him careless, clumsy.

      And then the old man hit a wall. He’d misjudged a roll, and instead of sliding cleanly away from an attack, his back slammed into the cold, unyielding stone of the cavern. The Beast grinned. There was nowhere for his prey to go, no more hair’s-breadth escapes. It was over. He raised his foot, ready to smash the old man’s skull into a greasy stain against limestone. He put everything he had into the attack, throwing his weight full forward, committing his all to the coup de grace.

      In the second before his death, the old man grinned. A lightning flash of confusion crashed through the Beast’s thoughts.  What had he missed?

      Then he saw the stubby firearm the old man had pulled from inside his fur coat. The weapon was short, squat, and ugly as hell. Its barrel was a gaping maw surrounded by a jagged metal teeth. As the Beast’s foot crashed down toward the old man, a ball of fire blossomed inside the weapon’s throat.

      The Beast never finished the attack. A fist of pain punched through his breastbone, splintering his ribs and slamming into his heart. The shot continued through him, blowing open a softball-sized hole next to his spine. The impact stopped the Beast’s momentum and shoved him backward. As the darkness reached out for him, the Beast crashed to the cavern floor.
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      Screams dragged the Beast back from the yawning jaws of the grave. The pain in his chest tried to push him back into the darkness, tried to force him down into oblivion to give his tortured flesh a chance to repair itself. The screams wouldn’t let him go; they hurt more than his wounds.

      He was afraid to move, afraid that the slightest motion would make his wounds worse, but he could open his eyes. What he saw filled him with a gut-wrenching rage. The runt had come for him. And now it was paying the price.

      The little dog stared at him, its amber eyes clouded with agony and smeared with blood. The witch finder stood over it, kicking the runt again and again. “Look at him!” The witch finder roared, stabbing a finger in the Beast’s direction. “I killed him! And you dare attack me?”

      The dog didn’t have much time left to live. The Beast could tell the runt was at the end of its rope. There was nothing left in his eyes except for quiet despair and the guttering spark of life.

      But the Beast didn’t know what to do. He was broken, the damage to his body wouldn’t kill him, not immediately, but he wasn’t going to be in any condition to save himself, let alone anyone else, for a long time. The Beast was wounded, and only time would heal his grievous wounds.

      Another kick sent the runt sliding across the limestone. It whimpered in pain then choked as it spat up blood. When it had thought him dead, the runt had come to avenge the Beast. He couldn’t let its bravery be in vain.

      Lying on the cold stone with his blood oozing from the massive wound in his chest, the Beast’s thoughts drifted back to his argument with Rae. She didn’t understand Al’s relationship with the Beast. She thought of them as one creature, a single entity that changed form as needed. But the relationship was more complex than that, it wasn’t simply a transmogrification, a change in features, it was a fundamental transformation. Al and the Beast were connected, but they were not the same.

      And Al thought that might be enough to stop the witch finder.

      If he was right, the next few moments would change everything. If he was wrong, he’d never know it. Because what he was about to do would kill him.

      Al pushed the Beast back and struggled to the fore. The Beast retreated into the primal wilderness of thought, relinquishing control of their shared flesh to Al.

      He smelled raw meat and blood and knew the transformation was coming. He prayed he’d been right.

      Al and the Beast passed one another in the moment of transformation, and the Beast understood the bravery and daring Al’s plan. He lowered his muzzle in admiration, and disappeared.

      There was a moment when Al thought he’d misjudged. He felt himself changing, but there were gaps, flaws, and he didn’t know if the transformation would heal those. He gasped as pain flared in his chest, seeming to explode from his heart like a volcano. For that instant there was nothing but heat and fear.

      And then it was over. Al was hunched over on his knees, shivering in the cold cave air. He’d been right. The Beast was wounded, not Al. He wasn’t sure what would happen the next time he tried to transform, but for now he was alive.

      He could still end this. That was all that mattered.
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      Al stood up and blinked, opening his eyes wide to try to take in any light could find. All he could see was the flat black gleam of the witch finder’s eyes. It would have to be enough.

      “Hey,” Al called out. “I thought you were going to kill me.”

      A chill swept through Al as he saw the witch finder’s eyes turn in his direction. “You’re just full of bullshit tricks,”  the witch finder snarled. “Though you’re looking a little peaked, my friend.”

      Al tried to remember where he was, tried to envision the layout of the cavern. He thought if he followed the tunnel to the right, he’d come out into the main chamber. There’d be light there, and the campfire’s glow might be enough to let him see, to let him fight. “You know how it is,” Al quipped, “costume changes keep the drama up.”

      The witch finder roared and charged at Al. The old man was shockingly fast. Al was sure he wouldn’t be a able to keep ahead of him. But he wasn’t going to stand there and die, either.

      Al ran in the direction he thought he needed to go, arms outstretched to ward off a collision with the cave wall. His toes were torn by the stone as he ran, jagged cracks clawed at his skin, sharpened chunks of rock bit into the soles of his feet. The pain was terrible; it made him long to be the Beast once more, but it also reminded him that he was still alive. He held onto that reminder, embraced the little pains, and kept running.

      The club whooshed past the back of his head and smashed into the wall. Limestone shrapnel exploded away from the impact, peppering Al’s back and neck with jagged splinters. He stumbled, shocked at how close he’d come to death, and caught himself on his fingertips.

      He heard the club whistling through the air as it came  for him again and dove to the right. His back hit the wall of the tunnel, and the club glanced off his shoulder. The impact sent Al stumbling, and he ran with it, doing his best to keep his feet underneath his body as he rolled forward.

      Al bounced off the tunnel’s far wall and careened back to the left. His off-balance move brought him around the last corner in the tunnel, and he saw the orange glow of the dying fire. He didn’t wait for another attack but hurled his body forward and ran as hard as he could into the cavern. The stalagmites on the floor would help him keep the witch finder at bay until he could find a weapon or come up with some better plan.

      Al grabbed the thick top of a stalagmite and used it to bend his trajectory back toward the tunnel. He kept the stone between them, hoping it would keep the witch finder from smashing his skull.

      The witch finder was frighteningly close, only a couple of yards away, his club brandished in both hands. He swung it back and forth, grinning at the rush of air it left in its wake. “You couldn’t finish the job when you had claws and fangs, what are you going to do now when all you’ve got is that sad little excuse of a ding-a-ling dangling between your legs?”

      Al didn’t have the breath to respond. Instead, he raised one hand, made a fist, turned it over and lifted his middle finger.

      The old man’s rage was terrifying. He threw himself into a frenzied attack, scything the club at Al’s head. Al ducked low and thrust himself back from the stalagmite, desperate to put distance between himself and the witch finder. But the witch finder, filled with dark power, was too fast. Even as his first attack swept over Al’s head, he was shifting position.

      The witch finder stepped around the stalagmite and reversed his swing. Still off balance from his last desperate maneuver, Al had no choice but to fling himself to the ground.

      The witch finder laughed as his attack swept over Al’s head. He switched his grip and raised the weapon overhead. With a maniacal howl, he brought the club down.

      Instinct saved Al’s life. He didn’t roll away from the attack, but instead tucked and scrambled toward the old man. The witch finder’s attack brought the club crashing to the cave floor behind Al.  The old man grunted, surprised and caught off guard.

      Al seized the initiative and thrust himself upward, driving his fist into the witch finder’s belly. The old man, still bent at the waist from his missed strike, choked as the attack hit home. Al pressed his advantage, clenching his fists together and bringing them down hard on the back of the witch finder’s neck.

      The impact numbed Al’s hands and jarred his spine. The old man went to his knees, still coughing and trying to catch his breath.

      Al took a step back then rushed forward, aiming a kick at the witch finder’s chin.

      But the witch finder was already moving. He shifted his weight to his right knee, tilting his head and upper body away from Al.

      The kick whiffed past its mark, leaving Al exposed to a counter-attack The old man didn’t have the leverage to swing the club, but he did have enough to slam the club’s handle down onto Al’s foot. The narrow end of the weapon smashed into Al’s toes, cracking two in the middle and pulping the little toe.

      Al stumbled away. Blood gushed from the ruin of his toe, and he was sure that it was gone for good. He pushed past the pain, knowing that he hadn’t a second to lose before the old man would be back on the attack. Al ducked around a waist-high stalagmite and raised his fists in defense.

      The old man got back to his feet, using the club as a crutch. He nodded toward Al’s injured foot, which jutted out from around the edge of the stalagmite. “That looks like it hurts,” he said stalking toward Al, “but this is going to hurt a fuck of a lot more.”

      The witch finder lunged forward, sweeping the club before him. Al swayed back from the attack, and the tip of the club just brushed across his chest. The glancing blow hit with enough force to tear an inch-wide strip of flesh away from Al’s torso.

      The witch finder brought the club back around again, and Al’s only hope in dodging it was to once again drop prone. He saw the witch finder raise the club above his head, and Al knew he was out of second chances.

      As the club raced toward Al’s face, he made a last-ditch gamble. He lunged upward, arms crossed in front of him, hands outstretched. If he misjudged, he knew he was dead.

      One of the old man’s wrists slammed into the X formed by Al’s outstretched arms. The impact pushed Al to his knees, and the old man bent forward to bring all of his weight to bear on his opponent.

      Al switched his grip, rotating his hands to lock them around the witch finder’s forearm. With a roar as savage as anything the Beast had ever unleashed, Al threw his weight to the floor.

      Too late, the witch finder realized the trap he’d fallen into.

      Al dragged his foe down, and the stalagmite’s tip punched up through the witch finder’s chest with a wet crunch.

      Al screamed in savage triumph and tore the club from the witch finder’s hand.

      The old man gasped, a guttural, strangled sound, and his arms flailed in a futile attempt to save himself.

      Al raised the club into the air, and brought it down with all of his strength. He hammered the witch finder’s body down onto the stalagmite, smashing the club into his back again and again, until the witch finder was flattened to the floor.

      He stared down at the wreckage of his enemy. With an exhausted sob, Al hurled the club into the darkness.  He limped to the fire and drew a flaming brand from it. Holding it aloft like a torch, Al staggered into the darkness.
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      Rae sat next to Al before the fire. She stroked the runt’s bloody fur and worked her magic on its injuries. Though badly wounded, with her help the dog stood a good chance of making a full recovery. “He’s going to be fine,” she said. “Though you cut it pretty close.”

      Al nodded and rested his chin on his knees. He reached over and scratched the dog behind its ears, proud of its bravery. “Thank you,” he whispered to the little dog, knowing his gratitude was inadequate compared to its suffering.

      He felt strange, broken in some fundamental way, and found the damage hard to discuss. He wanted to reach across the gap that separated him from Rae, but he didn’t have the words. Al didn’t even know if there were words to express what was happening inside him.

      She sat the dog down on the stone floor next to her and held one hand out to Al. “What kind of boo-boos do you have? Let me fix you up so we can get out of here.”

      Al started to move his foot and its broken toes toward her but changed his mind. The pain was a reminder of what had happened to him, and he wasn’t quite ready to forget that yet. He needed time. Time to come to grips with what he’d done. Time to understand what had been done to him and what that meant for his future.

      Rae reached out and found Al’s hand. She wrapped her fingers around his and squeezed. “You all right?”

      Al laughed then groaned in pain as his injuries protested. “Yeah. No.”

      He fell silent, struggling to find the words to describe how he felt.  “I’ve never killed anyone before.”

      Rae closed her other hand over Al’s.  “But, what about—”

      Al shook his head. “The Beast,” he said, “the Beast has killed. But that’s not me. I mean, it is but…”

      After all these years, Al was surprised how difficult it was to discuss his relationship with the Beast with someone else.

      It had always been part of him. For as long as he could remember, the Beast had been there, waiting to step in and take over when Al needed his special skills and strengths. It wasn’t like he went away when the Beast took over, it was more like being a passenger. But that wasn’t right either. Al could take control, whenever he needed to, but it was easier  to let the Beast do as it willed. When the Beast killed, Al was there, he was part of it. But it wasn’t him.

      After this, that separation was gone.  Al had blood on his hands now, and even if that blood had been spilled in self-defense, he was changed by it. It was as if a veil had been torn away, and he no longer remembered the things the Beast had done as things he had seen. Now they were things he had done.

      He was also worried about the Beast. He wasn’t sure about the mechanics of the transformation or his regenerative powers. He’d never switched forms while suffering such a severe injury. He couldn’t even remember if he’d ever been that injured before. When he’d transformed, Al had left the Beast’s injuries behind. But he had a distinct feeling, reinforced by the dull ache he felt in his chest even now, that when he transformed back into the Beast those injuries would be waiting for him. He didn’t know how to explain those worries to Rae.

      Rae leaned her head on his shoulder. “I know it’s hard, but it helps to talk about it. If you can’t now, I get it. But when you’re ready, I’ll be here.”

      “I need to find some clothes.” Al disentangled his hand from Rae’s grasp.  The fire’s warmth was no longer enough to hold the cold at bay. The Beast was able to ignore extremes of temperature, but Al wasn’t so lucky. Sitting on the cold stone floor had leached the heat from his body, causing his muscles to cramp and his teeth to chatter.

      The old man wasn’t far away.  Al reckoned he could save the old man’s boots, but the rest of his clothes were useless. They were soaked with blood, and the shirt and coat had gaping holes in them where the stalagmite had speared through the witch finder.

      The boots were laced up tight, and Al had to get down on his hands and knees to work the knots free. He grunted and swore as his cold fingers struggled with the laces, but he was able to wrench them loose.

      “I need to get the spare clothes this guy had stashed in his bedroom.” Al headed into the gloom outside the fire’s light. He could see the dull glow coming from the bedroom’s little campfire ahead. He followed it into the witch finder’s quarters. He found what he was looking for, and carried the bundle back to where Rae was waiting by the campfire.

      The clothes didn’t fit well. The old man was a little taller than Al, and a lot heavier. The shirt flapped on his thin frame like a scarecrow’s ill-fitting costume, and the pants barely stayed up even with the belt he’d found. Still, it was better than trying to hike out of here in the middle of winter without any clothes at all. Putting the shoes on his own feet was an exercise in pain, but he managed to get them on without aggravating his savaged toes too much.

      “What’s the deal with the clothes?” Rae’s tone was playful.  “That’s part of the deal with people like us, right? I mean, once I came into my powers, I stopped bothering with winter coats. The Beast doesn’t need boots, does he?”

      Al tried not to let the words bother him. If he didn’t really understand the relationship he had with the Beast, how could he expect Rae to understand? Though he knew he shouldn’t let them, her words still hurt. They reminded Al of his own weakness, and the strength of the Beast.

      Still, the Beast hadn’t killed the witch finder. Al had. He was the one who’d saved their lives. Maybe it was time to let the Beast rest. Maybe it was time for him to find his own strength.

      “The Beast doesn’t need boots,” Al said, tightening the laces on his stolen shoes, “but I do.”

      Rae smiled; a soft, almost wistful expression. “I see.”

      With his clothes situated, Al found the need to leave the cave undeniable. He took Rae’s hands and pulled her to her feet. “No, you don’t. Not yet. But you will.”

      Favoring his injured foot, Al led Rae out of the cavern’s darkness and into the snowy dawn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Come Back to Pitchfork

        

      

    
    
      
        
          
            [image: Come Back to Pitchfork]
          
        

      

      
        Get more Pitchfork County books for free, learn about new releases and receive early notice of exclusive promotions by visiting the link below:

        http://www.samwitt.com/free/main-amz

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Also by Sam Witt

        

      

    
    
      The Pitchfork County Series

      Half-Made Girls: A Pitchfork County Novel

      Ghost Hunters: A Pitchfork County Tale

      Night-Blooded Boys: A Pitchfork County Novel

      Witch Hunt: A Pitchfork County Tale

      Dead-Eyed God: A Pitchfork County Novel

      The Armageddon Thrones Season 1

      The Apocalypse Hive: Episode 1

      The Apocalypse Hive: Episode 2

      The Apocalypse Hive: Episode 3

      The Apocalypse Hive: Episode 4

      The Apocalypse Hive: Episode 5

      The Apocalypse Hive: Episode 6

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          The Apocalypse Hive Has Opened

        

      

    
    
      
        
          [image: What Will You Become to Survive]
        

      

      
        The dead rise to seek vengeance on the living. Swarms of glittering emerald wasps spread violent madness through their stings. A black rain falls and spreads a mysterious disease. The end of all things is at hand.

        What will you become to survive?

        Start reading the new post-apocalyptic thriller from Sam Witt - for free! Visit the link below to get the first episode.

        http://www.samwitt.com/armageddon-thrones-s1

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Shit the Author Says

        

      

    
    
      I’ve struggled with this book for a long time. This idea, of a young man struggling to come to grips with all the shit life’s dumped in his lap, was actually the first Pitchfork County story I planned to write.

      It just didn’t work out that way. Partly because the idea needed more time to sink its roots into the filthy dungeon of my imagination and grow.

      I also needed to know these characters better before I could write Al’s story. The Hark family is complicated and their relationships are labyrinths of razor wire and land mines. I had to live with them before I could see how Al’s coming of age story had to be written.

      And this concept of kids growing up and striking out on their own has been hitting a little close to home for me these days. The empty nest is out on the horizon and it seems like a strange and dreadful thing.

      Like kids the world over, Al started out sort of mewling and pathetic. Then he grew into a real shit-slinging horror show of teeth and claws. Like all kids, you can’t hang on to that kind of critter. You have to let it go do its own thing, or it’ll either chew off your face or its own leg to get free of you. That means Al’s probably going to be doing some wandering beyond Pitchfork. Honestly, I just wasn’t ready to let him go until recently.

      And that’s why it took so damned long for this book to come crawling out of my brain meat. I think the extra time did it good, and hope you’ve enjoyed reading it as much as I’ve enjoyed writing it.

      Keep your eyes peeled, because there’s more Pitchfork coming. The Long-Dead Gods are rising…
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      All books, including Witch Hunt, are products of teamwork. I’ve been lucky to have the greatest team in the world working on this book, and everything you’ve liked about Witch Hunt is because of them.

      Here are the folks to thank:

      My Alpha and Beta readers, who read the worst bits so you don’t have to.

      Jason Whited, @saltyscribe, who edited the hell out of my drafts. This book was uglier than most when it came to editing, and he did a bang-up job getting it in line.
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      Sam Witt writes dark thrillers infused with the supernatural. Informed by a rural Midwestern childhood and a big city adulthood, he combines downhome folklore and legends with a hard-hitting, take-no-prisoners writing style.


      His Pitchfork County series follows the dark and twisting lives of a family intent on using their own cursed abilities to protect the place they call home from all manner of threats, from mad gods to meth cults.


      For more information about current and future projects, as well as other cool stuff from Sam, check out his website: http://www.samwitt.com
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