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INTRODUCTION

 


By Ronald Kelly

 


Webster’s Dictionary defines the word
“appetite” as:

a) any of the instinctive desires necessary to keep up
organic life;
specifically:
the desire to eat, or b)
an inherent craving; an
insatiable appetite
for nourishment.

Of course, there are other terms for
appetite as well. Craving, coveting, hunger, lust, gluttony,
ravenousness, want, yearning, and passion, just to name a few.
South of the Mason-Dixon Line, we call it a “hankering”. Southern
folks possess a hankering for a lot of things: gravy &
biscuits, sweet tea, pecan pie and homemade ice cream. If you’re
hanging at the honky-tonk and downing your twelfth beer, you might
get a powerful hankering for a hellacious fight or some late-night
loving (although most Southern wives refuse to accommodate their
men in that area if they stagger home all liquored up).

When thinking of appetite,
two supernatural beings come instantly to the minds of horror
fiction readers; vampires and werewolves. I’ve explored both in
larger bodies of work – my novels, Blood
Kin and Undertaker’s Moon (Moon of the Werewolf) – and, in a more limited way, several short stories. Those
tales of the blood-sucking undead and the beastly lycanthrope are
featured here in this collection. Since it is also dedicated to
“things that go bite in the night” these stories also explore other
creatures with equally voracious appetites, from man-eating
caterpillars to backwoods succubi to monstrous things that lie
patiently in wait by the side of the road.

So, if you hear something scratching at your
front door or lurking in the shadows of your darkened bedroom
following the reading of this collection, don’t blame me. It’s just
the dark things that run rampant between dusk and dawn, looking for
a little midnight snack.

 


Ronald Kelly

Brush Creek, Tennessee

February 2011

 



 PEACEMAKER

 


The last full moon of the cycle drove Joe
Tanner from his human form and, before the night was out, he again
stalked the western wilderness, that maddening lust for flesh and
blood pounding feverishly through his brain.

By the time the change was complete, he had
reached the desert canyon where last night’s hunting had gone so
well. It was a lonely gorge on the Colorado-New Mexico border; a
route used only by wild animals and desperadoes running from the
law. Tanner returned there, vividly remembering the feast he had
indulged in the night previous. He had crouched atop a high bluff
overlooking the outlaw canyon, when the sound of shod hooves rang
through the darkness and the scent of humanity came to him on a
gentle summer breeze. Patiently, he had waited as two riders
appeared, obviously traveling together, but spaced a good fifty
feet apart. Choosing the second horseman as his victim, Tanner had
pounced. He tore away the appaloosa’s gullet as he drove his
massive weight against the horse’s right side. The impact had
toppled both horse and rider into a shallow drywash. So silently
had the entire attack been launched, that the first rider continued
onward, oblivious to his companion’s fate until it was too
late.

Tanner’s prey had been an Indian dressed in
fringed buckskins. He immediately drew a revolver from his hip, but
the beast gave him no chance to fire, no opportunity to alert his
friend of what confronted him. With a swipe of razor claws, the
Indian’s right arm sailed into a clump of prickly pear, the
six-shooter still clutched in his hand. Tanner circled the injured
man, playing his usual game of cat and mouse, savoring the rich
scent of fresh blood and fear. When he finally moved in for the
kill, the Indian drew a knife with his remaining hand. If Joe had
been in his human form, he would have surely laughed. But in his
wolfish state he could only growl savagely in triumph as he tore
full into the red man’s body, ignoring the ineffective slashing of
the hunting blade against his own skin.

He had ended it swiftly, devouring what he
wished of the man, then of the dying horse. By the time the other
rider realized that his partner was absent and backtracked to find
his mutilated body, the thing that was Joe Tanner’s horrid
other-half was far from that dusty draw, satisfied until the
influence of the lunar cycle overtook him once again.

It was that overpowering force that brought
him there tonight. He scouted the area thoroughly before taking his
place on the edge of the cliff. The remains of the spotted horse
had been dragged by ropes deep into the drywash and left as food
for buzzards and coyotes. The unfortunate Indian had been buried
along the trailside, a crude stone of gray slate serving as a
makeshift headstone. A single word was scrawled in memorial, but
Tanner could not read it. In his animal state, he could not
interpret the English language, whether it be written or spoken
aloud. All he could understand in such a primal condition was the
produce of the moon-inspired hunts; the screams, the blood, the
insatiable yearning for human flesh.

Now, as he crouched on the lip of the bluff
and awaited his next victim, Tanner reminisced. He had been
stricken with that godawful curse in the summer of 1863, after the
bloody battle of Gettysburg. He had been separated from his unit
during the heat of the fray and, as he quietly skirted an enemy
encampment in the dead of night, he became suddenly aware that
something was stalking him. Before he could even raise his musket,
it was upon him, ripping, tearing him apart. He awoke in a dense
thicket the following morning, soaked in his own blood. His fatal
wounds were all but healed and in his palm was emblazoned the sign
of the pentagram. He had heard enough of this Grandma Tanner’s
fireside stories about werewolves and such to know exactly what he
had become. He knew from that moment on that his life would be
tainted with bloodshed and deep despair.

Twenty years had passed since that awful
night. Joe Tanner had traveled many miles in that time; across the
muddy Mississippi from Tennessee, across the Ozarks and the plains
of Kansas, to finally settle in the Great Divide. He found honest
work
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