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PART ONE


Chapter 1

The shot glass slid along the highly polished pine toward the customer at the end of the bar. He watched the glass’s approach with unconcealed trepidation. When it came within six inches of the edge of the bar without having slowed noticeably, he fumbled for it with his thick-fingered, grimy hand, stopping the glass and spilling but a single drop of the golden-brown whiskey.

“Losin’ your touch,” he grumbled. Touch was a tricky word after so many drinks: The hard t sent droplets of spittle onto the spotless bar, and the ch was too soft, more a sh.

“Losing my tush?” the bartender said. “Hell with you. Wouldn’t have spilled a drop if you hadn’t got in the way.”

“Woulda gone in the floor.”

“Hell with you.” The bartender with his dark hair and beard trimmed short and neat was as fastidious as his lone customer was slovenly and drunk. The reek of the unwashed man filled the tiny establishment. The bartender would have cared more if there were other patrons, or if there were likely to be. But not this late, not this far out on the edge of town. “Wouldn’t have spilled a drop.”

“In the floor.”

“Hell with you, Hunch.”

The drunk turned up his glass. The motion briefly accentuated the unsightly curvature of his spine that forced his right shoulder blade up and out, resembling a hump, though in truth the protrusion was almost as much a matter of posture and skeletal alignment as extraneous flesh. Still, to the casual observer, the drunk could be—and often was—quite reasonably labeled a hunchback.

“Hell with you,” Hunch spat.

Their discourse was interrupted by approaching headlights shining through the front window that sported the blinking beer sign. The bartender squinted. Hunch stared into the bottom of his empty glass. Passersby were unusual enough, but what was more unusual was that this vehicle did not pass by; it slowed and turned left onto the gravel parking lot. The headlights were set high, a pickup. The bartender went back to scooping ice from the ice bin into the sink, the task that had occupied him before Hunch demanded another drink.

Truck doors slamming. Gravel-crunching footsteps. The front door opened with a blast of north-central Michigan January.

“Evening,” the bartender said to the two new arrivals.

The first was a scrawny, bug-eyed excuse for a man; the second nearly had to duck to get through the door. “Evening yourself,” said the scrawny one with a sneer. “You still open?”

“Open I am,” the bartender said. “And with a thriving, vivacious, intellectually demanding clientele. I must have gone to church last Sunday.”

“Yeah, whatever,” the scrawny man said. “Two beers. What have you got on tap?”

“Not a damn thing. Tap’s busted.”

The scrawny man frowned; his face screwed up like a rotting pumpkin. “Sign says this is a Tap House.”

“Say anything about the tap working?”

“Jeez.”

“I’ve got bottled beer, and I got whiskey.”

The big man plopped down on a barstool and wrinkled his nose. “Something die in here?”

The scrawny fellow, still standing, slapped his friend on the shoulder and pointed a thumb toward Hunch. The bar seemed cramped suddenly, crowded as it was with three customers at once, and one of them evidently not having bathed in weeks. “Hey, you,” the scrawny man said to the unresponsive Hunch, “why don’t you go outside and roll in something? You’ll smell better.”

The bartender leaned forward over the bar. “Now don’t you go bothering my—”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever. Two bottled beers. Best of whatever you got. You got imports?”

The bartender took a deep breath. He bent down to the icebox. “Yep. Imported all the way from St. Louis.”

“Jeez, what a gyp.”

“Hey, you,” the big guy said, calling down to Hunch, “you stink. You know that? You stink. Bad.”

“You Murphy?” the scrawny one asked the bartender. “Of Murphy’s Tap House? Or is the sign wrong about that too?”

“Ryan Murphy I am.”

“That Irish?”

“That would seem to explain the shamrock on the sign.”

“You don’t sound Irish.”

“A few generations among the barbarians will do that,” Murphy said. “Probably several generations back you had an ancestor who wasn’t a raving prick, but I’d never have guessed.” Murphy set two bottles of beer firmly on the bar. He opened them. “Now, I suggest, gentlemen, that you drink your beer, leave me six bucks, don’t bother with the tip—somehow you don’t seem like the tipping sort—and then get the hell out of my bar.”

The big man chuckled. “He called you a prick.”

The scrawny fellow snatched the beer from the bar. He looked as if he might have chewed the cap off the bottle if Murphy hadn’t already opened it.

“Hey, stinkman,” the big guy said, “why don’t you take a bath?”

Hunch stared into the bottom of his empty shot glass.

The scrawny one took a large swig of his beer. “I guess you think you’re pretty smart,” he said to Murphy.

“Only compared to some,” Murphy said.

“You hear me, stinkman?” the big guy called.

The scrawny fellow took another gulp of beer and slammed the bottle back down onto the bar. “How about compared to this?” He reached under his coat, pulled out a .357 Magnum Smith and Wesson, and pointed it at Murphy. “Who’s smart now?” He fired.

The blast of the revolver knocked Murphy off his feet and backward into the counter. He landed on the floor with a thud. The scrawny man turned to wide-eyed Hunch, who seemed for the first time to have noticed the other customers. Another explosion, and Hunch toppled over with his bar stool.

“Man, you shot ’em both,” said the big one.

“What do I always tell you? No witnesses. Quick, check the register.”

But the snarling mass of grey fur and slashing claws that a second later bounded over the bar had other ideas. The big man did not check the register. He had no eyes left to see it. The scrawny one fired again, point blank into the chest of the beast—to no effect. He started to scream, but a blow from the side interrupted him. He turned to see a second monstrosity towering feet above him, hair and insane eyes, muscle and claws and teeth. Then the man looked down—and saw his intestines trailing from his open belly to the floor.

The revolver dropped from his hand. He tottered precariously, but before he could fall to his knees, the black beast before him snapped its fangs around his entrails and yanked. Several more feet of intestine spooled out onto the floor. As the scrawny man’s eyes rolled up into his head and gravity at last claimed him, he had a final fleeting image of the beast gnawing his bowels.


Chapter 2

Kaitlin’s head was in the refrigerator when she heard the first gunshot. At least she thought it was a gunshot; she’d spent enough time in the inner city for that sound in the night not to be a stranger. It sounded enough like a gunshot that the second one, a few seconds later, made her bang her head on the underside of the top shelf. The top shelf was the only shelf in the refrigerator; the middle one had broken long ago, so now there were two large square spaces, mostly full of leftovers in varying stages of what Kaitlin liked to call “final reclamation,” which was to say: decomposition.

The smell was not pleasant. Upon opening the refrigerator door, she had reminded herself that she needed to clean out the whole thing, as she had similarly reminded herself every time she opened the door for the past several months. The shelves on the refrigerator door were packed with cans of cheap beer. Kaitlin did not drink beer or alcohol of any type; the shelves were a monument to her two years of sobriety. Sobriety and solitude. She had never really wanted to drink, and it was mostly other people who had kindled her need to drink. Isolation had seemed the best solution.

The third gunshot, short on the heels of the second, was definitely a gunshot. The sound was not quite so frightening out here in the wilderness as it always had been in the city. Here, people hunted. Occasionally a hunter shot another hunter, or a stray bullet went through somebody’s kitchen window, but at least there was the underlying assumption that, unlike in the city, people did not intentionally shoot at other people. Kaitlin had broken herself of her city reflexes: to drop to the floor at the sound of gunfire. After all, by the time you heard a shot, it was too late; if that bullet was going to get you, it would have gotten you. But often there were more than one, and dropping to the floor at the first sound could save you from the ensuing crossfire. With so much forested acreage in this region, gunfire from hunters was part of the scenery.

But usually it wasn’t multiple shots in rapid succession so nearby. And usually it wasn’t in the middle of the night.

Kaitlin dropped to the floor. In the process, she spilled what might have been the only mostly-edible leftover in her refrigerator, a bowl of several-days-old macaroni and cheese.

She stayed low against the cold linoleum. The old, rickety, frame house was not well insulated—thus she had been able to afford it. She was accustomed to wearing a threadbare wool sweater, long johns, jeans, boots, and a blanket over her shoulders, all just to keep warm, but the linoleum sucked the heat from her tiny body. After a few minutes, hearing no more gunfire, she used her fingers to scoop the macaroni and cheese back into the bowl and returned it to the refrigerator. Munchies could wait. Not having been shot, her imprudent curiosity was now piqued.

Kaitlin was not oblivious to the fact that throughout her twenty-three years of life, many focuses of her curiosity had been ill-advised: alcohol, drugs, sex, men in general, fundamentalist Christianity, fundamentalist Islam, Scientology, the Democratic party, the Republican party, small-d democracy, socialism, rap music… But no matter how dramatic the particular debacle, and they were as varied as they were numerous, no matter in what way she came away disillusioned and dispirited from the panacea of the month, she had always found, often to her surprise, that one aspect of her personality rebounded in full: her curiosity, her desire to seek out answers, her need to know.

It was that perverse need to know that now would not allow her merely to peer out the kitchen window, down the road toward the ramshackle bar, where she guessed the shots had come from. She considered—for almost a split second—calling the police. In her old neighborhood, the cops weren’t necessarily the answer to every problem; depending on which officer showed up on the doorstep, they might be the problem. And Kaitlin didn’t have a lot of confidence in the good-ole-boy sheriffs out here in the sticks either. There weren’t a whole lot of people of color, of mixed parentage, this far from the urban centers. Kaitlin had the feeling that every law enforcement officer that came within a mile of her thought that she was a prostitute, a runaway, a crack addict, if not all three. It didn’t help that her stash of pot upstairs made her a little sensitive to official scrutiny, perhaps even defensive. But there it was. The cops were right out.

She turned off the kitchen light so her eyes could adjust to the darkness and she could see farther outside. The light from the run-down bar, Murphy’s Something-or-Another, burned dimly not quite a quarter mile away. She could see the stupid beer sign blinking in the window. That had bothered her when she first moved in—on, off, on, off, on, off—but now it was nothing more than a satellite pulsing far away, or even comforting like lightning bugs in the summer. Usually the bar was quiet; usually it wasn’t open, and even when it was there often weren’t any customers to make noise. The parking lot was just out of sight from Kaitlin’s kitchen window, so she stepped out onto the porch. From there, she didn’t see any cars, not even the old Pacer that she thought must belong to the owner, but there could be some parked around the side, hidden from her view by the side of the building.

She thought again about calling the cops…. But she hadn’t heard any more shots—if they really were gunshots. As the sounds themselves receded further into the past, her memory grew less distinct, as did her recognition. If somebody shot somebody else, she thought, the gunman—she knew from her time in the city that the shooter was almost always a man—was probably long gone. The victim might not be so lucky. He or she might need help. But they probably weren’t gunshots at all. Still…

Telling herself that she was only going part way—just to see and listen for any more commotion—Kaitlin made her way off the porch, through the front yard, and along the road. In her mind, the fact that she still had the blanket wrapped around her shoulders, that she hadn’t put on her parka, reinforced her assertion that she just wanted a peek. She was sure that this was not one of those instances where she gave in to denial and self-delusion and ended up where she shouldn’t. She’d been down that road too many times before.

She’d just take a peek.

A sheen of frost coated the asphalt, and the clomp of Kaitlin’s boots seemed to her to reverberate through the trees, so she kept to the grassy shoulder. Even the crunchy, frost-encrusted grass sounded loud, but there was no other good option. If she moved farther into the woods, she’d have trouble seeing in the dark, and dead leaves would crackle underfoot. The moon shining through the break in the canopy over the road gave her enough light in the open space; she just had to step very slowly to minimize the crunching, and to be careful of the rusted beer cans and other litter strewn beside the road.

Almost before she realized it, Kaitlin was farther than she’d meant to go. She looked back and forth from the bar to her house, and the bar was the closer of the two buildings. But she still could see only a portion of the parking lot. No cars. Unless they were parked farther around the other side, toward the back of the lot. Just a few more steps would probably be enough to tell…. The front light was on, as was the light inside. A little closer, and she might be able to see if anyone was inside; from within, they’d never see her in the dark. So she inched ahead. One careful step at a time.

That was when both the inside and outside lights at the bar went out. Kaitlin froze as she heard the door open. She was blinded by the sudden total darkness. Her heart pounded like the wings of a hummingbird. Instinctively, she crouched down, hoping not to be seen.

Growling from the direction of the bar. Somebody had dogs, hunting dogs. Let them be on leashes, Kaitlin prayed. The weight of footsteps on gravel.

But as her eyes adjusted to the new level of darkness, and the moon and stars did their work of lightening the night sky, she didn’t see the shapes of dogs—but of two men, each carrying something slung over his shoulder.

Kaitlin held her breath. The hair on the back of her neck was standing straight up. She suddenly had to make a concerted effort not to pee her pants. Something was not right about the two men. Kaitlin fought the urge to scream, to run back to the house, lock the doors and huddle in the farthest corner of the basement. The men would definitely see her if she did that, but the impulse was powerful, if not rational. Sudden terror twisted her belly, and cold sweat ran down the small of her back, and from her armpits down her sides. She was shivering, not from the cold; she clenched her teeth together to keep them quiet.

Her lungs began to burn. She forced herself to exhale, and this sound seemed as loud as air escaping a punctured tire. She couldn’t get a deep breath; she hiccuped in a mouthful of cold air that seared her throat. Beginning to panic, she clamped a hand over her mouth—muffled the sound of her panting, warmed the air she couldn’t help but gasp in.

From across the road at the bar, she saw eyes. Scanning the darkness. Looking for her. One of the men was out of sight, around the building. But the other was looking for her. Then she realized what was not right about the men. Size. They were out of proportion. They were way too tall to have fit through the door of the bar upright. And the sacks slung over their shoulders… As the one peering into the darkness shifted his position, Kaitlin thought she saw part of the shape over his shoulder more clearly. A foot—a limp foot at the end of a limp, dangling leg.

She pressed her hand more tightly over her mouth. She panted through her nose, and began to see spots. She was dizzy. Mustn’t hyperventilate, pass out.

Now the eyes saw her. The animal gaze swept past her. Came back to rest on her. Again the urge to flee, to scream. Had to breathe. Hell with peeing on herself.

She flinched at a loud, dull noise. Something dropped against metal. Into the back of a pickup truck. The man—the thing—stared at her for a moment longer…then turned away, loped around the side of the building. It was so quick, its movements so fluid, graceful, powerful. It was there with its burden, and then it was gone.

This time, Kaitlin didn’t hesitate. She turned and ran. She wasn’t sure over the noise of her breathing and her furiously pounding heart and her boots crunching frozen grass if she heard a second dull thud against metal, and she didn’t care. She didn’t look back when an engine turned over, and she was racing through the side yard to the back by the time headlights illuminated the road in front of her house.


Chapter 3

Black Rindle did most of the digging. The hump on his back was greatly exaggerated in his rage-form, his massive man-wolf body. He stood stooped and walked with a limp; it seemed appropriate that he should dig in the dirt.

“You dig the holes, Hunch,” Ryan EveSong Murphy had told him. “I’ll get everything else ready.”

Everything else was preparing the bodies and taking the truck elsewhere. EveSong stripped the bodies; he dug out all the teeth and bit off the fingers. The clothes and extraneous bits they would burn, the teeth scatter in the forest. The truck was a simpler matter. Evesong drove it to a bluff a few miles distant and then let the pickup roll off, down an embankment, and into the pond below. Some hunter or hiker would find it eventually. Big deal.

By the time Evesong returned on foot, Black Rindle had dug the hole, dragged the big faceless man and the smaller disemboweled one into it, and then covered them over with dirt and leaves and sticks. He urinated on the grave for good measure. He felt certain that either of the two dead men would have done the same for him were their situations reversed.

EveSong sniffed the wet leaves then added his own scent. “Some humans just beg to be killed,” he said.

Black Rindle grunted. Leave it to EveSong to need the final word, to ruminate about what required no further discussion. The men had chosen the wrong place to rob. They were dead. End of story, as far as Black Rindle was concerned.

“You sure took your time gutting the one that had the gun,” EveSong said, not yet having talked the subject into the ground fully enough to satisfy him. “One would think that you wanted him to shoot me again.”

“Didn’t know you were so fragile,” Black Rindle muttered.

“You truly are a blight upon our people.”

“If you didn’t want to get shot, you should have killed the one with gun first.”

“I thought I would have help—timely help, that is.”

Black Rindle just grunted. EveSong’s excuse was a load of crap. He’d been angry, and the big guy had been closer. That’s all there was to it. But there was no sense in arguing, not with EveSong.

“That’s it,” EveSong said. “I don’t want to see you in my bar again. Ever. You drink too much, and you’re no good to anybody. Your own dam is laid low, near death, all because of you. You rotted her from the inside out. Gaia is punishing her for inflicting you upon us.”

Black Rindle flinched. What could he say? His mother, Galia Rainchild, was on death’s door. And everyone knew that he was the accursed of Gaia. His misshapen body was proof of that. And as for being kicked out of the Tap House, this was at least the hundredth time that EveSong had banished him. Forever.

“What’s that?” EveSong asked, pointing to a blanket slung over a tree branch.

“A blanket.”

“I can see that. Where’d you get it?”

“Found it.”

EveSong tossed his hands up, disgusted by the unhelpful answer. “A blight upon our people,” he said, shaking his head.

Black Rindle didn’t see that it was any of EveSong’s business. Black Rindle was the one who’d found the blanket; he was the one who’d seen the woman by the road. If EveSong had been too busy with the bodies and the truck, that was his problem. Black Rindle had seen the woman and then followed the truck on foot. That was why he’d found the blanket. It smelled like the woman—the woman who hadn’t run away, when humans always ran away.

“Evert won’t be pleased by your recalcitrance, Hunch,” EveSong said.

Black Rindle grunted. Evert Cloudkill was never pleased with him. No matter what. Why should this time be any different? Black Rindle took the blanket from the branch and draped it over his shoulder. As the first rays of the sun made their way over the horizon, the two Garou started their walk back to the caern.


Chapter 4

At some point after sunrise, Kaitlin decided that whatever she had seen in front of the bar was not going to storm into her house and kill her. She was crouched in the back corner of her basement, had been for hours. She’d spent the time thinking about what she’d seen, thinking about her own response, waiting for the creature to come kill her. She was cold and dirty. The basement had an earthen floor and cracked cement walls. Her legs and back were stiff, cramped from squatting for so long. Her jeans, too, were cold and stiff, wet against her legs. She reeked of urine.

There were two windows in the basement, small and near the ceiling. They were at ground level from the outside. She had not turned on the light when she’d fled to the basement; the naked bulb hanging by a wire would have seemed like a beacon, calling beasts to violate and destroy her. Instead, she’d huddled in dark terror until gradually the two pathetic windows had grown brighter. Dawn had intruded hesitantly in the basement, almost as hesitantly as Kaitlin had left her hiding place.

She felt a little better once she climbed up the stairs to the back hallway. She hardly noticed the basement grime that her boots tracked on the once-white linoleum in the kitchen. She was too relieved to see, to stand in, the full light of morning; she’d doubted that she would ever see another, and as she stood on her dingy, grime-covered linoleum, the grey, overcast daybreak was as spectacular as any she’d ever experienced.

Her house was not warm; it was drafty, and the windows rattled in strong winds. But it received a generous amount of light; that and the price were what had convinced her to buy it. The windows were large, with the old wavy glass that made things outside ripple if you moved while looking through. By design or by accident, the windows were situated to take full advantage of what little light there was during the long Michigan winter. Morning enlivened the kitchen. Afternoon illuminated the dining room—what was supposed to be the dining room. Kaitlin never ate there; she ate in the kitchen at the card table with the cold, folding, metal chair. The dining room was full of bottles and cans that she meant to haul to the recycling center some day—except Kaitlin didn’t have a car, so some day, like tomorrow, never came. So the boxes and crates filled up, one after another, and then were stacked one atop another; each week less of the scratched, hardwood floor was visible. The house was large enough that she had quite a while still before a trip to the recycling center became urgent.

The evening sun, when the shadows grew long and the light, for a few brief moments made the world look like it wasn’t a complete and utter hellhole, shone in the front parlor, which Kaitlin never used, and into her bedroom upstairs. She would sit in bed under her fraying quilt, and maybe read, or smoke a joint, as outside the colors of the world eased from red and orange to yellow and brown to purple and grey and finally black.

Aside from the card table and the folding chair in the kitchen, Kaitlin’s bed was the only other piece of furniture in the house.

This morning after her hours of solitary confinement in the basement, Kaitlin took special note of her bright and (at least by comparison to the basement) shiny kitchen. Besides being stiff and cold and wet, she was hungry. She took the macaroni and cheese from the refrigerator, spooned the moldy portion into the sink, and took the rest with her upstairs, shoveling it into her mouth as she went.

She set food aside as she peeled off her jeans and underwear and threw them in the claw-footed iron tub. After washing herself from the waist down, she put on fresh underwear and set to washing by hand her only pair of jeans. Wringing the heavy, wet denim was hard work, but it was the drying that threatened to drive her crazy. Half naked, she scurried out onto the upstairs porch and hung her pants over the railing so they could catch the breeze, then she scurried back inside and retreated under her quilt. Sitting, Kaitlin pulled her knees up against her chest, with only her head and hands poking out from beneath the quilt so she could roll a joint on top of her knees. She didn’t relish the prospect of putting on the jeans, even when they were dry; they’d be cold and stiff, but the dryer, like the washing machine, was broken, so there was no way around it. Maybe, she thought, she’d stick them in the bed with her for a while to warm them up before she put them on.

Now that the immediate necessities were taken care of—washing, food, joint—Kaitlin’s hands began to tremble. And then her entire body. She drew in a deep breath and let the coarse smoke tickle her throat and lungs; she held the breath, exhaled slowly and evenly many seconds later. Her next several breaths were of cold, crisp air—her bedroom wouldn’t warm appreciably until later in the day. She tried to concentrate on nothing but breathing: full, deep breaths in; long, steady, cleansing breaths out. When that seemed to be going well and the trembling had receded, she took another hit.

Feeling again relatively composed, she forced herself at last to confront what she’d seen last night: It wasn’t human. That much she knew. Her observations confirmed her belief—the creature’s size, its preternatural quickness and powerful bearing, its eyes glaring out into darkness—but her knowledge came from a deeper sense. A sense she had hoped to leave behind in the city, where the dead walked among the living, sometimes within the living, and no one seemed the wiser.

Kaitlin shuddered. She stretched her neck forward, like a turtle poking its head out of a quilted shell, and put her lips to the joint again. Isolation, simplicity—they had allowed her to restore a semblance of control and stability to her life. But now the unwanted vision had found her out. If only she hadn’t heard the gunshots last night…if only she had stayed in the house…if only that creature, that thing, hadn’t seen her…if only…

It was carrying a body, she reminded herself—though she would have liked to have forgotten that fact. It had killed someone. These monsters that she saw, sometimes they seemed harmless; sometimes they killed people. Kaitlin laughed; she choked and blew smoke out into the room. Didn’t seem an equitable flip of the coin, somehow: heads, sad lonely spirit; tails, deranged serial killer.

Even if the creature hadn’t been carrying a body last night, Kaitlin’s own visceral response would have told her the worst. That was the way of these episodes. She couldn’t always pinpoint the details that led her to know what she knew—she often couldn’t pinpoint the details—but the overwhelming wave of panic-terror that had seized her there in the dark by the road was a warning. Sometimes coming unexpected upon one of these supernatural denizens she felt sympathy, like for the ethereal mother and young daughter who Kaitlin had watched crossing the same street, time and again, hour after hour, day after day. Sometimes Kaitlin felt apprehension, but never before had she been so completely undone by bone-deep fear. Never before had she seen or felt anything like what she had last night, or sensed such barely restrained fury. Instinctively, her hand strayed to her throat as if to protect herself.

A warning to the wise. To the curious.
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By afternoon, the wind had done its job. Kaitlin snatched her jeans from the railing and stuffed them under the quilt with her until the worst of the chill was gone. They were still a tad damp around the pockets, but having retrieved her bowl from the bathroom and finished the macaroni and cheese, she was acutely aware that there was no more food in the house, and the store was a five-mile hike. She needed to get started.

Not until she pulled on her parka did she realize that she had lost her blanket. Normally her routine for going out in the cold was take off the blanket, which was perpetually wrapped about her shoulders from late fall to early spring, and put on the parka. She’d been cold huddled in the basement, but her thoughts had been too anxious and scattered to touch on the blanket, and the rest of the morning she’d been under the quilt.

Reconstructing events of the misplacement was simple enough: She had
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