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			​​PROLOGUE

			“So you want to know about the yeti?” said Nick, savoring the look of surprise on the man’s face.

			“Indeed,” answered Winston, the portly man sitting opposite him. Clearly he thought there was going to be some sort of conversational foreplay before they came to that topic. Nick had never been one for small talk, and in the years since he had been back, the yeti seemed to be the only thing that interested people anymore. It also garnered the unexpected perk of free drinks, which he didn’t mind.

			“And why exactly is that?” Nick asked.

			“The subject is fascinating,” Winston breathed excitedly. “From the moment I first heard the rumors, I knew that I would have to get the real story straight from the source.” He leaned forward expectantly, causing the buttons of his freshly pressed shirt to strain from the size of his girth. 

			Nick Ventner thought Winston looked more prepared to attend the opera than swap stories with a monster hunter. With his neatly trimmed moustache and patiently combed-over white hair, Nick doubted that he had so much as encountered a gremlin, let alone anything of substance. 

			Just what exactly do you want with a yeti anyway? There’s nothing to be gained on that mountain apart from frostbite and blood.

			Nick’s concentration was broken by the appearance of an austere butler carrying a tray with a cup of steaming tea. Winston thanked the man and took the cup. Before Nick had time to ask for anything, the butler slipped away.

			“Sprightly man, isn’t he?”

			“Yes, quite,” mused Winston, taking a sip of his tea. 

			“Don’t suppose he does drinks?” Nick raised his eyebrows hopefully. 

			“Oh, yes, of course he does.”

			Silence fell as Nick waited for an offer that never came. He grimaced at the hideous odor wafting from Winston’s tea. Smells like llama piss and probably cost more than he paid to find me. 

			Winston watched Nick intently, like a toad hunting a juicy fly. “Well, then, will you tell me the story?”

			“It’s a long and ugly one …” Nick looked around for the butler, who remained absent. 

			“Yes, of course. So you’ll tell it?” Winston’s eyes looked eager, like a child expecting to receive sweets. 

			“Are you a climber?” Nick asked, moving the subject away from the yeti. “I saw a few pieces of climbing gear on the way in.” 

			“Well, I dabble, but never anything …”

			Nick stopped listening. You look like you have trouble climbing out of bed, much less anything that even closely resembles a mountain. I bet you’ve never even been above 15,000 feet outside of an airplane. Nick found himself staring at Winston’s gut once more, wondering how long it would be before his shirt gave way like a bursting dam. The thought caused him to shudder.

			Winston continued to talk despite the glazed look in Nick’s eyes. “But Kilimanjaro really isn’t that difficult if you’ve got the proper guide.”

			The conversation settled once more into awkward silence as the man waited for Nick to respond. “Oh, yes, and you must watch out for the hominids up there as well; quite dangerous when they get into a pack.” Nick allowed his mind to drift to the many decorations plastered on the walls. 

			Every inch of the mansion they sat in agitated Nick in some way. The armchairs were too plush, artifacts from different cultures were spread around the room in a fashion that had no discernable pattern, and above all, the man was lazy, circuitous, and rich. Even the winding lane leading up to the ornate doors had been adorned with artifacts so culturally at odds with the place that Nick thought they were more apt to start a holy war than be considered tasteful. In a different time, Nick might have idolized his wealth, but recently he had been searching for more in life.

			“Well, the hominids didn’t really trouble us much—”

			Nick grew frustrated with the lack of proffered drink and cut him off. “Look, I don’t have time for this. I was told that you were interested in hiring me, but if the yeti story is all you want, then I’m out of here.” Nick stood up from his chair and turned to go. 

			There’s just no room for respectable monster hunters anymore. They all just want the spectacle.

			“I can pay you,” said Winston, stopping Nick in his tracks. 

			Nick may not have wanted to be rich, but his pockets were a tad light, trending toward empty, and the pub around the corner was not cheap. He looked back at the man’s face. A wave of familiarity struck him, but vanished just as quickly as it appeared. 

			“Five thousand for the story,” said Winston, “beginning to end. I won’t publish it, I won’t record it. I just want to hear it.” The man sat back in his chair, hands folded across his lap. An expression of victory quickly spread across his smug face. 

			“Five thousand for a story? You must be some kind of bored.” Nick lowered himself back into the chair. 

			“I’ve heard the tale secondhand so many times that it seems foolish not to hear it from the man himself. I have complex interests, Mr. Ventner, and you have piqued them.”

			Complex interests? Complex carbs, maybe. Your interests are provincial at best. The only real complexity Nick could see about the man was the series of bands that miraculously kept his clothes attached to his body. A little spectacle never hurt anyone. Ah, he would have wanted it anyway. Fortune and glory, remember? 

			“Well, your money has piqued my interests, but there’s one final condition.”

			“What is that?” Winston asked eagerly. 

			“I’m going to need that drink.”

		


		
			 

			​​PART I: 

THE GLAMOROUS LIFE OF A MONSTER HUNTER
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			​​WEREWOLVES DON’T HOWL

			We should have brought matches. 

			The thought rang through my head clear as a bell, even after everything else had become a frozen blur. James sat beside me, panting on a rock. His boyish hair was slick with sweat, and his parka was crusted with a fresh coat of frost. 

			Correction, I should have brought matches and left the kid behind. I had never liked partners. More often than not, they just slowed me down or haunted me in between benders with memories of their death. 

			Six months prior, I ran into an eager undergrad who had drunkenly spouted off about cryptozoology. A few silver bullets and a modicum of training later, James Schaefer became my apprentice. I was amazed that even after seeing the uglier side of the world, he managed to fight off a disposition of cynicism. Despite being half-frozen in a blizzard, and likely five minutes away from a horrible fate, James managed to keep a positive, albeit sarcastic, attitude.

			[image: ]

			“Hold on, where were you?” Winston inquired, taking a sip of his tea. 

			Nick sighed quietly, swilling ice around the bottom of his empty glass, wondering when the butler would be by to bring refills. “If you would wait a minute, I’ll tell you.” Winston’s interruptions were beginning to irritate him. “I’ve got plenty of other jobs that don’t involve me rehashing painful emotional memories to old men in their parlors.” 

			This was untrue. Even after the encounter with the yeti, very few letters had come through asking for help. While most people in the monster-hunting community had heard tell of the story, they also chose not believe it. 

			“Of course, I am so very sorry.” Winston’s words came out false, but they were accompanied by the sudden reappearance of a fresh drink on the table next to Nick.

			Nick looked at the glass, astonished. “How does he manage that? Let me guess, he used to be a ninja. Got tired of the bloodshed and turned to butlery?” Nick took a sip of the fresh glass at his side and nearly gagged on some of the worst whiskey he had ever tasted. 

			All the money in the world and he still drinks this piss?

			“Oh yes, he’s quite good,” said Winston, avoiding the question. Nick must have made a sour face at the drink, because Winston waved his hands apologetically. “My apologies for the drink. I like to start at the bottom and work my way up.” He let out a hearty laugh. “Tastes much better in tea.” 

			Nick laughed in spite of his suspicions about the butler. “An efficient drinker even amidst opulence. Now that I can respect.”

			Winston raised his cup and drained it. “One picks up a few tricks on their way to wealth.” His cheeks flushed a bit with the fresh drink, and he even seemed a little friendlier. “Now, I’m terribly sorry to have interrupted you. Please, continue.”

			Winston’s attitude had changed significantly, and it set Nick on edge. Fortunately, the feeling did not last long as the whiskey quickly made its way to his core, warming him on the inside. All traces of misgiving were temporarily erased from his mind, and his bloodstream demanded more of the deep brown alcohol.

			“Yes, where was I?” He drained the highball glass and set it down on the table loudly, hoping the butler would hear. 

			After seeing no sign of him, he continued. “We had been tracking a werewolf through the mountains for days. Supposed to be a quick job. Silver bullet, bring back the head, in and out; simple as that. But there was one big problem: The villagers lied to us. It wasn’t a damned werewolf.”
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			At midnight, the howling started. James and I had made camp in a small cave tucked into the side of the mountain. At that altitude, with the cold wind whipping through our bones, the world grew fuzzy around the edges. For the first few minutes, neither of us was sure we had actually heard howling at all. We simply sat by the glow of the flashlight, hoping that it wasn’t the day we would be sent to meet the gods that our profession so strongly opposed. 

			“Is that it?” James asked, his teeth chattering from where he sat in a corner of the cave. Despite his best efforts to hide it, his body shivered violently, and his lips had turned slightly blue, drying out around the edges. 

			Should have brought matches. We could have burned our clothes. Anything to stave off the damned cold. Matches were dead useful. They started fires, created distractions, and lit my cigarettes. Unfortunately, I had left them in a pile on the bed with the rest of the accoutrements relating to my “nasty habit”, as one of my many ex-girlfriends called it. I was too damned busy pouting about the cigarettes to remember the life-saving matches that had been chucked out with them. Without the heat from a fire, thinking was impossible. The cold took up every ounce of my mental capacity, rendering my mind useless. 

			Upon our departure, it had been a beautiful sunny day without a cloud in the sky. But the unfortunate thing about the mountains was that it only took a moment or two for things to turn sideways. What had been a distant glimmer of fog atop the mighty mountain turned into a full-blown blizzard in less than an hour. 

			After a few moments of silent processing, a thought broke through the icy curtain around my mind. James’s question had revealed the true nature of our predicament. 

			Werewolves don’t howl. 

			Movies and TV might portray it otherwise, but in the wild, it never happens. Werewolves are apex predators and lone hunters. There’s no need for them to communicate. They don’t reproduce, they don’t have families; they just hunt. When they want to create more werewolves, they go and bite another villager. It’s almost elegant in its simplicity. 

			Werewolves don’t howl.

			The statement floated through the air lazily, allowing both James and I to get a better look at it. I glanced over at James, hunkered against the side of the cave wall, and cursed myself again for forgetting the matches. That’s it, double checking for matches from now on. Had it been the day trip I billed for, it wouldn’t have been a problem. But the client had flat-out lied, and now things were getting dicey.

			“We’re not hunting a werewolf, are we?” James mumbled from deep within his parka. 

			I wished we were. Werewolves were so easy to track—big feet, lots of fur, and a swath of blood laid out behind them. 

			“Not anymore,” I said. Then came another earsplitting howl. It was long and mournful, shaking the walls of the cave with its intensity. My already chilled blood dropped a full degree as the howl trailed off. 

			The animals that could have made such a noise were few. I pulled out a leather-bound tome from my satchel, which bore the scratches and scrapes of every journey I had ever been on. It had been written by the “master” that taught me the ways of monster hunting. I never left for a journey without it.

			It was mostly filled with crude drawings of various hell-bound creatures that the author had tried to seduce. He may have had a coke-addled mind, but he was a damned good hunter when it came down to it. I flipped through the pages, hoping that somewhere between poetry about the dismembered head of a warg and amateur comic strips detailing the mating habits of Romanian banshees, there would be useful information. 

			The sound came again. Like a wolf, only longer, lower, and far louder. To be heard over the fury of a snowstorm was no easy feat. Even in the cave, we could hear the roaring of the wind outside battering the mountain in nature’s best attempt to bring it down. I continued to shuffle through the book until I happened upon the page I was looking for. Most people at the time thought that the upper slopes of the Himalayas were barren and uninhabited. 

			Most people were wrong.

		


		
			 

			2. 
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			​​LOPSANG

			Two days earlier, James and I had arrived in a small farming village at the base of the mountain. The scene was chaos. Goat shit in the streets, prayer flags molding and rotting in every corner. I was overcome by the powerful smell of incense mixed with cheap mountain wine. Most visitors to the town came seeking Sherpa crews. They would guide tourists up the mountain all throughout spring, but during autumn, business was slow. 

			Unfortunately for the small town, we weren’t there to climb. A week earlier, I had received a letter at my office, a dilapidated studio apartment with a faded bronze sign bearing my name and title. It was a single scroll of parchment with a plane ticket stapled to the back. The message was a simple one: 

			We have problem. We’re willing to pay you 
much money to fix it. 

			I was less than intrigued by the destination, but the promise of receiving “much money” was enough to get me out of a bender and onto a plane.

			My plan had been to use the plane ticket, go to the village, reject their offer, and get drunk in a climbing lodge. Drinking in the mountains seemed far more appealing than drinking in a dingy pub, especially one that looked like it had just recovered from an outbreak of plague. A small part of me thought the work might be interesting, but mostly I just wanted the mountain wine. 

			James had managed to buy his own ticket with the money we acquired from disposing of a run-of-the-mill lake monster earlier that month. Despite my attempts to evade him, the young boy was sitting on the tarmac when my cab arrived. Soon, we both found ourselves on a plane that had no right to be airborne. Corrugated metal and oval-shaped pieces of fading plastic were all that separated us from a 20,000-foot fall to the valley below. I remembered thinking that it would have only taken us around five seconds to reach the bottom. The view would have been spectacular, though. 

			We arrived at the town after a turbulent landing and a two-day hike. I thought it would be like a scene out of an adventure film, as when the women and children came out to kiss Indy’s feet and beg for help. As it turned out, the movies weren’t that far off. I’d been to Nepal twice—once to dispose of an opium-dealing necromancer, and the second to clear out an ancient curse that left villagers with no eyes and a hunger for flesh. On both occasions, the welcomes were warm—aside from those who had been infected, that is—and the parties were warmer. I found that good company was one of the few things that staved off the mountain chill. 

			The village itself was very basic. Two rows of medium-sized wood buildings staked out the edges, and a trampled pile of mud and shit ran between them. It was not the absolute worst I’d seen—that had been a shack built of rotten planks and the clothes of dead men who lost a fight to a bog monster in the bayou—but it still looked as though the buildings would collapse given a strong breeze. In the distance, I could see rice paddies and jungle valleys. Above them, there was nothing but the mountain. 

			It stuck out like a sore thumb, dominating the rest of the landscape. The mountain was the watcher, always reminding the village of who its true master was. The early snows of fall had already blanketed the lower hills, painting it white. At the top, where the winds were too strong for fresh powder to accumulate, glaciers covered the sides like angry sores. A few small clouds hung over the summit, obscuring it from view. If anyone was climbing, it meant they were going to have to come back down and wait another day to get to the top. 

			Echoing off the wooden planks and empty mountainside, a voice cut through the calm. “Hello, hello, you must be Dr. Ventner,” a young man called out, running through the streets, waving his arms like a madman. 

			For some odd reason, all my clients seemed to think I was a doctor. Most people in my line of work were generally assumed to have gone through higher education, or at least some formal training, but I had a bachelor’s degree in political science. My textbooks had less to do with hunting mythical creatures and more to do with getting paid for slowing down the progression of society. I often thought that a job in government might have been easier, but politicians never got to carry a crossbow. 

			“That’s me. Who are you?” 

			The man standing in front of me was short, not freakishly so, but well below average height. He wore a thick fur coat and a pair of black goggles strapped to the top of a brown woolen cap. I instantly pegged him as a guide; his gear and stature were a perfect fit.

			“I wrote the letter,” he said, beaming excitedly. “I’m Lopsang.” His eyes were wide with excitement. “I knew you’d come. Thank you so much.”

			“Uh, yeah, of course,” I managed in an awkward tone. It was strange to see someone having so much faith in me when I possessed such little confidence in myself. 

			“Who is this?” Lopsang motioned to James, who was bundled in a bright orange coat. He was so heavily loaded with bags that he might have been mistaken for a very tall mule.

			“My apprentice, James.” I let the word “apprentice” ring in the mountain air. I knew that James hated it, and he had reminded me often that it sounded like a term for a “boyish wizard” rather than a monster-hunting companion. I often wished that James could have been more like a boyish wizard, as magical powers would have made him a bit more useful. 

			“Pleasure to meet the apprentice of such a famous adventurer.” Lopsang bowed. 

			I wouldn’t have considered myself very famous at the time, but word traveled quickly when you amassed more monster corpses than paychecks. 

			“Well, I have saved my fair share of villages”—I paused for effect—“but I’m no Manchester.”

			[image: ]

			“Manchester?” asked Winston.

			“You’re telling me that you’ve never heard of the Manchester?” Nick was genuinely shocked.

			Winston shook his head as if the name meant nothing to him. 

			“You’re new to the hunting game, aren’t you?” he asked, taking a swig from the whiskey, the flavor steadily growing on him the more he drank.

			“I must confess that I am not much of a hunter. I prefer to sit back and pay people to have my curiosities satisfied, rather than risking my neck.” A small grin spread across Winston’s face.

			Was that a joke? 

			“Well, if curiosity keeps refreshing my glass, then I’m keen to satisfy it.” Nick thought he saw Winston make the slightest gesture, and the butler appeared again, filling Nick’s glass with a smooth brown liquid. For the first time, Nick felt a certain affection for the man sitting across from him. He picked up the glass, took a drink, and felt instant pleasure as fire ran down his throat. “That’s the good stuff,” he spluttered, exhaling fumes.

			“It only gets better for guests that can manage to keep me entertained.” Winston winked and motioned for him to continue. “Tell me about this Manchester.”

			“Where to start.” Nick thought for a moment, lost in all the negative memories he had of the man. “I had killed my fair share of beasties, but never on a scale like him. That guy took down a fully grown lake monster in less than five minutes. If you believe the stories.”

			“And do you believe the stories?” 

			“Of course not. They’re full of shit. I hold the record for disposing of lake monsters at just over six minutes, but Manchester is still damned good at what he does. It may not have been five minutes, but he had nothing but a rusty old sword and a dinghy that was far from seaworthy. Didn’t even have any chocolate with him.”

			“Chocolate?”

			“They like it.” Nick paused, thinking back to a cold, black lake and a boat full of chocolate boxes. “The lake monsters like it.”

			Winston furrowed his brow, confused. “Lake monsters like chocolate?” He laughed heartily and took another drink. “Well, I suppose we all have our vices.” 

			Nick looked at the drink in his hand and then changed the subject. “That night, we stayed in one of the larger lodges meant for foreign climbers that pass through.”
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			Unpredictable conditions for climbing left the lodge empty in the fall. It was far too dangerous for most tourists. It only took hours for blizzards and harsh winds to pick up, and the tales of what came with them made most crews steer clear. The Sherpas said that they wouldn’t go up the mountain for fear of avalanches, but the truth was that most of them were good enough to keep climbing through the winter if they wanted to. 

			All the surrounding communities lived in peace with the mountain. However, once the summer sun began to sink into fall, they stayed far away from the upper ridge. Old legends said it had something to do with allowing the gods a few months of peace at the top, but I didn’t put much stock in superstition. If the locals were turning down coin, there was a better reason than religion. 

			That night, we met Lopsang down at a small bar that had been thrown together in the corner of the lodge’s main room. It was more a man standing behind a tipped-over wooden sign than a bar, but they served hot wine, and plenty of it. James, Lopsang, and I sat at a table next to a thin window, looking out into the dark night sky. A light snow had begun to fall, covering the muddy streets with a layer of frost. The only light came from the fires burning in the distant temples, and even some of those had been extinguished. 

			Lopsang listened eagerly as I recounted tales of previous adventures. When in the profession of monster hunting, there wasn’t much else to talk about. I didn’t have a family and barely had a place of residence. All I had was the hunt.

			Lopsang had summited the mountain earlier that spring with an American climbing team, and they soon learned that he was one of the most experienced guides in the region. 

			As he went on, I found myself compelled to ask about the reason for the invitation. 

			“I’ll be honest with you, Lopsang. Things don’t seem that bad around here. Why do you need us?” I was slurring my words slightly. 

			Lopsang’s eyes grew dark and fearful, and my guts hardened. If a man who climbs glaciers for recreation was afraid, then we shouldn’t have been here. 

			“Come on, what are we hunting up here?” I attempted to bring back a jovial note to my voice, as if I hadn’t noticed the sudden pause. 

			Lopsang remained silent. 

			“Oh, come on, who died? What do they say around the campfire about what killed them?” 

			It might have come off as a tad insensitive, but I had seen so many people torn in half by trolls, demons, and troll-demon hybrids, that it just didn’t register anymore. Or it could’ve been the mountain wine; I really couldn’t tell. I remembered a saying about altitude and alcohol but found that the memory ended in a blackout. Which meant it couldn’t have been important.

			“I will show you,” breathed Lopsang, his voice very low. “Come with me.” 

			We walked to the front door and donned thick jackets. Heading out after dark meant that the temperature would have dropped well below zero. 

			“Should we really be going out at night?” James croaked with an embarrassing, timid squeak. 

			“We’re not hunting vampires, kid,” I said with a chuckle, amused by James’s apprehension. 

			Lopsang gave me a sideways glance. 

			“Wait, we’re not, are we?”

			“No, we’re not,” he agreed. 

			We exited the lodge and were hit by a cold blast of night air. Lopsang continued forward to the edge of the village, where a low picket fence surrounded a small cemetery. There were four fresh graves adorned with mountain flowers quickly being covered by snow. Lopsang fumbled with a medallion on his chest and said a brief prayer. 

			“This one is my brother’s.” Lopsang motioned to the first mound of dirt. “He was guiding a group to base camp. It was a small hiking expedition. They weren’t going to go higher than 17,000 feet.

			“When they didn’t return for a week, we went after them. By the time we got there, nothing was left but torn canvas and blood. No bodies were left whole; we found only pieces.” Silence fell as we stood over the graves. 

			I stifled a yawn. It was a tale I’d heard a hundred times. I was more interested in how clearly Lopsang had spoken. The boyish excitement and thick accent had been left behind. A nagging feeling tugged at the back of my spine. 

			We might be in over our heads. I looked at James, who was wide eyed with fear. A strong breeze blew snow over the graves with an eerie whine. 
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			“After that, it was just a matter of tracking down the beast, bringing its head back, and getting our reward.” Nick sighed, wishing it could have been so easy. “Are you satisfied with the background? Can I move on now?” 

			Winston pursed his lips as if hoping for a bit more showmanship, but eventually nodded. “I suppose so. So you went after the beast the following morning?”

			“That’s right, and ended up stuck in that damned ice cave for the night…”

		


		
			 

			3. 
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			​​BASE CAMP

			Once again, I found myself thinking about matches. It was the repetitive nature of the thought that woke me. Light was streaming through a tiny crack within a wall of snow and ice. The cave I laid in was blurry, but I was alive. What little light filtered through brought a dull warmth to my body, and as I began to move, pain shot through my limbs. My joints cracked and creaked like an ice shelf, and I lost balance at the thought of them crumbling. 

			Every movement was a stabbing reminder of just how close we had come to death. James lay curled in the corner, huddled against a rock for warmth. After a brief moment of panic, where I thought I had lost my apprentice, James slowly rose. 

			Great, still breathing. I gave him a swift kick to the ribs to wake him up. 

			“What the hell?” James shot up, cursing as he felt the cold creep back into his body. His anger was brief, and both of us were soon laughing at the absurdity of our survival. I guess all that crap on National Geographic about using snow caves to keep warm was real. 

			The moment did not last long, as I was brought back to earth by the memory of the chilling howl the night before. Somehow, through the cold, my spine still managed to prickle. 

			High up in the mountains, James and I dined on protein bars and melted snow. To us, it was a bounty fit for kings. After savoring the meal, we advanced outside into the growing sunlight, finding ourselves momentarily blinded. In the early morning light, every drop of water became reflective, and bright spikes of dazzling light flew in all directions. It was enough to make me actually want to step back into the cave. 

			“Something tells me we’re not that far from base camp,” I said as my vision began to clear. 

			“What makes you say that?” asked James. “We could have been walking in circles all night with that blizzard.” James pulled out his map and scoffed. “For all we know, we’re at the base of the Vikram Wall.” 

			It was highly unlikely that we had gained thousands of feet in elevation without noticing, but I could see that James needed to blow off some steam. After mock-listening to his complaint, I replied calmly and with as much sarcasm as I could muster. “So much anger first thing in the morning. Why don’t you have a drink? Take the edge off.” 

			I pulled a silver flask from my right pocket. I always kept it there in case of celebration or extreme danger, and surviving a blizzard fulfilled both conditions. 

			“Now isn’t the time for drinking.” James sounded like a parent scolding a spoiled child. “We could still have miles to go and who knows how much altitude to gain?” 

			I basked in James’s pouting, then chuckled and took a swig of the liquid, motioning to the top of the cave where we had camped. A small pile of stones, topped with a set of colorful prayer flags, had been erected. It had been kept upright through the storm by a series of strings running to stakes in the rocks below. 

			“Well, at least we know why it didn’t attack us last night. Lucky break.” I took another drink. 

			“That’s …”

			“Yes, indeed,” I said. “Looks like we’ve made it after all. Must’ve been pretty close when the storm hit. Let’s have a look. Something tells me that ‘werewolf’ had quite the long night. I’m willing to bet it’s crawled into some cave to rest for the day. Best for us to get the lay of the land.” 

			I had never been to base camp. Something about the massive nature of the mountain had always managed to keep me away—I didn’t like the idea of feeling powerless. 

			I shouldered my pack and started up the hill behind the cave we had spent the night in. In the spring, base camp was made up of a smattering of bright camping tents, hosting various parties to mourn the fallen, celebrate summiting, or numb the fear of the coming climb with drink. In the off-season, it was a barren wasteland. A low coat of frost covered the rocky ground, but it still stuck out as a large bare patch in an otherwise pristine area. 

			When we crested the hill, we saw what remained of a previous climbing team’s camp, though if it hadn’t been for the tent poles poking out of the ground, we might have walked right past it. The sun warmed our backs, giving the campsite a much happier feeling than expected. The snowsuits we wore became incredibly hot, but the sensation was misleading. If we took them off, we would be freezing within minutes. 

			I looked down at the torn canvas and then back at James. “Check the campsite for anything useful.” 

			“Like what? Blood stains? There’s nothing here but remains.”

			“Little moody today, aren’t we, James?” I said, crouching in the snow and rooting through the canvas. “Everything all right?”

			He crossed his arms and let out a loud sigh. “I’m at the base of the world’s tallest mountain, I just spent the night hiding in a cave, and even you can’t identify what the hell it is we’re chasing. I’ve been better.” 

			“Not what you expected? You know, I can have you on the next flight home if you want. I told you this wasn’t always going to be glamorous. Sometimes it’s bringing the head of a chupacabra to the town sheriff and partying with his entire family on a tequila-induced bender. Other times it’s rooting around in the blood and snow for clues. Either way, shape up or wait in the cave.” 

			I’d always been harsh on James, but only because I thought it did him good. In our line of work, mistakes got people killed. Taking on a partner or an apprentice was the same as taking responsibility for their life. Had it been K2 we were below, I might have cut him some slack, but we were not on a normal mountain. The air at base camp was thinner, the cold harsher, and the creatures waiting in the snow were far more dangerous than most predators in the world. 

			“I’m sorry,” James said a little shamefully. He was quick to anger but always found his way back. 

			I felt satisfied as James slumped to the ground and began to dig alongside me. It’s tough to admit, but having someone to question me occasionally had its benefits. Usually I get by on dumb luck, but not always. On that expedition, dumb luck would have brought me back in a wooden box. 

			I found a trail of crusted blood weaving away from the tents and going deeper into the mountains. It was the only remnant of what happened. Everything else had either been wiped clean by one of a few blizzards or had been taken back to the gravesite by the Sherpas.

			“What could have done this?” said James, his voice becoming quiet.

			“Could have been a great many things. I can see why they thought it was a werewolf, but that doesn’t explain it all. If it had been, the blood would be scattered around the entire site, and they would have found more bodies. Werewolves don’t hunt out of hunger; they hunt for sport.” 

			I picked up a chunk of gore and looked at it between my thumb and forefinger as calmly as one might examine a gemstone. James gagged. 

			“Their affliction slows down the metabolism. It puts them in a state similar to a bear’s hibernation but without the sleep.” I stood up and flicked the red mush to the ground. “They could go years without eating if they wanted to. For the most part, it’s why they’re so damned hard to find.” I pulled out a pair of dark aviators and slid them over my eyes; the sun reflecting off the mountain was brutal in the morning light. 

			Just as I thought we would fail to find anything of use, a yellow flower caught my eye. Poking through the fresh snow was the torn canvas of a tent, and somehow, still blooming, a small flower. 

			“James, come look at this.” I walked over and brushed the snow away. Beneath the powder lay a ring of similar flowers woven into a wreath. 

			“What is it?”

			“These are yellow cobra lilies,” I said, picking up the flower. “A ring of them is supposed to ward off mountain spirits and keep climbers safe.” 

			I often found that ancient superstitions had some level of truth to them. The number of times that lines of chalk on the front of a door had saved my life were numerous, and after Latvia, I had never left home without at least one clove of garlic.

			James bent down to examine the wreath. “Look at this.” He pointed to a spot just below the flowers. Buds and petals had been trampled badly, but in the center of the ring was an unmistakable paw print. It was larger than the average dog, but small enough to bring a smile to my face. 

			“Well, hallelujah.” I rose to my feet.

			“What is it?”

			“Well, aside from you finally being useful, we’re not hunting a werewolf.” I stared at James, arms outstretched in a jovial gesture. “We’re hunting wargs.”

		


		
			 

			4. 
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			​​ON LUPINE CLASSIFICATION

			“Wargs?” Winston asked while scarfing the daintiest croissant Nick had ever seen. He thought it a miracle that the pastry didn’t crumble at the slightest touch. 

			“Yes, angry little buggers. Walking piles of fur that attack anything that’s not another warg. Sound familiar?”

			“Oh, yes, I’m quite familiar with them. I just didn’t know they nested so close to the Kwiyae region.”

			I never said we were in the Kwiyae. Nick regarded Winston suspiciously for a minute. “How was it that you got my information again? 

			“I paid a lovely young man in Bangladesh who said he had a score to settle.” 

			“Damn you, Martin.” Nick’s suspicion was forgotten as his hatred for shadow priests surfaced. 

			“Yes, Martin was his name. Made some very handy tonics as well.”

			I’m sure none of them contained snake oil, either, thought Nick, disgusted but also impressed by Martin’s ability to con. Shadow priests know nothing about potion making. 

			“I throw him into one underground fighting pit with a couple of undead soldiers and he turns on me like a yellow coward.” He finished his glass and set it down roughly on the table beside him. “At least it was a good bit of fun while it lasted. I’ll never forget his face when one of them got hold of his ankle.” Nick chuckled.

			Winston laughed half-heartedly, unsure whether Nick was being serious.

			“Oh, don’t look so severe. He turned out fine in the end. After all, he was alive when you saw him.” 

			If he knows Martin, that certainly doesn’t bode well. Nick had not been entirely truthful about his affront to Martin. The shadow priest could have easily survived a fight with the undead, but not after being knocked out with a stolen tribal club.

			“Yes, I suppose he did look well. Angry when I mentioned your name, but well.” 

			“Well, it’s good to know that he’s still as loose-lipped as ever. Now, where were we?” Nick could feel the effect of his drinks taking hold and was legitimately having trouble remembering where they were in his story. 

			“The wargs that killed that poor Sherpa’s family.”

			“Oh, yes.” Wish I could say it was them. “Wargs are nasty little buggers, I’ll give them that. But in the end, they’re not that much worse than the common wolf. Sure, they’re bigger and have a gnarly temper, but if you’ve got silver on you, they might as well be puppy dogs. Much easier to kill than a werewolf. Werewolves are inherently aggressive; they’ll stalk prey for days given the opportunity, but wargs stick to a single area. Wargs only attack to defend their territory, and lack intelligence. Where the werewolf was once human, the warg was merely a wolf bitten by the wrong astrological fate.”

			[image: ]

			I surveyed base camp and the bright morning that had dawned. 

			“We’re in luck. Wargs only hunt at night, and we’ve got all day to find their den.” Autumn in the mountains meant a much shorter day, but I knew the wargs’ den wouldn’t be far from the attack site. 

			The morning was turning out to be downright pleasant. The howling from the previous night had subsided, and the ache in my bones from nearly freezing to death was beginning to wane. A pack of wargs would make for a good bit of sport, with little danger. The only real threat was from the mountain itself. 

			“They must be just on the edge of their winter cycle. What confuses me is why the climbers were up here in the first place. They should have known better.” I thought that some questions might have been better left unanswered. 

			“You seem pretty chipper for someone standing atop the disemboweled remains of a climbing team,” said James, returning to his moody demeanor.

			“Why wouldn’t I be? I’m alive and they’re dead. If you want to mourn, there’s a gravesite back at the village. These,” I said, making a gesture to the bits of red stuck to the fresh snow, “are just the frozen remnants of nature’s wrath. Likely it will serve as a reminder to the others about why they don’t climb late in the year.”

			James stared at me with a mopey expression. 

			“Oh, come on, show me what you can do. Remind me why I brought you along in the
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