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01: Encounters In The Shadows
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"What the fuck?" Tommy Grogan murmured, after glancing up to see the tall, shadow-enshrouded silhouette advancing toward him from the rear southwest corner of the Way Station Bar & Restaurant.

He'd initially assumed it was a man, but as it moved nearer something about the outline of it—the way it walked—didn't look normal or natural. The closer it got, the more alarmed he became. The spiders of doubt that had begun creeping through Tommy's mind moments ago suddenly ran wild, their scrambling legs leaving tiny footprints of fear everywhere they touched.

"Back your shit up, man!” He threatened.

But the dark enigma offered no reply as it continued to lumber toward him.

"I'm serious dude! Back the fuck off, right now and I won't hurt ya'!"

The silhouetted figure wasn’t intimidated by his bravado, indicating any such intent as it continued to step methodically closer, moving out of the darkest shadows to stand just beyond the edge of the ambient glow of the security light atop the door he'd been trying to pry open. Tommy’s fear began to turn to panic as he realized there was something horribly wrong about the shape of this... thing. It was huge... and didn't look the way it should... if it was just a man.

Tommy had a well-known reputation with the cops in the Waukensee Police Department and Sheriff's Office and it wasn't a good one. Since the age of thirteen, he'd been hauled into the station multiple times for various violations; usually vandalism, public intoxication, and fighting.

As an adult, he'd continued his climb up the stepladder of lawlessness. Now, at the age of thirty-one, he was truly coming into his own as one of the local ne'er-do-wells. With a criminal history ranging from petty theft to vandalism, drug possession, and domestic violence, he'd become one of the usual suspects whenever a crime took place in the area.

Three nights ago he'd gotten into a drunken argument with the owner of the Way Station and was subsequently removed and barred from the premises. Considering that to have been a personal affront to his manhood, Tommy crafted his plan of revenge; he'd break into the tavern, steal anything of value, and then set fire to the place. He'd just begun to put all of that into motion when he was interrupted by a growling sound coming from the rear-west side of the building.

He'd assumed it was just a guard dog at first, but now, as the menacing figure stepped forward again, finally revealing itself in the full glow of the security light, two things happened. Tommy Grogan suddenly got religion... and for the first time as a sober adult... he pissed his pants.

"Oh God," he uttered under his breath as he took a step backward, urine running down the left leg of his jeans.

Even with the limited intelligence he possessed there was no denying that what he was looking at was a werewolf. It looked quite similar to various incarnations of such creatures he'd seen depicted in many horror films but this wasn't someone wearing a costume. It was all too terrifyingly real. Tommy was frozen, momentarily paralyzed with fear, eyes taking in the beast standing before him.

It stood hunched-over, but upright and on two legs. Even in that position, it was still at least two heads taller than he – ranging somewhere between seven and eight feet in height.

The creature's torso looked nearly human in overall shape although elongated proportionally in comparison. It was thickly muscled through the rib cage and chest area ascending into a set of broad, powerful shoulders, all of which were covered with a mix of tawny and brown fur varying from roughly one to four inches in length.

The upper arms also appeared human-like, with bulging biceps and triceps the likes of which bodybuilders would envy. But the similarity to humanity stopped at the forearms, which were longer than a person's. The hands also extended into disproportionately long fingers, each tipped with three-inch, black claws.

The beast's upper legs were thick and sinewy, tapering down as they progressed below the knee to the second joint, like a canine’s, and were covered in the same type of fur as the body, only slightly longer. The front of its feet—much larger than those of any mutt Tommy had ever seen—looked dog-like as well, while the heel resembled that of a human.

Its face terrified him; looking somewhat human in general features, but for the heavy brow-ridge and somewhat elongated, wolf-like snout. The beast's jaw hung open, distended, and lower than a person's would, its mouth filled with the dangerous sharp teeth of a predator.

But it was the creature’s eyes holding Tommy paralyzed despite his terror. Riddled with broken spiderwebs of blood-red veins, they were a shade of translucent orange that seemed to glow from within as the beast stood there, not ten feet away now, observing him intently as it again issued that guttural menacing growl.

Tommy took another cautious step back, in the process nearly tripping and falling over his gas can while reaching inside his leather jacket to draw his 9 mm pistol. He didn't even try to take proper aim; just quickly pointed it straight ahead and then fired. He would've sworn he'd seen the impact of the round tear into the side of the creature's abdomen—heard it strike the flesh—but he had no time to analyze beyond that.

With a howling roar that sounded straight out of a nightmare, the beast closed the distance between them with one leap and was on him. Violently raking down with one hand, its claws easily shredded through Tommy's leather jacket, cutting deeply into his shoulder, forcing him to drop his gun. The upper part of the sleeve fell away, as did a good portion of Tommy's bicep and tricep in a spray of flesh and blood.

He tried to scream, first in terror, but then agony as the creature lunged again, its gaping mouth covering his own as it bit down into his face and throat, instantly silencing him forever. The monster's saber-like teeth ripped through flesh, muscle, and tendon before effortlessly crushing bones beneath. It yanked its grisly maw away, tearing loose two-thirds of Tommy's face and throat with it.

A geyser of blood spewed from the ruptured jugular as the werewolf stepped back, allowing Tommy's body to crumple to the ground. The lycanthrope reared its head to the heavens, spewing forth blood, tissue, and bone as it unleashed a voluminous roar that echoed off the rural woodland hillsides into the crisp autumn night. At that same moment, the back door of the Way Station burst open and the werewolf whipped around to face its next potential adversary.

A blond-haired young woman of small stature, gun in hand and wearing a horrified expression on her pretty face, stood crouched in the doorway. The monster cocked its head at an angle, sniffed, and then barked softly while her eyes took in the grisly scene before her. With a shake of her head, she stood up and tucked the handgun into the back waistband of her jeans then crossed her arms and firmly set her lower jaw as she gave the creature a stern look.

"Cody Jensen! What have you gone and done now?" She shouted at the beast, "Good Lord!... Look at this! How am I gonna' get rid o' this mess by mornin’?” The woman stomped her foot and pointed back at the building, “You’d best get your ass inside right now! Shift back, get some damn clothes on, and grab some rags, the big bucket, and a mop, because I will not be cleanin' this shit up all by myself this time! Do you hear me, mister?"

With that, she turned and stomped back into the building, loudly slamming the steel door behind her. The chastised creature lowered its head and emitted a soft, dog-like whine as it dropped down to all fours. It sniffed at Tommy Grogan's body, lifted its leg, then pissed on his remains before slowly trotting back toward the southwest corner of the building from where it had first appeared.

*****
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THE TEMPTING AROMA of freshly brewed coffee was the first thing Cody Jensen noticed upon arriving for work at 1:30 PM the following afternoon. He stopped and poured a cup as his first order of business then headed back through the battered swinging doors to the kitchen area of the Way Station. He hadn't even made it to the prep-cook tables before his progress was halted by a female voice.

"Cody... can I please talk to you for a minute... before anyone else gets here?"

He stopped, then let out a long sigh before reaching up to run his fingers through his collar-length blond hair—a nervous habit he'd adopted during his early teens and never outgrown.

“Okay Sis, let's just go ahead and get this over with," he said, turning to face his sister, Carlyn Jensen. She was leaning against the door frame of her office.

"How’s your wound?" She asked, nodding down at his torso.

He waved off her concern. "I'll be fine," he answered, shaking his head, "The bullet just clipped the outside edge o' my ribs. It's pretty much already healed. I'll be good as new by tomorrow."

"Good," she nodded, her voice soft and contemplative as she momentarily weighed how she wanted to proceed with the conversation.

"Look Code," she began, using her childhood nickname for him in an attempt to ease the tension, "I understand you feel responsible for me ever since Mamaw and Papaw died, that you have a sense o’ duty to watch over and protect me. You're my brother and I dearly love and appreciate you for that but... sweetie... y’all just can't go around wolfin' - out and killin' all the people who start shit with me."

Cody looked up at the ceiling, pausing again to run his fingers through his hair while carefully considering his words, “Carly, we both know that Tommy Grogan was a lifetime loser, no good, piece-o'-shit. Hell, their whole family is nothin' but criminal trash. Now, I ain't a gamblin' man, but if I was, I'd lay strong odds that it was only a question o' time until he killed somebody in this town and it could've been us, last night if I hadn't stopped him. Hell, he’d already threatened that he was gonna' come back here and 'get ya' when you kicked his sorry ass outta' here a few nights back."

"Agreed, on all counts," she sighed, with a slow nod.

"You saw that gas can he had with him," Cody continued, “there's no doubt he was gonna' torch the Way Station and if you hadn't walked into your office exactly when ya' did and spotted him on the security cam we'd have never even known he was out there until it was too late."

"Yeah," she commented, 'I can't debate those points either.”

"So, while I definitely understand and gratefully appreciate your concern, please know that killin' ain't somethin' high on my list o' things I mean to make a habit of. Besides that, Grogan wouldn't even be dead if he hadn't shot me, which―by the way―was an attempt on my life. I was just gonna' scare him away but then he pulled the gun and the pain from gettin' shot sent me straight into beast mode. I'm sorry, Carly... but I just couldn't control what happened after that," he finished, tossing his hands in the air.

Her response was measured and softly spoken, "Just like that biker from up north at the County Fair last year who grabbed my ass then sucker-punched you when ya' tried to defend me? As I recall, that sent you into a rage too. Cody... I was barely able to get you outta' there without you goin' full-Were on him in front o' everyone. I checked the papers afterward. I read that he went missin' two nights later and was never seen again. You think I couldn't figure out what happened to him?" She said, then paused to emphasize her point while studying his reaction.

"Dylan was a year before that,” she continued, “granted, I admit, he was a psychopathic stalker who'd attempted to kill me... but I'd gotten a restrainin’ order against him. Jesus, Cody... I had to burn my shirt and jeans because the blood stains wouldn't ever completely wash out of 'em after helpin' you get rid o' what was left of him from the front yard. We were really lucky that time... and I know Sheriff Bo still suspects you to this day."

Cody sighed again and looked down at the floor, "Okay, Sis. Did the newspaper also mention that the biker just happened to be a drug dealer who was pushin' heroin and opioids around schools in the area? He was also a registered sex offender who had just got out o’ prison for assaultin' a minor."

Her brow furrowed, “I... No... I didn't know that, but..."

"With regard to Dylan..." Cody interjected, "Carly... this country is littered with the bodies of dead women who had restrainin' orders against their psycho, ex-boyfriends. You found out yourself when ya' went to the police for help just how limited the cops are in what they can do to protect y’all. They rarely get the chance to stop anything like that before it happens. They usually just get to show up after your body is cold. Well, I ain't gonna' let that happen to you. When Mamaw passed away I looked down at her in that casket and I swore an oath to her that I'd do everything I could to make sure no one ever hurts you again. I'm sorry if my fulfillin' that promise to her makes ya' uncomfortable."

Carlyn's eyes welled with tears as she silently walked to Cody and wrapped her arms around him. She buried her face against his chest, voice choking with emotion, “I just worry about you, little brother. Other than cousin, Corey; we're all the family each other has left in this world. When you shift into beast mode, you become somethin' else; not just physically, but emotionally too. In those moments you have a hard time controllin' yourself and sometimes you just unleash those violent instincts."

"I know," he softly replied, his gaze falling to the floor.

“Sometimes it scares the hell outta' me, Code. When it happens, you're unpredictable. That worries me to no end because there may come a time when I can't be there to help ya’ clean up and hide the mess afterward... I'm just tryin' to protect you too, ya' know?”

"I do get that... And I truly appreciate all your concern, Carly. You know that. But what am I supposed to do about it? It's not like I can change what I am. Bein' born a wolfman didn't come with an instruction manual. I'm tryin' to get a handle on it all... believe me. It's just hard when ya’ don't know how or where to even start."

"I know... I know," she nodded, "I just get scared; even more so because I wanna' help you but I have no answers when it comes to how to deal with that part o' your life."

He shrugged and shook his head, his expression sad, "You can't help me, Sis. It's my load. I'm the one who has to carry it. I have to find a way to control it better. I swear... I promise ya’ I’ll try harder."

Carlyn silently nodded before shifting back on topic.

"What did you do with... him? Where's his car?" She asked.

"Both are gone... and you don't need to know where I took either one. Just rest easy knowin' that Tommy Grogan won't ever be comin' around here to threaten your life no more."

"Okay," she sighed, "I guess we have no choice now but to leave it at that."

"Thank you. Now, I gotta' start preppin' the bar. Dan is off today and we'll definitely be busy tonight."

Carlyn nodded then slowly turned, stepped back into her office, and shut the door. She slumped into her desk chair and sniffed back a few additional tears before opening up invoices on the computer and starting to work.

It wasn't long before she became distracted from her tasks as memories of their childhood kept creeping into her mind. She smiled to herself, fondly recalling how they'd never fought like a lot of brothers and sisters in the same age range. They'd always been close. Even though she was the older of the two by a couple of years, it was Cody who usually seemed the elder; perennially watching out for her; protecting her from harm.

That was a good thing, because, like everyone else living here, she knew that Waukensee, West Virginia was different. There were... things... here that didn't exist in other places. Sometimes they were dangerous.

People had seen them throughout the decades, and even reported them to the police; beasts thought of as only legends throughout most of the country. They were the ‘elephant in the room’ for every Waukensian; talked about in hushed, fearful voices and only among close friends whom you could trust to not think you were crazy... simply because you knew that they'd seen the strangeness too. People didn't know exactly how or why these anomalies came to lurk around this area. They just knew they were here.

Waukensee is a place where the locals usually don't venture out very late at night. When they do, they travel together and stick to well-lit, public venues like the Way Station. It simply isn't wise to stray off alone into the darkness around this town. If you do, you just might not make it home... and everyone knows that.
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02: The Visitor
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"Cody! Where are those three Boilermakers I ordered ten minutes ago?" The shout came from behind two rows of patrons lined up in front of the bar.

"Shit... sorry! Hang on a sec, Leah! Comin' right up!"

Cody's head was spinning. 8:45 PM on a Friday night at the Way Station was not the time to get behind on one's game as a bartender, but he was. In fact, he'd been behind for about a half hour at that point; right after carloads of folks poured into the place after the high school football game ended.

The previously undefeated Waukensee Wildcats were victorious again tonight. Everyone was in a celebratory mood and Cody was paying the price for their enthusiasm as he desperately tried to keep pace with drink orders at the bar as well as those coming from the dining area via the waitresses.

He was too busy to notice a Native American man in his early fifties silently approaching the bar and then deftly leaning in between some of the patrons. The man watched the chaotic scene for a few moments and smiled.

"Hey amateur, you look like you could use a hand," he called out.

"Chief Dan! Hell yeah, brother!" Cody said, a look of relief washing across his face. "I hate to ask ya', what with this bein' your night off and all, but I could so use some help right now!"

"Sure thing, Code," Dan laughed, “give me some room and let me in there, junior. We'll see if we can get these folks taken care of."

The waiting patrons started to cheer and chant his name as Dan zig-zagged through the throng to make his way behind the bar. He was a well-known fixture at the Way Station, having worked there for a number of years when Cody's grandparents owned the place. Now he did so on a semi-retired, part-time basis, usually working the weekday, afternoon-to-evening shift. Mostly everyone in Waukensee knew him and it was difficult to find anyone who would say a negative thing about him.

"Thank you so much, Chief. You've got no idea how much I appreciate this," Cody grinned.

“When I heard the final score o’ the game I knew you’d be swamped and figured I should probably head on over here. I had a sneakin' suspicion you might need a hand before the night was out," Dan chuckled, then began serving customers.

Some folks of Native American ancestry might take offense at being called 'Chief', but Daniel Falling Star didn't. He knew that all the locals who referred to him by that did so with affection. Here at the Way Station, he considered it a nickname to be proud of, a respectful nod from the patrons and employees to his lineage going all the way back to the Shawnee Indians who long ago inhabited West Virginia. It was rumored that his family line traced back to Chief Tecumseh himself; a tale that Dan would neither confirm nor deny simply because he enjoyed leaving folks guessing.

With his help, Cody was finally caught up on all the drink orders within about twenty minutes, finishing the last one just as Carlyn made her way into the bar area via the kitchen door.

"Daniel!" She said, placing her hands on her hips in a mock scolding gesture. "What are you doin' behind the bar? This is supposed to be your night off!"

"I know, I know... I was gonna’ stop by for a beer anyway but I had to step up and pitch in for a few minutes to help save a fellow bartender. Cody was already neck-deep and drownin' fast when I walked in," Dan laughed.

"No shit... for real!" Cody nodded, "Carly, did you place that ad for another bartender?"

"Yes, little brother, I most certainly did. There’s been no applicants yet though. I even put a sign out front on the door but you probably didn't even notice it when you came in today did ya'?"

"Uh, no... my attention must have been occupied with somethin' else."

"Somethin' else or someone? Let me guess," she cocked an eyebrow at him, “one o' the pretty college gals from town was drivin' by at the time and you became completely distracted."

"Well... I ain't sayin' that was the case... but ya’ already know that's always a possibility with me," Cody flashed a mischievous grin while running his hand through his hair.

"Uh-huh... That's what I figured," Carlyn laughed, along with Dan.

Cody's reputation as a local ‘ladies’ man' was well known. Blessed with good looks, blond hair, blue eyes, and a pro athlete's build, he'd been the star wide receiver for the Waukensee Wildcats in his high-school football days seven years ago during his senior season.

He'd set state records for receiving yards and touchdowns as well as leading the team to the AAA State Championship Game at the Super Six Tournament up in Wheeling. The Wildcats came from behind in that contest to win on a touchdown pass to Cody with only seconds remaining on the clock. He instantly became a Waukensee local legend; something he'd always taken full advantage of ever since, especially when playing the field with the ladies.

The rest of the night went rather smoothly. With Dan's continued help, pitching in for a moment here and there whenever he was needed, Cody was able to keep pace with the drink orders and the bar did a whopping business from the grill as well.

Traffic slowed down considerably in the later hours after the football crowds cleared out and much to Cody and Dan's relief, Carlyn subsequently decided to close a bit early. With a hug and an extra cash tip from her for his efforts, Dan was the first to exit. Cody was out the door as soon as he'd prepped the bar for the next afternoon.

Because her home was located only forty yards directly behind the business, Carlyn wasn't in a hurry. She took her time to double-check anything else that might need done before grabbing her jacket and purse and then leaving at 1:47 AM.

It was a clear crisp autumn night―her favorite season―so Carlyn's pace was lazy and relaxed while walking to her house. She paused to deeply inhale the cool, clean air. Then, slowly releasing the breath, she let the steam from it billow away, white and cloud-like in the soft breeze and ambient light from the parking lot behind her. Carly smiled as she resumed her trek, relishing this atmosphere with its moonlit sky and the soft rustle of leaves gently whispering to each other, seemingly in conversation as they tumbled alongside to accompany her journey home. Unfortunately, her peaceful reverie was short-lived.

"Aaaawww, shit! Damn, raccoons!" She grumbled upon realizing that the animals, which frequently visited her trash cans, had managed to pry off one of the lids and strew garbage all along the west side of the gravel driveway.

"I knew I should've put the bricks back on top o' the cans before I left. C'mon Carly... start listenin' to that little voice in your head when it tells ya' to do somethin'."

Placing her purse on the front porch steps, Carlyn began the methodical cleanup of the trash, aided by the multiple security lights that Cody had installed around the fifty-four-year-old house the previous summer.

It was a well-maintained home for its age and Carlyn was thankful for the occasional upgrade and repairs that Cody would stop by and do after visiting her. She smiled as she thought of this while picking up the crusty remnants of the pizza they'd shared during his most recent visit on Wednesday afternoon.

Cody would never ask her if something needed fixing. He always just seemed to notice whenever it did and sometimes she would go somewhere only to come home later to find the problem already repaired by his handiwork. He truly was always looking out for her, even when it came to the house.

Having completed her garbage cleanup, Carlyn walked back around to the front porch and picked up her purse. She'd just put her foot on the first step when she heard a loud cracking sound emanate from the edge of the forest about one-hundred-fifty feet to the northern side of the property.

Her head pivoted in that direction as she paused to listen, her foot still planted on the step. There it was again... another loud cracking sound; as if something heavy was shifting its weight while standing on the broken branches littering the ground.

Having been raised around the woods by her grandfather, Carly didn't spook easily upon hearing such sounds at night. Stepping back from the porch, she walked about twenty feet in the direction of the noise before reaching into her purse and pulling out the small flashlight she carried. She quickly realized, though, that the tiny beam it emitted was insufficient to illuminate anything beyond twenty feet or so in front of her.

"Cody! Are you out there screwin' around? If ya’ are, I don't appreciate it, especially after what happened last night!"

But silence was the only response to her query and Carlyn's gut feeling began telling her that this wasn't him. Sure, he would occasionally pull a humorous brotherly prank on her from time to time but he'd never do anything to try to truly frighten her.

She shifted the flashlight to her left hand while slowly reaching into her purse to withdraw her Glock 9 mm. Although she'd never had to fire it for any reason other than target practice, Carlyn was glad Cody had insisted on buying the gun for her the previous year.

"If someone is messin' around, this is posted, private property! Y’all best get movin' on real quick or I'll get Sheriff Bo out here!"

Silence... then... CRACK!

It was much louder this time causing Carlyn to jump back a step in response. She lingered there another few moments, trying to peer into the darkness fronting her. Then... something unexpected... what sounded like a deep slow exhale of breath... as if it was mimicking her earlier gesture.

Carlyn was small of stature; lucky to be five feet, two inches tall in heeled shoes and weighing one hundred-five pounds at the most but she was feisty in demeanor; a true West Virginia-raised girl who wasn't afraid to scrap with someone if the situation called for it. Now she felt that aspect of her personality coming to the fore as her ire quickly started rising at the thought that someone might be out there deliberately trying to frighten her... or perhaps worse.

“Screw it," she muttered, before determinedly stomping toward the source of the sounds in the woods. “Y’all better be a deer, a bobcat, or a bear because if you're somebody messin' with me, I'm tellin' ya' right now, I won't hesitate to pull this trigger!"

CRASH!

It instantly sounded like trees and brush were exploding as something large took off at a high rate of speed. It was running away from the edge of the tree line, stomping and smashing through the underbrush as it quickly moved deeper into the forest. Carlyn had come to an abrupt stop at the initial sound. She hovered there, listening to her heart rapidly pounding as she tried to see beyond the first rows of trees.

Whatever it was, she knew by the sound alone that it was big... certainly larger than any of the local wildlife, or especially a person, both of which she now seriously doubted. It was fast and agile as well, having crashed through what sounded like seventy-plus feet of thick forest in only ten to twelve seconds.

To Carlyn's thinking, that likely ruled out a black bear. Although native to the state, they were infrequently encountered and even though they could move fast for their size, she was fairly certain one couldn't move that quickly through the heavy underbrush in these woods.

She inched closer to the forest edge, shining her light to and fro, finger now resting in the ready position near the trigger of the gun. Squinting into the darkness, she was able to see a couple of three-inch-thick saplings that were snapped off at a height of about six feet or so.

"What the hell kind o' animal could do that?" She softly pondered.

Her rush of anger-fueled courage now spent, Carlyn was beginning to get the creeps. With no obvious explanation at hand as to what the mysterious visitor was, she started to carefully back-step away from the edge of the forest while keeping her eyes, light, and gun pointed in that direction as she listened for any further sound of movement. A minute or so later—although it seemed much longer than that to her—she was finally back in front of her house.

“Okay, that's enough freaky excitement for one night," Carly chuckled nervously, shaking her head as she returned the gun and flashlight to her purse and then went inside.

Because she'd been in the beams of the bright security lights while picking up the trash just before going toward the forest edge, her eyes still hadn't fully adjusted to the darkness when she'd gotten close to the source of the mysterious sounds.

Had Carlyn lingered a minute or so longer until her eyes adjusted to the darkness and peered further into the woodlands she might have seen the set of large, glowing yellow eyes at a height of nearly nine feet carefully watching her every move.
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03: Knights
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The next morning, Carlyn was still perplexed and troubled by the strange encounter from the previous night, enough so that she called Sheriff Bo Cromwall's office to report the incident. A half hour later the crunching sound of a cruiser's tires resonated on the gravel driveway and she stepped out to meet him. She smiled in surprise when she realized it wasn't Bo, but his deputy, William Stobbs.

"Deputy Billy!" She said, grinning with delight. 

"Hey, Carly!" He smiled in return. 

"I'm so glad you’re here and not Bo," she laughed.

"Well, you know Bo. These days he tries not to vacate his chair at the office unless we have the equivalent of a Homeland Security alert in progress."

Carlyn chuckled and hugged her former high-school classmate, "How have you been, sweetie? We haven't seen you and Janice stop by the bar for dinner in some time.”

"Yeah, it's been a while since we’ve been in. We're good. We've just been busy. Toby is playin' football this year so we're both jugglin' our schedules to make sure he gets to school, practices, and games. It's been pretty hectic."

"Oh, wow... yeah, I'm sure that's been hard for ya’ both. Well, you guys stop in soon and dinner is on me, okay? That's so cute that Toby is playin' football now. I'll have to tell Cody. He'll love hearin' that. Hey, if you want, I'm sure he'd love to stop by your place and give him some informal coachin'."

“Oh wow, that would be great. I'm sure Toby would enjoy it."

"Good, when he comes in to work this afternoon I'll tell him to give you a call."

"Awesome," he replied, “Well, I suppose we should get down to the business at hand. So, you had some kinda' someone or somethin' creepin' around here late last night, huh?"

"Yeah, and I apologize in advance because I realize this is probably just me bein' a little 'fraidy girl' over some animal in the woods but I'm glad to have you here to check it out. Bein' the big-time hunter that you are I'm sure you'll be able to figure out whatever it was."

That made Billy grin. “Ha! ‘Fraidy-girl’, my ass! I don’t buy that for one minute. It truly must’ve been somethin' troublesome to have spooked you, Carly. You've been a little badass ever since you were whuppin' boys older than you in Primary school! I know you don't scare easily," Billy chuckled, then continued in a more serious tone, “Okay, so tell me what happened and we'll take a look at where it took place and see if we can get to the bottom o' this mystery for ya'."

"All right. Let's do it."

As she led him out toward the tree line she relayed the tale of the strange event of the previous night, "Funny thing is—and somethin' else that I thought of this morning but not when it was happenin’—while I was cleanin' up the garbage that the raccoons had strewn everywhere, I picked up a bunch o' pizza crusts. You'd think they would've eaten those. So, I'm wonderin' if whatever it was that spooked me must have scared them off too, maybe right before I got there. That makes me wonder if it was roamin' around up close by the house when I was walkin' over from the bar."

Bill considered her idea, “It’s possible... A bigger predator will generally scare away smaller ones but I looked when we were back there a minute ago and I didn't see any sign of somethin’ large in your side yard. You do have a lot o' gravel over there, though. It could've been on that, which would make its tracks hard to discern."

"Well, here we are," Carlyn said, pointing to the edge of the tree line ahead.

They both stopped at the spot she'd indicated and stared in shock.

"Jesus, Carly..." Bill's voice quietly trailed off, “It looks like a rhino charged through here."

They both looked on in dismay at the trail of destruction, roughly five feet wide and eight feet high, that was torn through the lower forest foliage. Leaves were already off the trees at this time of year, but everything else; from briars and sticker bushes to weeds, long grasses, and saplings, was crushed, broken off, smashed, or torn loose.

"Holy shit, Billy... In the dark last night I couldn't see just how much damage it did. What kinda' animal from around here could do that?"

"None that I know of... that's for sure," he said, shaking his head while studying the pathway a few moments more, "I'll tell you what, let's head back over to the house for a minute. Before we look into it any further I wanna' call my buddy, Heath, from Animal Control and get him out here with one of his trackin' dogs."

"You think he'll know what did it?" She looked nervously at the destroyed brush again.

"Honestly, I don't know. At face value... I gotta' say, it's pretty weird. But Heath is an expert and if there's an animal-related explanation for it I'd lay odds he can tell us what it would be."

"Okay."

Roughly an hour later, Heath showed up with his bloodhound, 'Boo'. After introductions were made to Carlyn, he and Bill began to head for the forest.

"You want me to come with y’all?” Carlyn called out to Bill.

"Nah, it would be best if you stay here, Carly. Just in case we do run into some kind o' dangerous animal."

"Okay, I'll be waitin' here with a couple o’ colas for ya’.”

"Good deal!"

The two men returned to the area in question and began their investigation.

"Damn, Bill... That's one big boy that made this trail... whatever he is," Heath said, looking both impressed and somewhat nervous.

"Yeah... now ya’ see why I called you over here."

"Uh huh," Heath muttered while still surveying the damage to the foliage a few moments longer before turning his attention to the dog. 

"Okay Boo," Heath said, as he attached a long leash to the bloodhound's collar. "Get yer' scent, boy. Go sniff 'im out," he instructed.

They watched the dog start to work the trail, moving rapidly back and forth, its nose to the ground. It slowly moved forward into the trail and then barked.

"Good boy, Boo, get that bad boy! Go get 'im!" Heath encouraged.

Boo took off at a quick trot, going about fifteen feet into the trail before stopping short, causing both men to nearly fall over him. The dog then began to whine and back away from the path. Heath stood there watching him, his facial expression giving away his confusion at the dog's behavior.

"What’s wrong, Boo? There's nothin' to be scared of," he coaxed, then tugged hard on the leash, trying to get the dog back on the trail. But it would have none of it and fought back fiercely; whining and yelping the entire time.

"He ever done this before?" Bill questioned.

"Never..." Heath's answer trailed off as he stared contemplatively at the trail ahead.

"Whatcha' wanna' do?"

"Let's take him back beyond the start o’ the trail and try again."

They walked back to where they were initially standing on Carlyn's property and Boo's behavior immediately changed to that of a normal content canine. After petting and calming the dog a bit more, they tried again only to have him react identically at the same spot on the trail. They walked back to the head of the path.

"Damn... I'm sorry, Bill. He's just scared shitless o' whatever he's scented on that trail. It's weird... this dog has treed multiple black bears over the years. He's normally fearless."

“Do you smell anything?” 

Heath shook his head and frowned, “Nah, whatever it is it must be out of our sensory capability.”

“Agreed. I don’t smell anything either... Well," Bill contemplated, "let's take Boo back up to your truck, I'll get my shotgun and we can check the trail ourselves. It's not like it's gonna' be hard to follow," he smiled.

“That’s for sure, okay, let’s do that.”

They returned and secured the dog to the truck then Bill informed Carlyn of their plans. He loaded his shotgun while Heath selected his tranquilizer rifle.

"How big of a load you got in that?" Bill asked.

“Highest dose I’ve got. Enough for a large black bear... maybe in the four-hundred-plus pound range," Heath shrugged.

"Think that'll do it?"

"Depends on what it is. I've got no exact idea of its size or weight, so I'm guesstimatin' my dosage. But... if it's not enough, that's why you've got that with ya’, right?" Heath smiled while nodding to Bill's shotgun.

"Yeah, I just loaded it with slugs."

"All right, let's go see what blazed that trail. We can't keep that pretty, little gal wonderin' what scared her," Heath smiled.

Billy replied, with a roll of his eyes, “Oh, so now that you've seen Carly you suddenly wanna' be her knight in shining armor, huh?"

“Hey... it beats bein' a coward, runnin' with his tail between his legs, like Boo," Heath chuckled.

"Okay, 'Sir Heath’, let's go," Bill shook his head and laughed, gesturing toward the tree line.”

“Oh no, I follow your brave lead, 'Sir Bill'," Heath bowed and ceremoniously motioned with a flourish of his hand toward the woods.

They walked back down to where the forest carnage began. As Bill had stated, it wasn't hard to follow the telltale signs. As they made their way further in, the path started to zig-zag, leaving less visibility to their front and rear. At this point, their anxiety levels began to rise and both men quit joking and were on full alert. Bill nearly jumped out of his skin when Heath unexpectedly called out for him to stop after he'd stepped over a fallen tree. He looked at him, eyebrows raised in question. Heath replied by pointing to the ground about three feet to the left of Bill's shoe.

"Whoa," Bill uttered, as they both knelt to stare at the large track.

"Damn Bill, that's way big."

"What the hell is it, though?"

“I dunno’... look at the front. That part looks canine... but the back of it is weird... almost looks like a human heel. I've never seen anything like that before...here in West Virginia or anywhere else."

Heath placed his foot next to it and softly whistled as they noted that the track was roughly seven inches longer and three inches wider than his hunting boot.

"What size boot do you wear?"

"Twelve and a half," Heath soberly replied, then glanced around nervously at the densely forested area surrounding them.

They studied the track for a while longer, Bill pulling out his mobile phone to take some photos and video of it, "Well buddy, let's follow this trail out to the end. Keep your tranq gun ready."

"Fuck the tranq gun. Give me your sidearm, Bill," Heath said, nervously.

"You okay, man?”

"Yeah, I know your handgun likely isn't gonna' stop somethin' that size unless I get off a perfect headshot but I'd just feel a lot safer at the moment carryin' somethin' loaded with bullets instead o' sleeping pills. C'mon... you know that I know how to handle it," Heath answered while gesturing to Bill's gun.

The deputy sheriff considered it for a moment then pulled his .45 from the holster and two large-capacity magazines from his belt, handing them all to Heath. "Okay,” he nodded, “the trail is startin' to widen out just ahead, so let's go get this done. Stay right beside me."

"Trust me, Bill,” Heath nodded, racking a round into the gun’s chamber, “I got no intention of wanderin' away from ya'."

They slowly moved forward, being as quiet as possible and pausing every ten feet or so to listen. They found one more partial track of the front of the foot, which Bill again stopped to photograph before they continued onward. Cautiously approaching a rise in the trail, they both looked briefly at each other when they heard the sound of rustling water just beyond.

"Awwww shit," Bill muttered, stopping at the top of the rise and looking down at the nearly thirty-foot-wide creek below them. "I was afraid o' that. I knew we had to be gettin' close to it."

"It ain't all that deep, should we cross over and look?" Heath asked.

"No, this creek is the borderline for the Mon National Forest. If it crossed over there I’ll have to send it to the Department of Natural Resources and let them look into it."

"Well, I guess that's it then. It's not our problem anymore. Let DNR tackle that big SOB," Heath said, sounding somewhat relieved.

"Unless it comes back to visit Carly's place again," Bill looked at him.

"Well, from what you told me of her encounter it sounds like she spooked it away. That's a good thing, Bill because that means it's afraid of humans, which is the precise reaction that we want from a mysterious, giant, dog-man-thing... or whatever the hell it is," Heath chuckled nervously.

"Yeah, you're right. Okay, let’s get back so I can call it in to DNR."

"You don't have to convince me o' that," Heath nodded, ”if you don't mind though, I'd like to keep hold of your gun until we get to the property line again?"

"Understood," Bill replied, as they began their return, "What the hell is it about Waukensee that draws out these freaky, weird, crypto-critter reports?"

"I wish I knew,” Heath shrugged, “but you know the most recent history of it all as well as I do. It all started back in 1973 with old Jerald West's Bigfoot sighting out behind the hay barn on his farm. He swore he was bein' truthful about that story right up to the day he went to his grave. Ever since then, you name it and someone has probably claimed to have seen it here: Bigfoot, Lizard Man, Mothman, Chupacabra, Werewolves, Shape-Shifters, and even weirder shit. Hell, about five or six years back I heard that Frankie McFadden claimed to have had a conversation with what he described as some 'hot lookin', vampire chick' in the town square at 2:00 AM one mornin'! People just see bizarre things around here. Maybe Waukensee is some kind o' portal to another dimension," he chuckled.

"Yeah... maybe so," Bill's voice trailed off as he contemplated Heath's reply.

Carlyn was petting Boo while waiting for them by the truck when they made their way out of the tree line. She went over and met them halfway, walking alongside them as they returned to their vehicles.

"Well, did ya’ find anything?” She asked as she handed each man a cola.

"We followed the trail to the creek that borders the Mon National Forest. Beyond that is DNR territory, so they'll have to look into it over there. As soon as I get back to the office I'll put in a call to them with the GPS coordinates I set in my phone," Bill replied.

"Did ya’ find any tracks?"

Heath looked to Bill, who hesitated for a moment, then nodded back at him.

"We did find one track, Miss Jensen," Heath answered, “It’s hard to tell what it was, though. I'm guessin' that you probably spooked an exceptionally large black bear. He was likely honing in on the scent of the garbage the raccoons left all over the ground by your house."

"Huh," Carly contemplated, tongue-in-cheek, frowning as she considered Heath's explanation. He couldn't help but notice that she looked rather unconvinced by it.

"Must’ve been a state-record-sized bear then," she commented.

"Well, it's rare... but... we do occasionally get some pretty big ones," he offered.

Fortunately, Bill came to his rescue, “I’ll put in that call to DNR as soon as I get back, Carly. I know some folks there. They'll send rangers out to look into it before today is out or tomorrow at the latest. I'll give ya’ a heads up if they find anything."

"Okay. Thanks, Billy. I appreciate it."

"Bye, Miss Jensen, it was nice meetin' you," Heath shook her hand then placed his tranquilizer rifle back in the truck before loading Boo into his carrier.

"Thanks for comin' out. Oh, I gave Boo some water while you were gone. He looked thirsty sittin' there by the truck."

"Thanks. And Boo says, 'thanks’, too," he smiled before climbing in and driving away.

Carlyn turned her attention back to Bill. She crossed her arms and her lower jaw jutted forward as pinned him with a hard stare.

"Okay. Now that he's gone... don't you dare try to bullshit me, Billy Stobbs. We both know that a black bear didn't tear up half my woods like that. I saw the way you nodded to him when I asked about the track. What did you two really find out there?"

Bill smiled, "Still the same tough, little gal you were in high school, ain't ya’?”

"Damned straight," she nodded.

"Okay... the track we found was... weird. It looked like a dog's... but it was a lot bigger and longer. The back of it was shaped odd, too... kinda' like a human heel. Heath doesn't have an explanation for it. I don't either. I've been huntin' these woods since I was a kid and I don't know of any animals here in West Virginia whose tracks match that.

"Well... that's just wonderful," she said, tossing her hands in the air while slowly turning in a circle. "So, apparently I've got some kind o' rhino-sized Hell Hound runnin' around in the woods just beyond my house."

"I wouldn't worry too much, Carly. Heath made a good point to me when I was concerned about it possibly comin' back. He noted how you'd said that it took off as soon as you started approachin' it in a threatenin' manner. That means you scared it a helluva lot more than it frightened you. There's a lot of land located away from people over there in the Mon Forest, so my thoughts are... that kinda' remote territory will be a lot more to its liking than over here. I doubt it'll venture back this way again."

"Yeah, I guess that does make sense. Funny though, that tiny, little me would scare off somethin' that big," she chuckled.

"Are you kiddin'?" He grinned. "It's that infamous ‘Carlyn Jensen temper’. Folks in our graduatin' class probably still tell legendary stories about it."

"What can I say, Billy? My Papaw raised me to take no shit," she emphasized with a grin and a nod.

"Well, I better head on back so I can put the call in to DNR. It's been good seein' you again, Carly. Hopefully next time it'll be for a less troublesome reason," he smiled.

"It's good seein' you too, Billy," she replied, hugging him. "I'm serious about that dinner, too. You bring Janice and Toby to the Way Station and I'll take care of y’all."

"We'll do that soon. I promise," Bill said, stepping into his cruiser.

Carlyn smiled, giving him a final wave as he backed out of the driveway and turned onto the road fronting the bar. Her mind momentarily drifted back to the past and their school days together. She'd had a huge crush on him in high school but they'd never made it to the dating stage. Since their early teens, he'd always been so mesmerized by her gal-pal, Janice that he just didn't ever see Carlyn as more than a friend.

Not that Carlyn Jensen ever had trouble getting attention from the boys. She had always been an attractive girl. Her blond hair fell somewhat below her shoulders to frame blue eyes and a nicely sculpted, cute face with wide, angled cheekbones. All the work at the bar kept her in shape too and she had what many a local had described as a "real nice figure for such a little gal." Some folks thought it odd that she wasn't already married by now but with the majority of her attention focused on running the Way Station, she simply didn't have room in her schedule for dating. Running the business consumed most of her time.

"Oh well...maybe one o' these days," she mused as she went inside the house, her thoughts of monstrous, dog-creatures temporarily forgotten as she turned her attention toward the work day ahead.
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Gray skies brought the threat of rain later that afternoon when Carlyn walked the short distance from home to work. Chilled wind slashed hard against her skin, battering her hair and causing it to flail about, making it difficult to see without using a hand to keep it away from her face. By the time she was halfway to the bar, she regretted not wearing a heavier jacket but still pressed onward.

Cody was already at the Way Station, having come in early to change out a keg and do some other prep work. Carlyn weighed the merits of whether to tell him about the strange encounter from the night before but ultimately decided against it, figuring he'd just worry that much more about her.

"Code!" She called out, unsure of his exact whereabouts.

"Back In the kitchen!" Came his muffled reply.

She stepped through the swinging doors and nearly fell over a stack of large plastic trays filled with bread, buns, and assorted dinner rolls. After steadying herself by grabbing the edge of one of the food-prep tables she looked to Cody, who was shifting the trays around on various wooden pallets in the storeroom just beyond.

"I see Bradshaw's delivered the baked goods order I called in yesterday," she chuckled.

"Yeah," Cody nodded, “the driver was already waitin' for me when I got here. I figured I'd just go ahead and rotate the stock now and we won't have to mess with it later."

"Works for me,” she replied, with a thumbs-up gesture, “Here, let me give ya’ a hand with those."

"Thanks."

"Oh hey, before I forget... I saw Billy Stobbs this morning. He said that Toby is playin' football now. I thought maybe you might wanna' stop by there and give him some pointers?"

Cody grinned, “Yeah sure, that'd be fun,” he nodded, “I really wouldn't mind gettin' into coachin' someday.”

"Great, I'll text you his number. I told him you'd give him a call and set up a time with him."

"Sounds good, Sis. Where did ya' run into Billy? I haven't seen him for a good while."

Carlyn hesitated, not anticipating having to answer that question, "He, uh... he was drivin' back to the Sheriff's Department from a call he'd been on. I just happened to be outside when he was passin' by so he stopped for a chat. Said he and Janice haven't been in for dinner lately because they're so busy now.”

“Makes sense,” he replied, stacking the last bread tray in place. “Bill is a good guy. I always liked him... and I know you've always had a crush on him,” he grinned and winked at her. 

"Well... yeah," she said, blushing as she looked down at the floor.

Noting her reaction, Cody resisted the temptation to further tease her about it. “Text me his number and I'll give him a call before we open," he smiled.

"Thank you. I'm sure Toby will love it."

"Okay, I'm gonna finish preppin' the bar so it's all ready to go when Dan gets here. "

"Sounds good. I've gotta' go call Lambert Distribution to place a beer order, then Harris Meats for a whole bunch of other stuff. You want me to get you some o' those steaks that I got for us last time? I’m thinkin’ they’re still on sale.”

"Hell yeah, Sis those were good eatin'."

"Will do," Carlyn replied, as she turned and headed for her office.

Cody finished his work behind the bar shortly thereafter, just as Dan arrived for his afternoon shift.

"Chief, what's happenin', brother?" Cody greeted him.

"Just tryin' to get the awful chill from that wind outta' my bones," Dan replied, shivering as he stepped into the foyer.

"Yeah, those temps dropped quite a bit overnight. Fall is here for sure now. Hey, I changed the keg and stocked the glasses for ya'. You should be all set to go. I gotta' go call a friend of ours then help prep some things in the kitchen."

"Thanks, Code. Much appreciated."

Cody winked and pointed at him in reply then went back to Carlyn's office to grab his phone.

About an hour later, the waitresses, Donna, Chris, and Leah, began to arrive. Both the cooks, Scott and Rick, showed up shortly thereafter. Final preparation was finished and they opened for business at their regular time of 3:00 PM.

Established by Carlyn and Cody's grandfather, Erik, in the late 1970s, the Way Station was well-located, situated south of Elkins and just north of Waukensee, near the Waukensee Road and US Route 219/250 crossroads. It did a solid business, picking up a lot of traffic from workers heading home to and from their daily jobs.

Built from the remnants of a massive barn that once served as a repair and storage facility for mining equipment, it was originally referred to as the 'Way Station' back then too, a nickname given to it by the company owners and those who’d worked there. 

After one of the nearby coal mines shut down, Carly's grandfather, then a recently retired miner himself, purchased the land and building from the company, dismantled some of it, and then built the bar out of the remaining framework. He decided to keep the already well-known 'Way Station' title as its name.

He then took what was left of the salvaged lumber from the original structure and along with wood milled from timber behind the property, used that to build his home on the subsequently cleared lot to the rear of the bar.

In the 1980s Erik added two significant additions to the business; the side annex for the billiards room, jukebox, and dance floor, and a small kitchen in the rear to serve hot sandwiches at the bar, with Carlyn's grandmother, Martha, serving as the head cook.

In the mid-1990s, Erik again invested in the Way Station, this time with a major remodeling project. Utilizing the still unused portion of the structure, he added a large extension to the south end, turning that into a family restaurant-style dining area featuring twelve booths and fourteen tables. He also extended the rear kitchen to run the full length of the building, added ten more feet of bar space, and increased the floor area of the billiards annex to fit in two additional pool tables.

All the work paid off. Customers flocked to the newly improved business and Erik and Martha Jensen made a solid profit until he passed away in 2008 due to complications from COPD. Martha, with Cody's help, continued running the Way Station for a couple more years while Carlyn took business and marketing courses at Waukensee Community College. Then, just before Martha's passing in mid-2010, she turned the Way Station over to Carlyn and Cody.

Carlyn utilized the knowledge gained from her college studies to steadily build the business since then. Utilizing Cody as her Manager/Jack-Of-All-Trades to help keep things running smoothly, she was now reaching the point where she was finally beginning to feel comfortable that she’d be able to keep the business they'd inherited.

Most of their customers were regulars; blue-collar tradesmen and family folk, many coming from the coal industry and more recently, the oil & gas drilling companies that had moved heavily into the state in response to the Marcellus Shale energy boom.

Every day, between three and five o'clock, the place would fill up with hungry workers ready for a quick meal and cold beverage. The rest of the night, they would get family traffic in the dining room along with their regular local patrons at the bar. When the college kids would stop in on the weekends they often filled the pool tables and dance floor.

People liked the Way Station because they knew that the Jensen siblings ran a tight ship and didn't allow troublemakers to hang around. That reason alone was why Dan's internal sense of alarm went off when he glanced up through the front window and saw one man in particular approaching. Quickly walking back into the kitchen area, he found Cody stacking freshly cleaned dinnerware onto racks.

"Code... can you come out here for a minute?"

"Sure, what's up?"

"Might be somethin', might be nothin’... don’t know yet. Never seen this guy here before. He's a biker... and he's... uh... kinda' big. I'd like to have some backup available, just in case I need it."

"You got it, Chief," Cody slapped his back and they headed out front. His reaction after passing through the swinging double doors and into the bar area was almost comical.

"Jesus, Dan... that is one huge dude!”

"Now you see why I asked you to come out here," Dan smiled, warily eyeing the giant of a man.

"No shit. I ain't seen anyone that big except maybe a couple of those pro wrestlers at that show over at the Community Center a couple years back."

Cody made himself look busy behind the bar while Dan approached, smiled, looked up... and up... and greeted their super-sized patron, "Evenin'. Welcome to the Way Station. Anything particular I can get you?"

"Give me a mug o' whatever you got on draft," the giant replied, his incredibly deep and resonant voice rumbling from his diaphragm.

Dan filled and placed the mug in front of him. The man lifted it to his bearded mouth, draining half of the contents in one swallow. While he did so, Cody and Dan each took a few fleeting glances to study him.

As Dan had said, the man was a biker and rode with a club. That much was evident by the patch-adorned vest he wore over his leather jacket. Although they couldn't yet see the back of it to identify the club he rode with, the front was decorated with a couple of patches affiliated with the motorcycling lifestyle; one bearing his position as club president the other, his road name.

He certainly looked the part, with long, dark-blond hair and a lengthy, braided beard hanging below his chest. Beginning on the forehead, near the inside of his right eye, a scar traversed at an angle down onto his cheek. It was hard to estimate his age although Dan surmised he was maybe in his early thirties. Cody guessed his height at around six feet, ten inches; his weight easily over three hundred pounds, possibly close to four hundred.

Dan marveled, wondering how his incredibly wide shoulders had fit through the entrance door. He took special note of the huge silver rings on the giant’s right hand; one bearing a metal skull, the other adorned with some type of rune-like symbol. He couldn't help but wonder how many faces that massive, ringed fist had likely pummeled in this fellow's lifetime.

As the big man drained the rest of the mug in a second swallow, Cody and Dan both happened to get a better glance at the patch bearing his road name, which read: ODIN.

Placing the mug back on the bar, the giant spoke again, his low-octave, rumbling voice easily cutting through the din of the crowd, subsequently causing more than a few patrons to glance his way.

"Good draft,” he nodded, “hit me again.”

An ever-smiling Dan quickly refilled his mug.

“Thanks,” the giant took it and addressed him, “this your place?"

"No, it’s not mine. I just tend bar here."

"Who is the owner?"

Dan happily gave a nod in Cody's direction, "Code?"

Cody stepped up, "I'm Cody Jensen. Technically, I don't own the place. My sister does. I help her run it though. What can I do for ya'?"

"I'd like to talk to the owner. Is your sister around?"

"Uh...yeah, hang on a sec'. She's in the back. I'll get her."

The giant nodded his approval, then lifted his fist again, quickly draining another half mug of draft in one gulp.

A few moments later Cody returned with Carlyn, who, even though he'd tried to warn her, actually jumped with surprise at the size of this man. Her first thought upon seeing his braided beard was that it reminded her of the dwarves in the Lord Of The Rings movies. That made her want to giggle but thankfully she was able to control that urge. She stepped forward, offering her hand.

"Hi, I’m Carlyn Jenson," she smiled, "I own the Way Station. My brother says you wanna’ speak to me?"

The giant raised a curious brow, his eyes roaming up and down, obviously and unashamedly appraising her before returning to rest on her face. He reached out to shake hands, her tiny one vanishing within his.

"I'm Gunnar, but folks call me Odin. That's my road name."

"Well, that's a rather fittin’ road name for a big fella' like yourself," she smiled again.

He grinned in return, "Yeah. Most people aren't too surprised to learn that."

"So, Gunnar, what can I do for ya'?"

He reached into his jacket, pulling out a folded manila envelope from which he extracted some papers.

"I got a fellow biker by the name of Tommy Lloyd from up near Elkins. He don't ride with our club, but he's a friend and we're tryin' to help him out. His seventeen-year-old daughter went missin' last night. I'm goin' around to different businesses in the area to ask if anyone has seen her and see if folks will post these flyers with her picture and info."

Carlyn took the flyer and held it up
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