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Chapter One

​ I met Benjamin Frist one day a while back at the
end of an afternoon at the park, and it happened that meeting him
turned out to be right handy.

When I met him, I didn’t know he was a
dentist, and he thought I was a dog--but wait, I’m getting way
ahead of myself. It’s gonna take a minute to get back to him, but
it’s best to start at the beginning because that afternoon at the
park ended rather stressfully and set off a slew of unwelcome
events designed to disrupt the lull we’d had for three
years…

***

It was Memorial Day weekend. I didn’t have
to go in to the barbershop, and Sam didn’t have to go to the
massage parlor, so we took the opportunity that Saturday to
go picnicking in the park. Annamae and I were on our way to the
john when a man stepped out from behind a large willow oak
and directly into our path, forcing us to either run into him or
stop.

Annamae, looking down at her cellphone and
texting with a friend, gazed at me puzzled when I caught her by the
shoulder and stopped. Then, she noticed the man blocking our way.
She looked up at him with narrowed eyes.

He struck what he undoubtedly thought was a
badass pose: legs spread apart with arms crossed over his wide
chest. He sported a heavy black leather jacket with matching pants
tucked into his black, calf-hugging boots. The hot afternoon was in
the process of segueing into warm early evening, so he was
overdressed for the weather.

I could tell he thought he was the shit as
he stared down at my daughter and me. He flipped his
shoulder-length, straight black hair back and narrowed his dark,
red-rimmed eyes to a slit.

Aw, crap. Can’t even relax in the park
without some ugly asshole showing up and trying to ruin it. A big,
smelly, ugly asshole. The guy reeked and looked to be seven
feet tall. Of course, from my non-imposing height of mumble,
mumble, just about everybody looked like giants, so I could’ve
been wrong about how tall he was.

Ghouls don’t feel heat or cold, but they
love leather, and no matter the weather, that’s usually their
preference for outerwear, but I would’ve known what the guy was
even if he’d been barefoot and wearing cutoffs and a muscle shirt.
Regular humans can’t smell them unless they’re practically
nose-to-nose, and if they’re unlucky enough to encounter one that’s
a predator, by then, it’s too late to run. But they put out an
aroma that’s apparent to anybody of the paranormal persuasion.
Which, of course, includes me.

Ghouls. I wish Hell could quit spitting them
out since most of ‘em just lumber around serving no real purpose
anymore except to cause trouble. However, there wouldn’t be any
problems if they all stuck to doing what they’re here for, which is
to redeem themselves for some injurious sin committed while here on
earth. But nooo, instead of getting on with trying to do
that, or at least hanging around cemeteries like a decent ghoul
should, a while back, some became malicious dipshits that took to
stalking people.

They bag them, and because they can’t eat
fresh meat, they take them to some isolated place and bury the
body. They dig them up after they’ve been in the grave for a couple
of weeks, and only then do they indulge in their ages-old practice
of devouring human remains--bones and all. Their excuse for not
waiting for a natural demise? They got tired of having to refill
and tidy graves so no one would notice they had been disturbed, and
here’s the kicker--they don’t like the taste of embalming fluid. I
suppose that one’s understandable, but hey, they could go
for wild animals, but they don’t want to do that, either.

Maybe I was wrong, but I had a feeling this
one was of the stalking kind. There hadn’t been any incidents in
recent years, and I hadn’t ever heard of any being in this park
before but, first time for everything.

I sniffed the air to see if there were any
others around. Didn’t smell any. I glanced at Annamae. She clutched
her phone and scrunched up her cute little nose at the offending
fumes wafting off the nasty bastard. I drew her close to me because
he was only five or six feet from us, and although she could shift
now, her fight training wasn’t going to start until the summer.
Didn’t want my little girl getting hurt.

Okay, so she was fifteen-years-old and
taller than I was. That didn’t matter; she was still my little
girl.

“Well, hello pretty ladies,” said the ghoul
in a languid voice.

I raised an eyebrow and peered up at him.
“Do I know you?” I pretended I didn’t know what he was. It was
obvious that he didn’t know what I was; otherwise, he
wouldn’t have been standing there all cocky and confident.

“No, but we’re gonna get acquainted.” He
grinned, baring yellowing, serrated teeth, further advertising his
nature.

Yep. Definitely a stalker because ghouls,
even the ugly ones, look reasonably human and prefer to keep what
they are from the general public. He wouldn’t have shown his teeth
unless he was of the predatory variety of ghouls and thought he had
this all wrapped up.

Annamae, never having seen one up close and
personal before, shrank back, and I heard her take a sharp, indrawn
breath--which made the jerk grin even wider, showing his prominent
canines.

Predator ghouls get off on fear, so I gave
her hand a reassuring squeeze. Yeah, he was huge, and ghouls are
strong, and they can move faster than their size suggests, but he
didn’t scare me.

I acted as if I didn’t notice the jagged
teeth as I frowned at him.

“Well, I don’t want to get acquainted with
you. Now, if you’ll step aside, my daughter and I will be on
our way.”

Some of them are kinda dim, but not all
ghouls are first-class morons. As long as you don’t show any fear,
you can usually get them to move on, especially if you’re in a
public place like the park, and my daughter was with me, so I
wanted him to move on. Since I figured him for a predator, I had an
obligation to take him out, but Sam and I could hunt him down once
I got Annamae to safety. However, this one was obviously too thick
to know when he should hesitate and maybe reassess the
situation.

His jaw looked as if it might come unhinged
he grinned so wide. His voice dropped in timbre, becoming low and
growly--and hungry.

“I believe I’ll start with the young meat.”
He lunged forward and shot out an arm making a grab for Annamae
with a hand that had fingers tipped with curved black claws.

I was watching for just such a move, and I
was faster than he was. I whipped in front of Annamae and hissed,
“Run!” as I gave her a hard shove off the path into the brush and
trees. As are all werewolves, she was fast, and she shot away and
was out of sight in less than a second. Ghouls can’t climb worth a
shit, and she knew this, so she would likely go up a tree
somewhere.

He made as if to go after her, but I jumped
in front of him. “Not my daughter, you stinking pig!”

I would’ve called him something else, but
Annamae might’ve heard, and she hated cussing, so I try not to cuss
in front of her. Occasionally, I slip.

He stopped and raised an eyebrow looking
down at me with a sneer. “Feisty little thing, ain’tcha. Okay, I’ll
take you first.” He grinned--unpleasantly--“Then I’ll go for
the tender meat.”

Dumb-ass still hadn’t caught on to what I
was and that I knew what he was.

He snatched at me, and I twisted aside and
shifted. If I hadn’t been springing at him hell-bent on ripping out
his heart, I would’ve been laughing my ass off at the look of pure
shock on his face at seeing a big white wolf bearing down on him.
He stumbled and went down, falling over on his back as I slammed
into him. I swiped at him, and my scalpel-sharp claws cut through
his fashionable black leather jacket, but I was slightly off
balance so they didn’t penetrate his chest. He roared and managed
to throw a punch hitting me in the chest and knocking me back. He
rolled aside and quickly came to his feet.

I regrouped and sprang at him again, my jaws
snapping at his throat, and he raked the sides of my head with his
claws. One claw caught the skin over my right eye. It distracted
me, and I missed his throat but this time, he was
off-balance, and I bowled him over again. We went tumbling off the
path and into the trees near where I’d chucked Annamae. We rolled
down a small rise and he got a grip on my mouth with both hands,
trying to keep it shut, but I shook my head vigorously and did my
famous wriggle to get him loose.

That worked but he kicked out with what had
to be a size twenty boot catching me in the ribs. I felt something
give as I landed a few feet away. It’s hard to break a werewolf’s
ribs, but they felt bruised, and blood ran into my eyes. I didn’t
let that stop me and I went at him again just as he rose to his
feet. His face twisted with anger as he avoided my lunge and
clamped down on either side of my head trying to rip it off with
his oversized hands. I did another wriggle and a roll and slipped
from his grip.

The blood was making my sight blurry. I
blinked rapidly to clear it as I ran a little ways off. I banked on
the dimwit
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