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  We've all heard tons of advice on what Life is all about. It's a journey. It's what happens when we make other plans. It's a circle. It's family. And on and on and on. Let me tell you something — when you spend your days with a magic-wielding, guitar-playing bluesman from a parallel world who travels around killing all the monsters that slipped into our world with him, then you'll understand Life in a whole new way. Here's an example from long ago:

About a week had passed since I first met up with Fuller the Bluesman, and life had been rather quiet. In the day, we drove in my dented Ford from town to town, moving slowly so as not to miss any hint of a creature. At night, we'd find some joint that would pay Fuller to play. The driving dulled the senses. The music enlivened them.

I sat at a little round table in Shaker's Bar while Fuller led the house band through a pounding version of Muddy Water's "I'm Ready." The song, all about how Muddy was tough and itching for a fight, had the small Wednesday night crowd bopping their heads. Fuller's skillful fingers worked the fretboard with grace and ease. I couldn't imagine ever getting tired of listening to him play, and all these years later, I still feel that way.

My table was against the back wall to the left of the stage. While I listened to Fuller sing about being so strong he could smoke dynamite, I slung back a shot of whiskey and fired up my laptop. I had never been much of a whiskey lover — during my partying days (which weren't that far behind) beer always did the trick. Okay, any alcohol always did the trick. But spending so many nights in bars had already changed me. I had to drink something to appease the owners and I enjoyed a little buzz, but drinking beer every night meant several trips to the restrooms. With whiskey, I got that buzz quick and didn't have to pee as often. Win-win.

It wasn't just a matter of annoyance, either. I needed to stick close to Fuller. Every night, he didn't just play for cash and fun. He conjured spells with his music, spells that could detect if a monster had disguised itself as a human. I needed to be ready.

That night Fuller turned up empty, but I proved my worth to him once more. While he segued into Buddy Guy's version of "Sweet Home Chicago" (the only version that really stands up against the original Robert Johnson recording), I surfed from website to website looking for information that might help us out. I might've paused at a few porn sites, but most of my focus was on helping us. We were somewhere southwest of Lexington, North Carolina — home of the best pulled-pork BBQ in the world — and as I searched the news sites, I picked up on a pattern of animal mutilations that didn't seem right. Not that there ever was a right way for an animal mutilation to seem but these stuck out as particularly odd.

"The authorities called in some animal experts," I told Fuller after the show that night, "and they said that it had to be a lion or tiger. Now the police are checking on the local zoos and all owners of exotic pets thinking one got loose."

"You think it's one of the beasts from my world," Fuller said with glum acceptance.

"Worth checking, right?"

Fuller tapped his lips and nodded.

Okay, wait a minute. I think I've given the wrong impression. First off, it took me the entire night to find that little nugget for us to investigate. It was a long, tedious night. And that's what I really want to get across here. Being a monster-killer isn't jam-packed with action and adventure. That stuff does happen, and when it does, it'll give your bowels a run for their money (not that bowels have any money, but you get the point), but much of the time is spent just searching and waiting. It's like being in the military — tons of boredom sprinkled with seconds of sheer terror.

And yet, there's something alluring about this business. There's something that not only got me moving each morning but filled me with excitement and hope. Even stranger — as much as I wanted to encounter another creature, as much as I wanted to fight and defeat it and help mankind from being overrun by mutant monsters, I was just as grateful to spend the day failing in our search.

The morning after Fuller's gig at Shaker's Bar, we pulled up to the Corker Horse Farm and I knew we wouldn't be enjoying a peaceful day. We lied to Mr. Corker, telling him that we were from North Carolina Animal Control and he took us out into the pasture to inspect the damages. He was a chubby, short man, balding and gray, and under other circumstances, I could see his face flushed with beer and his presence a sheer joy to be around. That day, however, he looked beaten.

"Those three are the latest," he said, pointing a shaky hand towards three equine corpses. "I've lost a total of seven. Five weren't even mine. They were boarders. Two ladies say they're gonna sue me."

Fuller glanced at the corpses, looked up at me, and gave a short nod that said it all. No lion, no tiger. Certainly no bear-oh-my. This was caused by a monster.

"I spent all last night sitting out back here with my rifle," Mr. Corker said, his eyes welling up. "Didn't even see the thing. Just heard the horses."

I stepped in closer. I should've stayed back. I had no real need to see dead horses — but curiosity and all that.

The three mares had been slashed to pieces. Long, wide cuts down their necks killed them fast. Then less jagged strikes sliced open their bellies. The monster didn't leave much on the inside.

I almost threw up.

"How big's this place?" Fuller asked.

Mr. Corker gestured as he spoke. "It goes to the road on three sides and all the way back into the woods until you hit the river. 'Bout twenty-five acres in all."

"You mind if we ride a few horses out that way?"

"Mister, if this doesn't stop, nobody'll want to board their horses here. Without boarders, I can't keep the place running. And that's if I survive these lawsuits. So, if you can stop this from happening again, you can have whatever you want."

Fuller grinned. "Don't worry. I know exactly what we're dealing with. Besides, I've been riding since I was born."

"Okay, then. There's three in the barn now. Tack room is in there, too. Take your pick, saddle up, and go."

As we headed back to the barn, I kept my mouth shut. I didn't think Fuller would appreciate it if I mentioned that I'd never been on a horse before. Heck, I'd never seen one close up until that day, and until we entered the barn, I'd never seen one close up and alive.

Fuller chose one brown horse and one splotchy (I'd learn later we rode a chestnut and a roan), and he saddled them with the ease of a practiced hand. He patted the horses on the neck and murmured to them in a calm, pleasant tone — especially to the roan which would be my horse. I think he tried to prepare her for my ineptitude. Either that or he was telling her to throw me for fun.

"Get my guitar from the car," he said. "And don't worry. This is going to be easy."

"Are you really going to say that?"

Taken aback, Fuller said, "I'm just trying to give you a little confidence."

"By jinxing us?"

"What the hell is jinxing?"

I stomped off to the car and pulled out his guitar. Easy? I saw the slash marks that killed and gutted those horses. There was nothing easy about that. On top of which, I had to ride a horse for the first time while we approached this vicious creature. Nothing easy about that either.

When I returned, Fuller still looked confused. "I'll explain later," I said. "Let's just get this done."

We mounted the horses, and he led mine by the reins. All I had to do was sit on the animal and let Fuller guide us along. Nothing more. Yet that was nerve-wracking enough.

I had seen plenty of horses in movies, television, cigarette ads, beer ads, you name it, there's probably a horse somewhere to be found. But to actually be atop one was a whole different experience. Horses are big. Damn big. If you're a basketball player or Clint Eastwood, a horse doesn't look like all that much standing next to you, but at five-eight, my head just came up to the spine of the roan. I was almost a dwarf next to the thing, and I could tell by the way she looked at me, she knew who was the boss in our short relationship. Sadly, not the first time I've seen that look in a female's eyes.

Fuller led us along the fences of the property — wood slatted fences for show with electric wire running in-between for purpose. We cut in only to go from one pasture to another. We stayed silent the whole time. Not surprising for two reasons: first, we were focused on finding clues to whatever killed the horses; second, Fuller preferred it that way. Oh, I could get him to talk sometimes — especially if he was drunk or the subject was gambling. But when given the chance, Fuller kept quiet.

"Look there," he said, halting the horses with no more than a shift of his body and slight pull on the reins.

I glanced at the fence. Something had smashed through it — shattered it like I imagined a furious bull might. Bits of splintered wood littered the ground, and wire dangled from either side of the remaining fence.

"You figure out what did this?" I asked.

Fuller's grim face looked grimmer. "I maybe got an idea on that."

"Is it a secret or are you going to share the information?"

Jutting his chin toward beyond the gap in the fence, sweat beading on his lips, he said, "I'm thinking it was that."

I heard the beast first. A wet, snarling sound followed by a choked snort like a wild pig or a wolf with a serious salivary problem. When I turned my head toward where Fuller had pointed, I saw it pacing, and I shuddered.

Sleek grayish fur covered thick muscles that bulged with power every time the creature moved. Its front legs were all strength, muscle on top of muscle. While its hind legs were smaller, I thought the thing would have no trouble bucking like a horse and knocking me into oblivion. Strangest was its face — an old, wrinkled face like a bulldog that was part human. A soft, kindly look if not for the long, vicious teeth peeking out its floppy lips. All totaled, I was looking at a giant dog-faced, human-shredding, bull-like monster on steroids. Oh, sure. This'll be easy.

"It's called a konapol," Fuller said, calm like a tour guide. "They're everywhere back home. Some are even pets."

"That's a pet?"

"No. The home-bred ones are smaller and usually trained to be playful. This is a wild one, and it's scared. Nothing's familiar here except the horses. That's probably why it's choosing these to eat. Familiar tastes."

"That and a bunch of domestic horses are easy targets. So what do we do now?"

I needn't have asked. The konapol shot towards me.

My horse tore off down the fence line, it's instincts taking over. It thundered along at a full gallop. My hands cramped as I gripped the saddle, my body pounding with fear. Between the three of us — konapol, horse, human — I was a gnat when it came to sheer muscular power. One wrong move and either the creature trying to get us or the one trying to escape would kill me.

That's when I made a wrong move — I glanced back over my shoulder.

I don't know what my horse did (I was looking backwards, after all), but I felt a sudden shift beneath me and for a second, I floated through the air. No, floated is the wrong word. I bulleted through the air. I was a projectile.

I shot right into the ground, kicking up dirt as I flailed like a crash test dummy. Sharp pains ignited along my sides, my shoulders — well, everywhere. With the help of some rocks and a wide tree stump, my momentum died down, and the bullet that was me finally stopped.

Pain covered me but I was alive. Possibly the only thing I truly knew about horses — I knew I was very lucky. I should have died.

I heard that disgusting slobbering choked sound again. As I pulled up to a sitting position, I saw the konapol glaring at me from less than ten feet away. Drool slopped down its loose jowls and sweat beaded along is fine coat. It breathed heavily but hardly looked winded. I hoped I wasn't premature in granting myself luck. With a horrible, guttural noise, the konapol bared its teeth.

"Yeah, I got it. You're teeth are bigger than mine," I said — not out
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