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As a horror writer, I’ve always had a special dark spot in my heart for werewolves. As characters they are as complex as they are terrifying. They’re a real howl to write about and of all the novellas I’ve published, this has been my favorite thus far.

I’d like to thank a moment to thank the Middle Tyger Writers and fellow author and werewolf buff Steven A. Gentry. Your help in editing and critiquing this work was invaluable. 

I should note, while the town of Stone River, New York exists only in within the pages of this book and this author’s imagination, the towns surrounding it and the highways serving it are very real. The characters contained within are purely fictional and any resemblance to a real person is purely coincidental. 

While writing this book, I listened to a lot of music. One band in particular stands out, The Doors. A pivotal scene was inspired by Not to Touch the Earth. In that spirit, I’d like to dedicate this book to the late, great Jim Morrison and the Doors.

I’ve also included the bonus short story Noticed. I drew heavily upon my own painful middle school years for inspiration. The names have been changed to protect the innocent, and the guilty.
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Prologue
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The sun dipped lower and shadows crept their way across the floor. Soon darkness would fall and the moon would rise. Emma Salduci hurried down her basement stairs, knowing she hadn’t much time. In the corner sat a large, steel cage. The 34-year old drew in a deep breath, entered the cage and snapped a massive padlock on the door.

Emma stood about five foot four and was of average build. She removed her hair tie and let her long black locks tumble downwards. Tossing her clothes into a pile and sinking to the floor, she shifted her gaze to the slit of a window at the top of the wall, replaying in her mind the events of the past two months.
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​Chapter 1 Super Blood Moon
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Stone River, NY, Two Months Earlier:

She sat at her desk, pouring over documents and listening to the wall clock’s second hand tick. A plaque reading “Emma Salduci Esq” sat facing a pair of chairs. The document sitting before her was her next client’s will.

Emma shifted her glance from the paperwork to the wall clock. It was 2:58 pm. At three sharp, her intercom buzzed; her client had arrived.

“Hello Mr. Hinton,” Emma said, opening the door. “Come on in and have a seat.”

“Oh, thank you,” the man replied. “‘Tim’s’ perfectly fine by the way.”

“Alright then. I’ve looked over the paperwork you’ve sent me and I think I’ve come up with plan that will be most to your liking.”

The man was tall and of slender build with chin-length black hair. As Emma spoke, she noticed the man seemed be checking her out. Please don’t let him be a creeper.

An hour had passed when Mr. Hinton jumped from his seat. 

“Something wrong Tim?” Emma asked.

“I gotta be going, I have something I gotta do before dark.”

“Shall I schedule another appointment?”

“How about we continue this over drinks sometime?”

“I’m married.”

“Oh.”

“Talk to the receptionist out front.”

The man left and Emma gathered her stuff, jumped into her car and turned on the radio.

“And that was King Harvest and Dancing in the Moonlight,” The DJ announced as Emma sped north on I-87. “Continuing our Super Blood Moon Celebration, we go back to 1970 with Van Morrison, a tune that made it only to 92 that year, here’s Moondance. I’m Big Al G and you’re listening Flashback Favorites.”

The Super Blood Moon was part of the reason Emma was in such hurry that night. She and her husband Rich, both avid hikers, planned to hike to the top of Red Oak Bluff to see it. They’d been looking forward to it for some time.

It wasn’t long before the pair were sitting at the top of the bluff, drinking wine and enjoying one another’s company.

“What a beautiful night,” Emma said, gazing at the reddish orb dominating the sky.

“Indeed. I couldn’t imagine spending this with anyone else.”

“Me neither.”

Emma sipped her wine and snuggled up to Rich. The air was quiet and still. A howl echoed across the valley. 

“Coyote?” Emma asked.

“Probably. It sounded close. Might be a good time to head back down.”

“I suppose you’re right.”

The couple started off down the trail. Once under the canopy of trees, all was dark, their flashlights only illuminating a few feet in front of them. Another howl rang out, this one sounded closer than the first. Emma quickened her pace. Rich detected a rustling in the underbrush.

“You hear that?” Rich asked, pausing in the middle of the trail, they’d be the last words he’d ever utter. A large, black creature tackled Rich to the ground. He screamed as the creature gashed its claws across his abdomen, sending a spray of blood, skin and torn fabric skyward.  

Emma stood paralyzed in unalloyed horror as the creature tore into her husband’s lifeless carcass, ripping his intestines and flinging them carelessly to the ground as it feasted upon his flesh. Blood pooled around the remnant of Rich’s body, staining the dirt crimson.

After it finished with Rich, the creature turned toward Emma, staring at her with glowing, amber eyes. She stood frozen in terror until something clicked deep within her mind and Emma tore off running. The creature let out another howl and bounded off in pursuit. It caught Emma with ease.
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EMMA AWOKE THREE DAYS later to the rhythmic beeping of an EKG. The bright light blinded her for a moment until her eyes adjusted.

“What? Where am I?” she asked. “Rich! Where’s rich?”

“Take it easy,” a feminine voice replied. “You lost a lot of blood.”

As her vision came into focus, she could see she was in a hospital room. She saw her family surrounding her bed.

“Emma,” her father said.  “You’ve been in a coma for the past three days.”

“Where’s Rich?”

Emma’s father drew in a deep breath.

“Where is he? I want to see him!”

“I don’t know how to tell you this—”

“No! Please God no!”

The machine beeped faster.

“Emma, I’m sorry,” her father said.

She felt the tears welling up in her eyes and began sobbing. In her mind, their years together replayed in instant. From meeting in college, to falling in love to getting married, buying a house and planning a family. All, in one abrupt moment, gone.

Emma had no memory of the previous three days. The police told her a passerby found her by the side of the road, saw the blood and called 911. When the police showed up, they found the trail of blood leading back into the woods and discovered Rich, or what was left of him anyway.

Two more days passed and Emma was released from the hospital, her doctors saying her wounds healed “remarkably fast.” She soon found herself clad in black, standing beside her husband’s casket.

Lingering at the back of the receiving line was Mark Walker, a high school classmate of Emma’s. Mark was known to most by his pen name Ken Jenson. Mark attempted to make out a living writing pulp horror novels, often self-publishing them to harsh reviews. He’d been a called a “hack” and a “wannabe Stephen King.” But that didn’t stop him from writing. If anything, it emboldened him.

Emma and Mark weren't close in high school, but reconnected through social media some years afterward and became dear friends. Mark settled in Spartanburg, South Carolina ten years ago. As such, he spoke with an ever so slight southern drawl. 

“Emma, I’m so sorry,” Mark said, when his turn came.

“Thank you.”

After his turn, Mark glanced around the room and saw many of his former classmates for the first time in 16 years. There was Billy Weatherby, who’d been sweethearts with Gina since ninth grade. They married and had two kids when Billy cheated on her, got caught and begged for forgiveness he’d never receive. 

There was also Todd Starnes, who'd been pothead who'd spent most of his time high until he joined Air Force and turned his life around. Then there was Macy Callahan, liberal activist whom Mark, an avowed Libertarian, frequently sparred with in Facebook flame wars.

The thought of small talk with any of them repulsed Mark. He slinked out a side door and pulled an e-cigarette from his pocket. He leaned against the wall, took a long drag and exhaled. 

Emma stood almost like a statue as the receiving line moved past. She exchanged hugs and handshakes and listened to condolences. Every so often, a well-meaning friend or relative would say something asinine. 

Oh? It’s God’s plan? Is that supposed to make me feel better? Is that supposed to make it alright? It was quick you say? At least he didn’t suffer! Oh yeah it was quick alright! That’s why his fucking intestines were ripped out an were hanging from a tree like Christmas lights! He certainly didn’t suffer much; that’s why the god damned casket’s closed you fucking moron! 

After a while, she tuned it out, shaking hands and hugging like a robot. What she did hear was every conversation taking place in the room. Despite speaking in whispers, the chatter was deafening. Then there were the smells. Perfume and cologne! The flowers! Hell, even the embalming fluid! It was overpowering. Emma felt her heart beating faster. I need some air!

Mark raised the e-cigarette to his lips and took another puff when he heard the door swing open. Emma stepped out clasping a hand to her heart and taking several deep breaths. Mark lowered his e-cig and cast her a sideways look.

“Are you out here for a reason, or are you just avoiding everybody?” He heard Emma ask.

“Meh, you know how I feel about people.”

“Yup. Maybe that’s why your books have so many self-destructive antihero characters.”

“You think?”

“I’m actually kind of surprised to see you here.”

“Why’s that?”

“You know why.”

“You’re my friend, I’d be here no matter what.”

“I appreciate it.”

Mark took another drag. Small talk was never his strong suit, especially when it was with a grieving widow.

“I started reading your latest book the other day.”

“Oh? What do you think?”

“I like it.”

“I’m glad.”

“It’s actually been a nice distraction. The attack seems to be all the local news wants to focus on these days. There’s been a real rash of these animal attacks lately.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. I can’t tell you how many times they’ve badgered me.”

“And
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