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 ONE

“The wolf is not always a wolf.”

Henry G. Bohn, A polyglot of foreign proverbs,
(1857)

 


JUNE 20, 2016.

IN THE BACKCOUNTRY

OF WYOMING.

ABOUT MIDNIGHT DURING

A RARE FULL MOON OCCURRING

ON THE SUMMER SOLSTICE.

The lingering tang of the woman’s beating heart on
Viktor Balogh’s lips unleashed a surge of godlike energy. Orgasmic
sensations pulsated through his veins. Every muscle in his
fur-covered body spasmed in extreme pleasure.

Bloody pieces of dense organ meat and tube-like
arteries hung from his sharp fangs. His gold eyes fixated on the
brilliant moon peeking through the tall pines.

Viktor rose on his hind legs and inhaled a lungful
of the crisp mountain air. He tilted his head back, exhaled a
baritone moan of ecstasy, and pounded his chest like King Kong. The
others in the pack joined in a group howl.

After six years of practicing his killing skills on
cattle and deer, Viktor had graduated to harvesting a human.
Finally. At the age of twenty-five, he had become a full-fledged
member of the formidable Balogh pack. At least in his father’s and
uncle’s eyes because the brothers were the pack. The last of
the Balogh werewolves. The last unless she could be found to
propagate their species. Most purebred human women couldn’t survive
birthing a werewolf child. Whereas a female werewolf could bear her
offspring, raise them, and enjoy a long life with her mate.

“Well done, Son.” Ervin Balogh beamed with pride.
His blood-coated white teeth glistened in the moonlight.

Viktor made eye contact with his father. Within his
dad’s predominate wolf-like form, hints of the silver back markings
of their subdued gorilla genes shown through. Though forty-eight,
in his human form he didn’t look a day over a virile
thirty-five.

“Yes, congratulations, my strapping nephew.”

Viktor sensed the pain in his uncle Norbert’s voice.
Patrik, his cousin, should have been the next Balogh inducted into
the pack. Instead, he rebuffed the training when he came of age and
bolted. His whereabouts unknown.

But, they had suspicions. News reports of livestock
mutilations in northern Utah offered a strong lead on Patrik’s
whereabouts.

“Norbert and I see the potential in you to build
this pack into the fearsome force we were centuries ago.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, Dad. I’d love to
oblige but that’s a tall order considering there are no female
werewolves around and no online dating site for shape-shifting
singles.”

In the late 1700s, officials in Hungary ordered the
mass extermination of werewolves. Despite the genocide attempt, the
majority of the packs escaped, scattering throughout Europe. A few
of the wealthier, well-connected packs moved to America.

Among them were the Baloghs and Erews, settling in
western Pennsylvania years ago.

Hope for rebuilding the werewolf nation centered
around the children marrying. But one night, more than a decade
ago, that dream evaporated. The Erews vanished as if into thin air,
without leaving as much as an odorprint. A clue they had
disappeared on purpose.

Florianna and her grandmother, Zsazsa, were all that
remained of the Erew pack. But tracking down a werewolf in hiding
was damn near impossible. Not that Viktor and his father and uncle
hadn’t searched. Or would stop searching anytime soon. Two months
after the Erews disappeared, the Baloghs moved west hoping to pick
up the other pack’s scent.

“I—we…,” Ervin dipped his chin at his older brother,
“have a surprise that’s going to thrill you, Viktor.”

Thrill me? Viktor licked the blood off the
tips of his gorilla fingers protruding from his wolf-like paws. He
couldn’t imagine any surprise matching the thrill of biting into
the beating heart of a human. “What kind of surprise?”

His uncle and father exchanged glances like school
boys with a secret.

“Come on Dad, Uncle Norbert. You’ve got me in
a pinch collar here,” Viktor chuckled, stating the werewolf
version of on pins and needles. “What’s the surprise?”

“It’s the pinnacle of celebration for the harvest of
your first human.”

Tempted to flicker his lip and show a hint of his
right canine tooth in a snarl, Viktor refrained out of respect.
Figured the surprise related to his official induction into the
pack. A family heirloom passed on to him. Or a secret howl
revealed.

Ervin draped his arm across his son’s broad
shoulders and beamed. “We found her, Viktor. We found Florianna
Erew.”
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“YOU FOUND MY FLORI!” Viktor shrieked with
the exuberant howl of a wolf pup. Images of the beauty he had been
in love with since elementary school bombarded his mind. He
envisioned her as a grown woman. Perky breasts. A tiny waist. Long
lean legs. And golden locks that danced across her slight
shoulders. A nubile werewolf no doubt.

Viktor’s heart thumped through his leathery
fingertips. His sizeable maleness stiffened. He calmed his thoughts
and gained control of his body. “How did you … where did you find
her?”

“Utah.” Ervin’s jaw and fangs receded. “I overheard
Fred over at Jelco Foods talking about Erew Consulting.” He swiped
his tongue over his bloody lips. “As you can imagine, hearing Erew
caught my attention. So I asked him about it. He said it’s a
fraud-busting company based in West Sage, Utah, that Jelco uses in
civil lawsuits.”

Viktor could hardly believe his ears. “Utah? That’s
right under our noses. How long have they lived there?”

Norbert shrugged. “I suspect ever since they left
Pennsylvania or at least as long as we’ve been cattle ranchers in
Wyoming.”

His father resumed the conversation. “Norbert and I
searched the internet for Erew Consulting but came up empty handed.
That’s when I talked to Sheriff Dawson. Asked how one might locate
a business not listed on the internet. He said all businesses must
register their name with the Department of Commerce. The
information is public. So I searched Utah businesses for Erew
Consulting and found it’s owned by Zsazsa and Florianna. The
department even provided me with the business address.”

Viktor eyed his father and uncle. “You two are quite
the detectives. This is the best surprise ever. Thank you. I’ll
pack my bags when we get home and leave in the morning.”

“Not so fast, Son. We need to proceed with
caution.”

“Caution? I don’t understand. My Flori will be as
happy to see me as I am to see her. Can you imagine our gorilla
attributes combined with her tiger qualities? We’ll make beautiful
and powerful offspring.” The pitch of his voice rose with his
excitement.

“There’s something you need to know about
Florianna’s father, Attila.”

Viktor’s fervor deflated. “I know this sob story
about your best friend. Flori’s dad decapitated himself on the
train tracks in Pennsylvania. He committed suicide. Family shame
drove Attila’s mother to flee with his daughter. What else is there
to know?”

Ervin rubbed the back of his neck. He stared down at
the woman his son had disemboweled and the three had eaten.

A gust of air whistled through the tops of the
surrounding ponderosa pines.

The coarse hair covering Viktor’s body withdrew.
Evidential blood splatter and pieces of the victim’s flesh absorbed
with it. The thick fur covering his face and hands shrunk. His
Neanderthal-like skull and wolf teeth receded.

He tilted his head to the side and bucked up his
right shoulder. “I admit the way Attila checked out was pretty damn
unusual. But everyone, including the cops, concluded he killed
himself.”

“Son, that’s not exactly true and Florianna’s
grandmother knows it.”

“What’s not exactly true?” A shiver—not from the
cold—crawled along Viktor’s spine.

“Come on.” Norbert motioned for them to leave the
area of the cooling corpse. “We’ve lingered too long. We need to
vacate the area while we’re still leaving wolf prints.”

Ervin nodded and gazed around the forest. “Agreed.
Let’s get dressed and hightail it out of here.”

Single file, the three naked wolf-men loped a few
dozen yards away from the body. Stopped by a boulder at the side of
the dirt path. Their transformation back to humans all but
finalized.

Viktor stepped to his father’s side and leaned into
him. “What’s not exactly true?”

Ervin bent over. Reached into the duffle bag where
they had stored their clothing before transforming for the hunt.
Grabbed three red Utes Football T-shirts.

Viktor latched on to his father’s bare shoulder and
squeezed. “Dad?”

“What I did, I did out of necessity.” He stood
upright and distributed the shirts. “I did for the sake of our
pack.” He pulled on the T-shirt. “I did for your sake.”

“Spill it, Dad.” Viktor’s brows merged. “What the
hell did you do?”

Norbert pulled three pairs of gray sweat pants from
the duffle. Tossed one pair to his brother, one to Viktor, and
slipped on the other. “There’s history involved. History you know
little about.”

“Enlighten me.”

“You probably remember that we, along with the
Csonkas, Szarkas, and Erews, made up the werewolf community of
western Pennsylvania. You also probably remember Florianna was the
only female with werewolf blood close to your age.”

“Sure. I remember that.”

Ervin pulled on his sweatpants. “Because it’s nearly
impossible for a purebred human to survive the birth of a werewolf,
I didn’t want your children raised motherless like you.”

“So your dad asked Attila’s blessing for his
daughter to become your wife when she matured,” his uncle continued
to explain.

“A prearranged marriage?” Viktor’s pulse raced in
his ears as he dressed.

“I thought Attila would be pleased. But he went
berserk. Yelled something about over his dead body.” Ervin
bent over and tied the shoelaces of his Nikes. “So I accommodated
him.” He looked up at his son and grazed his flat human teeth over
his bottom lip. “Zsazsa must have toured my mind without me
knowing. Don’t know how else she could have figured it out.” He
shook his head, regret tightening his face. “I never dreamed she
would disappear with Florianna like she did.”

Disbelief ate Viktor’s rugged features. “Are you
saying you killed your best friend on purpose?”

Neither Ervin or Norbert said a word, but their
silence spoke volumes.

Viktor ran his fingers through his shaggy hair. His
father—the man he idolized his entire life—had broken the sacred
werewolf code and killed one of their own. His best friend no
less.

Anger and hurt gnarled Viktor’s stomach. He made a
scoffing noise. “What did you expect Zsazsa to do, Dad? You
murdered her son.” He threw his hands up in the air. “Unbelievable.
If Florianna knows my father killed her father, I
don’t stand a tick’s chance in a hot clothes dryer of getting a
date with her. Let alone marrying her. What the hell were you
thinking?”

Ervin patted his son’s back. “That’s why we need to
proceed with caution.”

“We?”

“Yes, Viktor.” Norbert nodded. “We must come
up with a plan. Soon.” He drooped his head and scraped the tip of
his black athletic shoe back and forth on the earthen path.

Tempted to learn the truth by invading his uncle’s
thoughts with a focused tour, Viktor held back. Convinced himself
it was out of respect more than the fear of harsh
discipline.

“What your Uncle’s trying to say is, if Patrik’s in
Utah and—”

“Oh god.” Viktor’s throat dried. “That deviant’s
tracking my Flori, isn’t he?”

Norbert settled his arm around his nephew’s
shoulders and grinned. “That’s why we are going to
Utah.”

There was something in his Uncle’s smile that raised
his hackles. Florianna was the last hope for continuing the Balogh
pack with a female werewolf. But whose bloodline would prevail?
Ervin’s or Norbert’s?

The answer lay in which son captured Florianna’s
heart and impregnated her first.

His father had killed to pave the way for him to
marry Florianna. By the same token, he wondered if his Uncle might
consider killing him so Patrik could have Flori. As if she
were a coveted prize.

Yet, in a way, she was.

Still, didn’t love matter anymore? Didn’t
Florianna’s feelings matter?

Damn right they did.

A terrible question popped into Viktor’s head.
Why didn’t Attila want me to marry his daughter?

Though Viktor likely didn’t want to learn the
answer, he had to know. But not from his father or uncle. He
had to talk to Florianna’s grandmother, Zsazsa. No doubt she held
the key to unraveling this dark secret.

Regardless, from this moment on, Viktor would have
to watch his back as well as his father’s. And make contact with
Florianna before Patrik did.
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FOUR YEARS EARLIER.

TUESDAY, MAY 15, 2012.

ABOUT 4:30 P.M.

“Happy birthday, Florianna.” Grandma Zsazsa’s
emerald eyes twinkled brighter than usual.

Though sixty-seven, the woman didn’t look a day over
forty-five. Fit, long-legged, and well-endowed, she carried herself
like royalty. Makeup flawless. Short blonde hair sculpted in a
fashionable bouncy bob. And well manicured fingernails, her own. No
plastic claws as she called acrylic nails.

“I have something special to share with you. So
special it will change your life.”

Change my life? Florianna twisted her lips in
skepticism.

Zsazsa motioned with a broad wave of her arm for
Florianna to follow her into her bedroom.

Entering Zsazsa’s spacious master suite was like
walking into a centuries old castle. Ornately carved handcrafted
furniture passed down from generations filled the room. Fancy floor
to ceiling red drapes adorned the windows. A matching red duvet
with a spread of decorative pillows covered the king-sized bed.

A tabloid-sized leather-bound book sitting on the
nightstand drew Florianna’s attention. Tóth embossed in
scrolled gold letters on the dark brown cover.

“Come sit with me.” Her grandmother picked up the
timeworn album and patted the side of her bed. “What I’m about to
share with you may frighten you. But don’t be afraid.”

Frighten me? Anticipation pounded Florianna’s
heart. She eased onto the edge of the mattress. Mimicked Zsazsa’s
perfect posture and rested her hands on her thighs.

Her grandmother balanced the immense book on her
lap. “On this celebrated day of your nineteenth year, you have come
of age to learn the gifts of your ancestry.”

“Gifts?” Florianna had no idea what her grandmother
was talking about. “What kind of gifts?”

She gathered Florianna’s hands into hers and looked
her square in the eyes. “Florianna Walker Erew, you’re a descendant
of Hungary’s powerful Tóth family. My great, great grandfather
changed our name to Erew when the family fled to America in the
late seventeen-hundreds.”

“Erew? That’s such an odd name. No one else in the
world seems to have that last name. At least no one I could find on
the internet.”

“He chose that name on purpose. Specifically because
there’s no W in the Hungarian alphabet.”

“No W?” Why did that matter? And why not take the
name Wilson or Wallace? And why did they have to move to
America?”

“Not move. Flee with little more than the clothes on
their backs. They left their home, business, and worldly
possessions to escape the massive genocide orchestrated by the
Hungarian government.”

“Genocide?”

“Florianna, you come from a long line of noble
werewolves targeted for extermination.”

Werewolves! Noble or otherwise, Florianna
wanted to burst into laughter at the absurdity. But instead, her
breath caught in her throat.

Those tales of shape-shifters Zsazsa had told her
since she was a little girl couldn’t be true.

Folklore of wolf-like savages stalking and tearing
people apart on full moon nights. Creatures—part human, part
beast—that terrified villages in the backwoods of Hungary. Legends
from the Old Country passed down generation to generation.

No. Not true. She wasn’t a werewolf.
Werewolves didn’t exist. Her grandmother must be playing a
practical joke on her.

“Erew’s the first part of the English word
werewolf in reverse.”

“W-E-R-E,” Florianna whispered to herself.
“E-R-E-W…” She sucked in air and held it. Her mind in a tailspin.
Was she dreaming? Was this a grand joke?

“Breathe, Honey. And don’t worry.” Zsazsa squeezed
Florianna’s hands in reassurance. “We’re nothing like the monsters
in the movies or the fables I’ve entertained you with for
years.”

We’re? I’m not dreaming and she’s not joking.
Florianna allowed herself to breathe again. After gaining
composure, curiosity got the best of her. She pointed to the book
taking up most of her grandmother’s lap. “Are you gonna show me
what’s inside?”
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ZSAZSA opened the ancient book.

Florianna’s heart thumped triple time. She gawked at
the album.

Handwritten words filled the pages like diary
entries but she couldn’t decipher them. Hungarian, she supposed,
written in the native tongue of her ancestors.

Zsazsa’s hand glided over the yellowing parchment.
Her fingertips skimmed the word, Vérfarkas, written like a
title in large print at the top of the page. She spoke the word,
but Florianna didn’t understand its meaning. “What’s
veeah-fawd-cosh?”

Her grandmother smiled and repeated the word in
Hungarian before translating. “Werewolf.”

Florianna’s stomach dropped.

“Being a werewolf is an honor, like being born into
royalty. You’ve inherited special powers that remained dormant
until your nineteenth year.”

“Special powers? Like what?”

“Having the ability to read minds, identify scents
better than a bloodhound, shape-shift at will…”

“Shape-shift? Show me, Nagymama. Show me!”

“Our line has developed some of the physical
attributes of a tiger along with the strength of a polar bear.”
Zsazsa raised her right hand. Suddenly her hand turned into a paw
covered in black hair.”

Florianna gasped and jerked back at the sight.

“Over the last several weeks, your finger and toe
joints have ached like a wicked case of arthritis haven’t
they?”

She bobbed her head and massaged her knuckles which
were paining as they spoke.

“Retractable claws have been developing in your
bones. The pain you’re experiencing is temporary.” Sharp claws
extended from Zsazsa’s paw, then retracted.

Florianna gaped in marvel.

“You can revert to your human form just as quickly.”
An instant later, a hand replaced all evidence of black hair, a
paw, and claws.

“How did you do that?” Florianna raised her hand in
front of her face. Examined in front and back. “Can I do it?”

“Concentrate on your hand and think, “Paw.”

She stared at her hand for a moment. Paw.

All of a sudden, her hand felt like it had been
plunged into a pot of thick chili with chunks of meat and pieces of
beans rapidly vibrating against her skin as if dancing about in a
rolling boil. The vibrating slowed as a wave of even heat, packing
the intensity of bulbs in a tanning bed, swept over her skin. The
sensation of peeling off the hardened wax from a liquid paraffin
treatment was the last thing she felt before her hand transformed
into a large black paw, the entire process taking only a few
seconds.

Awed, Florianna examined the front and back of her
hand turned into a paw from the wrist to her fingertips. “It
worked!”

“Now focus on extending your claws.”

Florianna concentrated on the tips of the pads of
her paw and thought, Claws. “Oowwh,” she winced as razor
sharp claws poked through the skin, the curved tips pink with
blood.”

“The first few times you extend your claws, it will
be painful until the surrounding skin is fully developed.” Zsazsa
patted Florianna’s arm. “Now focus on retracting your claws then
turning your paw back to its human form.”

The sensations occurred in reverse, transforming her
paw back to a hand in less than two seconds. “I did it, Nagymama! I
did it.”

“The more you practice, the faster you’ll be able to
transform. I predict within a couple of weeks, you’ll transform in
and out of your animal attributes faster than the blink of an
eye.”

Florianna told herself most young women would be
horrified. Terrified. Screaming bloody murder at the prospect of
willing human body parts into the animal equivalent. But not her.
She felt intrigue and excitement. Proof of her werewolf heritage.
“What else can I do?”

“Watch my face.” Zsazsa’s jaws elongated into a
silky black muzzle. Her blonde hair disappeared. Black ears
sprouted. The head of a wolf with glowing gold-green eyes appeared
on top of her human body. She curled her lips, baring massive
fangs.

“Grandma, what big teeth you have!” Florianna said
with a giggle, unable to keep herself from quoting Little Red
Riding Hood.

“You have them too,” Zsazsa said, speaking as a
human though appearing as a wolf. “But we’ll practice
shape-shifting different body parts before transforming entirely
later.” And just like that, her wolf face disappeared.

“Tell me about mind reading, Nagymama.”
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“TOURING IS how we refer to our
thought-reading abilities,” Zsazsa said. “We can’t search a
person’s memory for past events. Or plans they’ve made or may be
making for the future. We can only channel what the subject’s
thinking at the moment we’re touring.”

Florianna’s mouth slacked. Her mind a tornado,
processing the new—life-changing—information.

“Mind-reading is like tuning in to a one-way radio.
We can only hear whatever the station is broadcasting.”

Talk about a spy’s dream! “Do people know
when their mind is being toured?”

“Not usually. But once in a while, you’ll encounter
an exceptional human. One a bit more in tune with the energy of the
Universe who will cringe when you first make contact.”

“Is that why our business is so successful? Because
you can read the thoughts of the person making a fraudulent
claim?”

“That’s part of it.” Zsazsa nodded. “It’s also why
you sometimes know what your closest friends are going to say
before they say it. And when you were competing in sports, it’s how
you predicted your competitor’s moves.”

“I’ve been using it already?” Her eyes widened then
narrowed. “Does that mean I’ve been cheating to win?”

“Absolutely not. All humans have the ability to tap
into another’s energy but few develop the skill.”

“Like psychics?”

“More like when driving down a road and you get a
sudden feeling that the car beside you is about to dart into your
lane. Based on that perception, you anticipate the driver’s
reckless move. Slow down and avoid an accident.”

Makes sense.

“Our ancestors developed that basic human
energy-sensing ability. They upped it to the next level, allowing
us to tap into another’s thoughts at will.”

“Can werewolves read each other’s minds?”

“Sure. The giveaway is a sharp ice pick-like
headache. It’s so intense, it makes you grab your head with both
hands. Though the pain is short-lived, it hits with the impact of a
jolt from an electrical outlet.”

Grim-faced, Florianna stared at her grandmother.

“Don’t worry, Dear.” Zsazsa smiled. “We aren’t
defenseless. The way to oust a tour is quite easy. Visualize
yourself wearing a helmet made of deadly nightshade vines.”

“Kinda gives a whole new meaning to a bush hat.”
Florianna let out a giggle.

Her grandmother appeared less than amused.

She cleared her throat. “Why deadly nightshade vines
and how can imagining wearing a plant on our heads protect us?” She
had to bite her lip, hard, to keep from laughing.

“What’s a werewolf’s kryptonite?”

“A silver bullet,” Florianna said with a laugh.
“Everybody knows that.”

“Well, everybody’s wrong. Our silver bullet is the
Solanaceae plant, Atropa belladonna. Commonly known as
deadly nightshade.”

“That’s the green vine with pretty little purple
flowers and shiny red berries. You told me it was poisonous to
canines, which is why we kept an eye out for it so it wouldn’t kill
our dogs. But…”

“If a dog eats any part of the Atropa belladonna
plant, it will become sick. The plant will kill a small dog if
emergency treatment isn’t administered quickly. But the common
remedy of vinegar or mustard diluted in warm water to nullify the
consequences of the deadly nightshade vine consumed by dogs has no
effect on werewolves.”

Florianna hung on her grandmother’s every word.

“The effects of belladonna on our species is more
rapid, far more painful, and more lethal than on canines. Ingesting
a thimble-sized portion of its root will induce tachycardia in
werewolves. The heart will beat faster and faster until it explodes
and the flesh melts off the bones. Only decapitation brings about
death more swiftly.”

Decapitation. Dad. Suicide. Florianna winced
at the influx of sorrow-filled memories.

Zsazsa draped her arm around Florianna’s shoulders
and hugged her for a moment. “Direct contact with any part of the
vine will produce instantaneous gaping wounds on our skin that burn
like battery acid.”

“Is there an antidote?”

“A full lunar cycle will heal flesh wounds and
regenerate limbs and organs. But only drinking the blood of a
living creature, one who is not a werewolf, will counter the
cardiovascular effects of ingested Atropa belladonna. And
the consumption must occur within minutes. Otherwise…” Flattened
lips and a single twitch of her right shoulder finished her
sentence.

Goose bumps sprouted. Florianna rubbed her arms and
sought a less gruesome subject to discuss. “So tell me about our
ability to smell better than a dog.”


 SIX

 


“WE DETECT odorprints,” Zsazsa said.

“Kind of like fingerprints but with scents?”

“You’ve always been so bright and intuitive.” Zsazsa
smiled.

“How does it work?”

“All mammals carry a smell all their own. As unique
and individual as every living creature. The trick is learning how
to focus on one scent and filter out the hundreds of other smells
around you.”

Florianna closed her mouth and eyes and inhaled
through her nose. After a few seconds, she opened her eyes and
frowned. “I don’t smell anything other than your perfume.”

“That’s because you haven’t activated the scent
glands on the roof of your mouth. Try it again. Except this time
allow your mouth to open a bit and tilt your head back a little.
Inhale an equal amount of air through your mouth and nose at the
same time. Then tell me what you smell.”

Florianna lowered her eyelids, parted her lips,
raised her nose upward, and sucked in a slow deep breath. “Oh my
gosh!” Her eyes flew open. “I smell raw meat. Hamburger.”

“Very good. I left a package of ground chuck still
in its wrapper in the kitchen sink.”

“And lemons.”

“Furniture polish. What else do you smell?”

Florianna covered her mouth and nose with her hands
and giggled. “I smell you, Nagymama. Your scent! And I’m not
talking about your perfume.”

“From this day forth every scent you smell and put a
name to, when you smell it again you will recall what or who it
is.”

“This comes in handy when tracking subjects for our
clients, doesn’t it?”

“Oh, Florianna.” Zsazsa hugged her. “I’m so proud of
you.” She pulled back and eyed her granddaughter. “I know your
father would be proud of you too.”

“I never understood why Daddy…” Her voice crackled.
She choked back tears.


 SEVEN

 


“WERE MY PARENTS werewolves?”

“Only your father.”

Not that it mattered. Florianna was an only child.
Her mother died in childbirth. Zsazsa, her paternal grandmother,
was the only mother she knew.

Childhood memories of their life in Pennsylvania
surged. Rallied around Ervin and Norbert, two brothers her father
considered close friends, and their sons, Viktor and Patrik. “What
about the Baloghs? Are they werewolves too?”

Zsazsa scowled and mumbled something in Hungarian.
Sounded like a string of curses.

Shortly after Florianna’s father’s death, the
Baloghs became enemies to Zsazsa. But Florianna never knew
why. Only knew the Baloghs were the reason they picked up and moved
to Utah in the middle of the night years ago.

Thoughts of Viktor and Patrik waltzed into
Florianna’s head. Both several years older, Viktor was her
boyfriend. At least as much of a boyfriend a girl in first
grade could have with a kid in third grade.

Then there was his cousin, Patrik. An arrogant fifth
grader always in trouble with the principal. And his father,
Norbert. Patrik had future convict written all over him. At
least that’s what Florianna’s dad predicted.

Patrik would lie in wait behind a tree or near the
back of a parked vehicle to ambush Florianna when she walked by.
More than once he threatened to eat her if she didn’t kiss
him.

Despite Patrik’s many attempts, their lips never
met. Her hero, Viktor, would appear in the nick of time to rescue
her.

Patrik’s father punished his son by flogging him in
front of Florianna and Viktor.

Despite the brutal whippings, Patrik never shed a
tear. Never wailed in pain. Not once. Just laughed. The more lashes
with the leather belt, the more he laughed.

Lunatics, Florianna’s dad said of Patrik and
his father, Norbert.

“So are they, Nagymama? Are the Baloghs werewolves
too?”

Zsazsa’s usually mild-mannered disposition turned to
agitation. “Yes. Unfortunately.”

Unfortunately? Though tempted to press her
for details, Florianna refrained. Made a mental note to save that
discussion for another day.

Her grandmother inhaled a deep breath. “There’s
something else you need to know.”


 EIGHT

 


“OUR POWERS COME with a price, Florianna.
They must be renewed every full moon.” With an air of reverence,
Zsazsa turned the timeworn pages to one at the back of the book.
She pointed to a crude illustration of a wolf-like man devouring
the heart of the disemboweled human lying at his feet. “The
consumption of warm flesh from freshly killed prey rejuvenates our
werewolf powers and sustains them until the next full moon. Though
the freshly killed warm flesh of any mammal will suffice,
human flesh is the richest and offers the highest infusion of our
powers.”

Human flesh? Florianna’s stomach about
rolled. “You mean like eating people?”

“Exactly. But more on that later.” Zsazsa closed the
massive book and handed it to Florianna. “Every day, I want you to
study this book. I know you can’t read Hungarian but the pictures
convey the information as well. Ask me questions. Memorize the
images. Learning the ways of a Tóth werewolf requires five to seven
years of intense training.”

Florianna’s eyes about exploded out of her head.
Five to seven years? She let out a stiff cough that sounded
like she was about to hack up a glob of sputum. “Learning the ways
of a werewolf sounds interesting enough, Nagymama, but I don’t
think I want to—”

Zsazsa’s eyes narrowed and glowed like a fiery
golden flame. She drilled a don’t-even-think-about-it look
into Florianna.

She had experienced the look throughout her
life. Grandma never raised her voice or spanked her. Never needed
to. Not because Florianna was a perfect child. Far from it. But
because one flash of the look from Zsazsa chilled her blood.
Scared her into doing, or not doing, whatever her grandmother
wanted. Now she knew the look came from her grandmother’s
werewolf eyes.

Clearly, backing out of werewolf training wasn’t an
option. She feigned a scanty smile. Dared ask, “What will happen to
me going to college? And what about me working at our
business?”

“Nothing. We’ll schedule your training around your
classes and work.”

Oooookay. There goes MY life! “When-when and
where do I start training?”

Her grandmother blinked a few times. The fire of
hell and damnation in her eyes faded as the twinkle returned. She
cleared her throat. “We’ll start right here. Right now. I’m going
to whip up a Hungarian goulash for dinner.” Zsazsa rose and tipped
her head toward the hall. “While I’m cooking, you can practice
recognizing and naming odorprints. You can start with the
ingredients and spices I’m using.”

“I suppose that means I can’t go with my friends
tonight to Fat Frannie’s to celebrate my birthday.” Florianna hung
her head. As much as she was intrigued about discovering her
werewolf powers, she wasn’t thrilled about giving up time with her
friends. “I better call Allie and Kaitlyn and tell them the party’s
off.”

“Why?” Zsazsa cocked her head. “What time were you
going?”

“Seven.”

“No worries. Your odorprint lesson will be done in
plenty of time for you to go out with your friends.”

Florianna brightened. “I can practice at the ice
cream parlor. I can’t wait to share my werewolf—”

“Your heritage and the gifts you posses must be kept
a secret. There are those in the world, called Exterminators, who
want to destroy us.”

“Allie and Kaitlyn would never hurt—”

“No!” Zsazsa stabbed her finger in the air at her
face. “You must tell no one. Revealing your ancestry and unique
powers could unleash a deadly chain of events causing the death of
you, me, and others of our species. Do you understand Florianna
Walker Erew?”

“Yes, Nagymama.” Florianna dipped her head in
humility. “I promise to keep our heritage a secret.” She raised her
head and eyed her grandmother. “You can trust me to never break
confidence.”

Zsazsa’s features softened. “I know.” She smiled and
stroked the side of Florianna’s face with affection.

Florianna nestled her cheek into her grandmother’s
hand. “You taught me well, Nagymama.”

Zsazsa patted the cover of the old book. “The reason
child werewolves are kept from viewing their heritage books and not
told of their developing powers is because of the importance of
secrecy.

“Despite that, growing up you might have noticed
your scrapes and bruises healed faster than those your friends
received. Or you never caught a cold or came down with the flu like
your friends did. And you could run faster, jump higher, and lift
heavier things with greater ease than your cheerleader friends.
Even the school jocks.”

Those details never crossed Florianna’s mind. But
now that her grandmother brought them up, everything she said was
true.

“One last thing.”

Florianna clutched the old book close to her chest
and rose from the bed.

Zsazsa reached to the nightstand, opened the drawer
and pulled out a notebook and pen. Printed words in all capital
letters on the paper and handed the tablet to Florianna.”

She gazed at the paper, twisted up her face, and
read the note aloud, “FLO W EREW.” She shrugged. “That’s my
name…”

Zsazsa smiled. “Turn around and hold it up in front
of my dresser mirror. Read what it says.”

Skeptical, Florianna did as her grandmother asked.
She held up the paper and looked at it in the mirror. Her mouth
gaped.

“Werewolf.” Her grandmother stood at her side and
draped her arm over her shoulders. “Florianna, your name spells
werewolf in reverse.”


 NINE

 


PRESENT DAY.

TUESDAY. JUNE 21, 2016.

DAYBREAK.

SAGE RIVER PARKWAY.

SOUTH TRAILHEAD.

“Last spring the Reunion Killer abducted women.
Suffocated them. Stashed their bodies in his Forever
Breathless collection at an old farmhouse. I thought with that
sicko, I had seen it all.” Lt. Brandon Philburn wrinkled his nose
at the mutilated corpse. “Seeing this mess, Greenie, I was
wrong.”

Laszlo Veres nodded. Though not part of the Major
Crimes Unit at the time, the gruesome details filtered through the
ranks. Listening to descriptions and looking at pictures of heinous
crimes was one thing. Seeing the body and witnessing the scene, in
person, was another.

There was something about death—violent death—that
dominated the air. Suffocated energy. And coated the living in an
invisible sludge. Laszlo wanted to take a hot shower. Wash away the
sights, sounds, and smells of his first homicide case forever
etched in his mind. But that would never happen.

Philburn sucked on his vape pen and let out white
mist accompanied by a deep sigh of disgust. “Now we have a
psychopath disemboweling men and shredding the muscle off their
bones. Third murder with the same M.O. in as many months. All
around a full moon, no less.” He shook his bony shoulders, feigning
a shiver. “I’ve seen a lot of shit in my day, Greenie, but this is
damn spooky if you ask me.”

The detectives stooped under the police barrier
tape. They walked toward the paved trail and the small gathering of
looky-loos.

“And the chief ordering us to ‘tidy up’ the crime
scene by eight is bullshit. Pure bullshit!” Philburn stopped.
Rested his hand against the trunk of an oak tree for balance and
pulled off his vinyl police marker shoe covers.

Laszlo followed suit but without requiring the help
of a tree. “I don’t get it. Why would the chief give precedence to
a walkathon over a murder investigation? Especially since the event
doesn’t start until ten, yet he wants us out by eight.”

“Because it’s the mayor’s wife’s charity 10K.”
Philburn pulled a nasty face. “Maintenance has to have time to make
the trail look neat and pretty.”

“Blossoming Teens.” Laszlo nodded, familiar with the
organization. Everyone in West Sage had heard of the mayor’s wife’s
gardening program. Every issue of the local monthly newspaper
bragged on it. Plus there were advertisements on electronic
billboards. And pop-up ads all over social media. All pitching
support for Blossoming Teens, almost ad nauseam. The program taught
youth to grow a variety of flowers for planting in the West Sage
Community Garden. A laudable enterprise for sure, but to reign
superior over a murder investigation? Especially one as gruesome as
this?

Unconscionable.

“Fuckin’ Three Muskrats,” Philburn grumbled.

Laszlo’s lips leveled into a thin line. West Sage
was a medium-sized town with a thriving good old boys
network. Behind their backs, the mayor, police chief, and fire
chief were labeled The Three Muskrats. Emphasis on rats.

“Look at that damn mess.” Philburn pointed with the
shoe covers in his hand at the bloody corpse. “Who or what could
have done that?”

Not sure the question was rhetorical or if his boss
was seeking his opinion, Laszlo spouted an answer. “The perp could
be a pack of wild dogs.” Not a great answer, but an answer
nonetheless.

The lieutenant scowled, wadded up the shoe covers,
and stuffed them into his jacket pocket. “Don’t see any dog tracks,
do you, Greenie?”

“Sir, with all due respect, my name’s Laszlo Veres.
Greenie’s not even my middle name—”

“Do you think I give a rat’s ass about your middle
name, Greenie?”

“Who pissed in your Cheerios this morning,
Lieutenant?”

“The captain when he assigned me to show you the
ropes of homicide investigations.”

“I’m a quick study.”

“Not if you think wild dogs are responsible for this
slaughter.”

Asshole. Laszlo clenched his teeth so hard he
thought he heard a molar crack.

Behind the surly lieutenant’s back the detectives
called him Walter, after ventriloquist Jeff Dunham’s
character. Not only because the detective’s appearance favored that
of the balding old man puppet, but because he was equally as rude
and twice as grumpy.

To Philburn’s credit, he was WSPD’s detective with
the most solved murders under his belt.

Opportunity to learn from one of the best,
Laszlo reminded himself for the third time this morning.

“You need to do some research, Greenie. There’ve
been other murders committed with the same savage M.O. Disemboweled
victims with their throats torn out have been discovered scattered
throughout the U.S. as far back as the mid-seventeen-hundreds. With
a concentration of them in Pennsylvania in the
mid-eighteen-hundreds.”

So the old duffer’s a murder history buff.
Laszlo tucked that tidbit of information into the back of his mind.
Might come in handy one day.

“Vigilantes supposedly caught the perps in a little
town on the outskirts of Philadelphia,” Philburn continued. “Blamed
four Negro families. Accused them of practicing some kind of god
awful African witchcraft. Railroaded them as cannibals. Claimed
they ripped the throats and guts out of their victims then ate the
flesh off their bones.”

Laszlo cringed.

“Of course, no proof was ever recorded.” He scowled.
“They were poor uneducated black folks who happened to be in the
wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Convenient scapegoats,” Laszlo surmised. Cases of
those wrongly accused and sentenced to brutal punishments littered
human history. A practice continued today in many parts of the
world. Including the U.S.

Philburn tugged on his right earlobe. “The
vigilantes beheaded thirty-eight people that day. Men, women, and
children as young as a babe in arms.”

“Beheaded?” Laszlo twisted up his face at the mental
image. Memories of his mother’s bizarre murder pummeled his mind.
“Isn’t that unusual? I thought vigilantes preferred to hang people,
especially blacks.”

“Some believed decapitation was the only way to
actually kill these people.”

Macabre fascination engrossed Laszlo in the
lieutenant’s gruesome history lesson. “Did the murders stop?”

“For a while and only in that one area.” His
embedded frown lines deepened. “And now here we are. A century and
a half later facing the same grisly murders.” Philburn pulled his
lips so flat they looked like red shoestring licorice.

Laszlo’s mind burbled with questions. Whoever
committed the murders one-hundred-fifty-years ago couldn’t still be
committing them today. But could the murders be related to some
kind of cult that survived and grew after all these years? Could
there be a group of radicals with a belief system that demanded
this type of brutal murder? If so, how had they avoided detection
for decades? And managed to leave no evidence at the scene or
eyewitnesses?

“Excuse me, Detectives?”

Startled from his thoughts, Laszlo jerked his head
up in the direction of the voice. A skinny young cop, not looking
old enough to drive, drew Philburn’s and his attention.

“I found a wallet over there.” He pointed to an area
in the woods outside the taped off area.

The pencil-necked officer extended the billfold to
Laszlo. But the senior detective swiped it out of his hand. Opened
it. Flipped through the stack of plastic cards and stopped at the
driver’s license. Read the name. “Mike Faraday.”

Laszlo peered over the detective’s shoulder to
scrutinize the picture. He glanced at the corpse and felt himself
cringe at the sight. What remained of the man’s head didn’t
resemble the man in the photograph. If that mangled heap of flesh
was Faraday, forget dental records. It would take DNA to confirm
his identity.

“Blood bath if you ask me.” The officer shook his
head and turned away. “I feel sorry for the poor elderly couple who
discovered the body on their early morning walk. They’re still
pretty shaken up.” He bumped up his bony shoulders. “Said they saw
and heard nothing.”

Philburn blurted a throaty chuckle. “Because they’re
half blind and all deaf.”

The geeky uniformed officer shot a sideways look at
Laszlo.

“Thank you, Officer.” Laszlo forced a smile. “Let us
know if you find anything else.”

“Yes, Sir.” The cop turned on his heel and jogged
toward the parking lot.

“Mike Faraday.” Laszlo brushed his fingertips over
his forehead. “Why does that name ring a bell?”

Philburn’s head shot up. His eyes widened. He shook
his finger at Laszlo. “Good memory, Greenie. The sex crimes unit
was investigating a Faraday for child molestation. Could be the
same guy.”

Laszlo loosened his red, white, and blue striped tie
and unbuttoned the collar of his white dress shirt. Damn. Gonna
be a hot one. He was sticky from sweat already and it wasn’t
even seven o’clock.

“Faraday is victim number three.” Philburn took
another drag on his vaping pen. Tilted his sweat-glistened head
toward the sky and exhaled another cloud. “Three murders in three
months.”

This could be Laszlo’s chance to impress the
curmudgeon. “Last week I perused our active homicide investigation
files. Noticed the other two victims were being investigated as
well.” He cocked his head to the side and rolled his eyes toward
the top of his skull. “One for wife beating. The other for—”

“Sleeping with his own nine-year-old daughter.”
Philburn let out another sigh, something he did often. Perhaps out
of habit more than emotion. He closed his vaping pen and shoved it
into his inside jacket pocket. “Twisted bastard. Maybe there’s
justice in the Universe after all.”

Laszlo wouldn’t disagree with his superior. At least
not yet. Chalking up the three murders to karmic justice released
warm fuzzies inside. But contributed zip in solving the
murders.

Those men were targeted. On purpose. Or so Laszlo’s
gut told him. Could someone involved in the sex crimes unit be
acting as judge, jury, and executioner? A detective, clerk, or
crisis counselor?

Or could there be a civilian vigilante out there? A
past victim who had been sexually violated and never received
justice, therefore he—or she—had chosen to take the law into his or
her own hands?

He wondered, too, about the victims a hundred and
fifty years ago in Pennsylvania. Could they have been deviants too?
Could there be an entire organization of vigilantes? A secret
society where membership is a birthright?

Laszlo considered sharing his ideas with the
lieutenant, but refrained. When Walter stopped treating him like he
had just rolled off a manure truck, he’d open up. Brainstorm his
theories with the seasoned detective.

Then again, the chance of Walter treating him
with one iota of respect was as likely as Laszlo’s ex-fiancee,
Katie Foster, dumping her plastic surgeon boyfriend and begging
Laszlo to take her back.

In other words, when pigs fly.


 TEN

 


ABOUT AN HOUR LATER.

Florianna jogged along the six-foot wide blacktop
trail of the rural Sage River Parkway. The morning had been
productive. Her surveillance had paid off. The fool didn’t have a
clue he had been busted. She chalked it up to another of her cases
all but closed.

Her skin prickled. A shiver of danger cascaded over
her. Someone was watching her. Following her. She had felt the
stalker off and on for the past ten days. Despite her keen senses,
she couldn’t pick up an odorprint. Or catch a glimpse. This morning
the threat seemed closer. More imminent.

A bit unnerved, she picked up the pace. I better
fess up to Zsazsa. Warn her. Tell her someone might be watching her
too.

As Florianna approached the trailhead a scattering
of police vehicles pulled out of the paved parking lot.

Looked like the cops finished a training exercise.
Or wrapped up a crime scene investigation. Her lips twitched,
suppressing a smile. “This was no training exercise,” she said
under her breath, a play on the famous line from Jaws.

The distinctive scent of a man—an alpha—caught
Florianna’s attention. She jogged to the bench stationed next to
the drinking fountain at the trailhead entry. Placed her foot up on
the seat of the cement bench and bent over, pretending to tie her
shoe. She turned her head to the side and opened her mouth. Inhaled
through her mouth and nose.

Tingles—pleasurable tingles—skipped up and down her
spine.

Curiosity getting the best of her, she abandoned her
plan to leave the parkway to track down the titillating scent
instead. The alpha might pan out to be a suitable mate.

She had been on the hunt for nearly three years. Mr.
Right had yet to come along. Might she discover a worthy
counterpart today?

Only one way to find out.

An older man, breathing hard, lumbered to the
drinking fountain. His face beet red and body glimmering in sweat,
he swiped the back of his hand across his forehead. “It’s hot
already. Take plenty of water with you.”

Florianna smiled and tapped the bottle on her waist
pack. “I’ll be sure to keep myself hydrated.” She didn’t have the
heart to tell him she had already jogged over eight miles. “Have a
good day.” She waved at the old geezer and strolled back onto the
trail.

The alpha’s scent was strong. She estimated he was a
couple hundred yards southwest of the parking lot. A few dozen feet
off the path in the middle of a patch of scrub oak, where a scent
familiar to her lingered.

She followed the winding trail through towering
cottonwood trees and thick scrub oak. The songs of a variety of
birds filled the air. A gentle breeze swept over her. She picked up
the essence of green leaves, wild flowers, and the stench of
coagulated human blood.

After traveling about two hundred yards
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