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Chapter I
  
  
  
Madeline Leftwich sat at the train station every day at exactly thirteen minutes past midnight. The faded brown bench on which she sat did not often have consistent occupants as transients and hobos were sparse this far north. 
But there she sat, hands crossed over her lap. The floral pattern of the thick skirt she wore was handmade, buckles and clasps galore adorned the uneven cut and fold of the garment. Her face possessed an absent quality, not that characteristics were missing, but instead a vacancy of spirit. That bench meant a great deal to her. This was the very place that childhood was left behind. 
It had been exactly thirty-nine years since her mother had placed her on that very bench, brushed back her hair, and told her everything was going to be alright. She had said she would be right back. A promise to a child is a sacred thing. Even as an adult, Madeline could not tear herself away from the compulsion to come wait for her mother every day at that exact moment she had left her. The whistle blew each night as the passenger train rolled into town. 
Cold air rained down upon the open station. Often, there would be sheets of ice that would expel from the track, lining the waiting area just beside the tracks on the concrete platform. Attendants had grown accustomed to her presence. Some even offered her coffee in the wee hours of the morning when they had no other friend. This night, however, she was quite alone. 
Heavy bleating of the distant train horn filled the night, filtering through a cloudy fog. The susceptible and otherwise occupied Ms. Leftwich was not yet privy to the gossip of the town. Murder, a topic of great concern no matter the venue, would be especially virulent in such a small community. Distance revealed a dark object hurdling through the night, steam and precipitation sluicing from the hot steel that cascaded across the hours of darkness. 
The station was empty. A half-lit banister showed the narrow, icy path that crawled back out to the blacktop just outside the front of the station. She watched the train collide with the open air of the darkness, the squeal of the tight brakes announcing its arrival with startling clarity. Heavy doors opened; artificial light spilled from the side of the train.          
Madeline watched the open door––waiting. Seconds passed into minutes, yet there was no sound external to the cold nature of Minnesota. Winter had a feeling, a symphony all its own. Groaning trees fought against the arctic grip of snow and ice. Lakes moving in the distance, far beneath the heavy weight of the ice that had taken residence upon them, filled the night. 
Someone stepped out. Her coat was wrapped tightly around her lithe frame, her sandy blonde hair tucked beneath a brown wool cap. The scarf around her neck was braided and frayed; as if it were sewn by someone she knew well, not the simple manufacture of mass production. Brown eyes watched the empty train station with great interest and a precision that marked her immediately as more than a mere observer. 
A bulge at her side revealed a weapon. The simple black bag that was slung over the shoulder of the long brown trench coat made her appear to be a woman on the run, or perhaps one who simply liked to travel light. 
Seeing the frail figure of Madeline, this sole occupant of the midnight train station, she made her way toward the sitting woman. Her voice was sweet, her tone full of purpose. “Excuse me, ma’am. Is this Locke? Locke, Minnesota?”
Ms. Leftwich watched the woman with wide eyes, pooling with tears. She was severely confused. Was this her mother? Had this been the person she had waited so long to see? She hesitated. This woman was younger, younger than she was. Was this possible: a mother who was younger than you?
“Ma’am, I…”
“Mother?” queried Madeline Leftwich, her voice rising shrilly. 
“Pardon me?”
Madeline did not stand, but instead shuffled her purse at her waist. “Are you my mother? You left me here a long time ago. Said you would be back, said you would be back soon.”
Staring into the vacant eyes of Madeline Leftwich, it took the woman a moment of complete incomprehensibility to see that there was not much left. Where there might have once been potential for a woman were the remnants of some sad description of what could laughingly be called life. 
“No. I am very sorry. I’m not…”
Madeline stood now, her features scrunching in anger. “Why would you lie to me? Why would you leave me here? Why?”
“Ma’am, my name is Lauren. Lauren Westlake. And I am neither your mother nor a trained therapist. Can you tell me if this is Locke?”
Madeline interrupted, her face flush. Her words were filled with venomous rage. “Don’t pretend I’m a child. I know where I am. I know who I am. Just because you are my mother, doesn’t mean you can leave me behind.”
Lauren Westlake looked at the woman in a mixture of shock and horror. She resisted the urge to physically restrain the woman, concerned about the reaction she might have. “What is your name?”
Madeline’s face was the very picture of surprise. 
“You don’t remember your daughter’s name?”
Lauren was uncertain how much further this charade should be carried, whether or not disengaging from the woman would be simpler. Looking at the woman carefully, she noticed that her clothing was handmade. The name Madeline was sewn into the breast of her outmost jacket. Stifling an irritated sigh, she continued. “Madeline. Your name is Madeline.”
And then as quickly as the madness had come, it dissipated. “Why are you talking to me?”
“Excuse me. I…”
Madeline looked at Lauren strangely and stood, gathering her belongings. She moved past Lauren and out into the night as if the interaction did not even happen. Lauren watched her go, scrutinizing the entire exchange in her own mind. Shaking her head, she adjusted the bag at her back and moved forward past the dock of the train station and into the cold area just above it. 
Ms. Leftwich was nowhere to be seen. 
As far as Lauren was concerned, that was for the best. 
The night was cold. A heavy veil of fog seemed to grow like a behemoth. She looked down the lane and saw only two endless views of darkness. The blacktop was crystalline, frozen precipitation having created a surreal sheet that seemed as if it would be better suited for ice skating than vehicular travel. 
“Not exactly a warm welcome,” she muttered, drawing the top of her coat closer to her face. There were muffled sounds in the distance, voices that were muted; sounds that could originate from only one kind of establishment: a bar. Lowering her head and pulling the strap of her bag tight, she soldiered on. 
  
  
MADELINE HAD MADE A HUGE MISTAKE that night that would cost her life. Each night that she sat alone at that train station she would wait for the sun to rise and then scamper home, ashamed. This night, however, her emotions had gotten the better of her. And it was in these woods that she would now find herself in the presence of a particular creature of the night, one that would come to haunt and terrorize the inhabitants of the small town of Locke. 
The moon overhead stung the fog, driving the ethereal wisps from its view. Wide and threatening, it looked peaceful when viewed in the company of others, in the arms of a lover perhaps. To Madeline Leftwich, a woman lost in her own mind, it was a portent of doom. 
Thick branches grew over the sorry excuse for a path that she walked each day. By daylight the intricacies could be gleaned, but at night it was a haunted maze littered with obstructions and potential trip falls. 
Her shoes were a dark fabric. Not the kind of material used when hiking through the woods at breakneck speeds, though that is what Madeline would need that night. When she paused at the center of the trail to make sure she wasn’t being followed, the dead silence of the night became a far more frightening sound. 
“Who is there?” she half-whispered, her voice cracking. 
A branch snapped, frost claiming yet another soldier. 
Another sound echoed in the night; this time much heavier, like weight lingering as a fledging branch gasped for its last breath before being trampled. She pulled her bag close to her chest, her face twisting in fear. Her eyes were wide as she searched the night frantically. “There is nothing there,” she whispered, tearing her eyes from the tree line. 
Continuing forward, her steps were quicker, more deliberate. The woods around her thinned the faster she walked, white-speckled pines giving way to broken branches along a road of depreciating value. The trail widened in places, enough that little pockets of dirt and soil were pushed up from use. 
As if something were urging her forward, she began to run slightly, her breath expelled in heavy puffs of condensed air. She wheezed then, a panicked, hiccupping sound that erupted deep from within her chest. 
And that was when she heard the first growl. There was something wrong with it. It sounded like an animal, the guttural low pitches. However, there was something human to it, a strange gargling sound.
Her feet were not as sure beneath her as she thought. The tips of the fabric shoes dug into the hard soil, making her wince in pain. Biting her lip hard, she forged forward, stumbling into an open area of the trail. 
Trees crowded the edges of her vision and the clearing. The trail continued on the way she had been trampling and then split into two smaller trails yet. The fog hung ahead of her, pulling away as if it were an entity all its own. 
Silence permeated the area. 
And then the growl came again. It sounded hungry, desperate, the pinnacle of auditory fear. “Who is there? What? Why are you hiding?” she whimpered. “Please. Please.”
It seemed to come from all around her, enveloping the cold night air. The fog stirred; deep in its belly a shadow formed. Tall and hunched, it was a mass of darkness shaped like a man. Heavy in the shoulders, spines seemed to rise unevenly from the arms and body. The head was lowered and the knees bowed as if it were ready to pounce. 
Yet it did not. It stood, chest heaving, safely veiled by the fog bank. Hands that seemed to melt into long thin claws were obscured by the swirling mass of miasma ebbing and flowing within. 
She was speechless. 
Her mouth opened: no words. 
Her mind raced. Panicked thoughts flooded her mind, erasing judgment and reason. Muscles constrained and joints locked, she watched helplessly. It took a single step forward, the heave of its heavy chest frightening. 
Madeline Leftwich was not a god-fearing woman. In point of fact, until that moment she had not given much thought about death. Never had she thought about whether she wished to stay in this world: alive, mortal. Now, when confronted with something drawn from nightmares, her pulse raced and she realized, with a desperate certainty, that she did indeed wish to live. 
The rain trickled then, a fat droplet striking her across her hair. Her feet hit the ground hard, her pulse racing as she abandoned her bag. Churning, her feet dug into the hard winter earth. Her breath sputtered in front of her in rapid fits of exploding clouds. She whimpered as she ran, tears running down her face as trees slapped her hard across her cold, sensitive features; some left bruises, others broke skin. 
The forest was now alive with sound. 
Creatures hooted and hollered in the night. 
They knew something was happening. 
She could hear herself breathing. 
She would not last much longer. 
Her foot caught something lodged deep into the frozen ground. The world spun in circles as her back collided with the unforgiving earth. The groan that escaped her lips was foreign. 
Frightened and defeated, she kept very still. Where she had landed proved defensible, high brush bristling with heavy branches and evergreen leaves that hid her partly from view. 
The forest beat a heavy drum. 
Footfalls of animals loose in the night filled the air. There was one set of footsteps that rung above the others: something primal, something large. She covered her mouth with her hand. Pressing tightly, she watched as a shadow crept across her vision. 
She peered out the side of the brush. 
It stood like a man. 
Up close the fur was matted, uneven, missing in some places. The legs were muscular and covered in fabrics that seemed to sluice fluid. Hemorrhaging from the torso, it moved with a predator’s grace.
Its face was covered in shadow.
Madeline felt a scream rise from deep in her chest and she pressed her hand harder against her mouth. Closing her eyes, tears streamed from them. Her chest heaved, but she tried not to move, locking her body into a paralysis. 
She could not tear her eyes away from it. 
Turning, the face was still well hidden. 
Long slender fingers, like dull blades, bounced against the creature’s legs. The clothing was torn and dirty. A smell emanated from it that could only be described as nausea in the depths of a septic tank. Lifting its head, it sniffed the air, a hood pressing against its mangled hair. 
Her breath caught in her throat. 
The slow turn of the creature and the bend of its legs as it lowered closer to the ground was more than Madeline could take. And before she could even remove her hand from her mouth to scream, it was upon her. 
 



  
Chapter II
  
  
  
Lauren Westlake had not yet seen the monster that hunted the woods of Locke. Nor was she privy to some of the uncouth and less than reputable members of the community. But as she pushed open the doors of the Mill Saloon, she was aware of one thing: something was wrong in Locke. 
She pulled off her hat and tucked it into her bag, flushing out her hair. The bar was as one expected, dark and smoky. There were few lights and even fewer women. Booths lined the outer walls except for the one that housed a wooden bar adorned with various hides, pelts, and horns fitted to inexpressive plaques of death. 
As she walked through the open area that served as both a dance floor and a drunken staggering area, many heads turned to watch her pass. Lauren was indeed an attractive woman; as well as confident, with a sense of purpose and an intensity that might be viewed as unusual in such a small town. 
Sitting down on a stool with a smile, she placed her hands on the counter of the bar. The bartender was a thick man in shoulder and girth with a heavy beard of coal hair. His shirt was too loose and his pants too tight. The thick slur of his voice hinted that the good bartender was sampling his own goods. 
“What can I get ya, pretty lady?” 
Lauren looked around the bar; most people had returned to their business. But some continued to stare. A particular one, dressed in a manner that attracted the attention of the drunken, masculine sort. 
Looking sideways at the bartender, she replied. “Whiskey, straight.” 
She watched the woman cross the room, drawing stares from every man; the cut of the shorts alone would have facilitated that. Dark red lips and piercing hazel eyes fixed on Lauren immediately. The woman crossed her arms underneath her breasts and cocked her hips suggestively. 
“What’s your story?”
“Better question. What is the story with those shorts? It has to be thirty degrees outside. Are you looking to catch pneumonia?”
The woman looked at her in shock. Lauren was quite certain that another woman had never talked to her that way. Lauren reached back and grasped the dirty-looking glass and took a sip, wincing as she did so. She had overestimated her once rather stout resistance to the brown stuff. 
Times certainly change. 
“I’m not looking for a fight there, cupcake. Just scurry back over to whichever of these fine young gentlemen you were hanging on.”
The provocatively dressed woman, however, would not be so easily deterred. “It is fair to say you some kind of out-of-town cunt then, isn’t it? You looking for trouble, bitch?”
Taking another sip of the whiskey, this one smoother than the last, she smiled. “Not in the slightest.” Touching the weapon at her side with a sweeping finger, she continued. “I have come to this wonderfully cold corner of hell that you call home to help. Last thing I need is a sad little bar fly buzzing about.”
The woman looked at her with a horrified stare. Even the bartender, normally quick to disperse from tense situations, could not tear his eyes away from the train wreck before his eyes. “Who the fuck do you think you are talking to me like that?”
Lauren drained the last of the whiskey, feeling a warm sensation trace down her spine and a familiar fog drift past her senses. “I believe I might be the bitch who beats your hillbilly ass if you do not march back to your boy toys.”
There was a moment where Lauren thought the woman might respond to her challenge, but it passed as the hard stare went glossy. It was the early stages of sorrow and tears, mostly from embarrassment and as well the deep throes of anger. 
“You…”
“Yeah?”
The woman bit her lip as if to say more and then turned, flashing nearly the entirety of her womanhood at Lauren before fading back into the throng of staring drunks once more. As if on cue the bartender leaned forward, pushing another glass of dark amber liquid. 
“Seems like maybe you could use another.” Lauren feigned protest. “On the house, you’re a bold one to talk to Charlene like that.”
She thought about saying something back to the bartender, perhaps dissuade this newfound tough-gal personality, but thought better of it. It might serve her well to be perceived immediately as a kind of hardass. People would certainly be less inclined to question her motives if she did not allow a lot of room for discussion. 
“I have to agree with him. Quite bold.”
His voice had a rough, deep quality to it, but there was as well something profoundly articulate in his speech. Turning, she looked into his cool blue eyes, vast oceans of serenity that stared back into hers with a distant glint. 
A light beard covered his face, like he had been hiding from a razor for several days. His lips were a kind of small, perfect curvature that made her heart flutter in a way she would never admit to another person. He wore a long sleeve shirt under a black button-up, a swooping, gold design across the chest. As he opened his mouth to speak again, he extended a hand, exposing heavily muscled forearms that rippled as he reached out. 
“Dominic,” he spoke with clear inflection. 
Lauren stared at him for a moment, uncertain of what to do next. It was one of those moments when it felt like the world had plunged into slow motion. Each utterance, every smell amplified beyond its normal dominion. 
Dominic stared for a moment, seeming very at ease leaving his hand out there waiting for her. With a sheepish smile, she extended her hand as well. He had a strong grip, but not one that was intimidating or a turn-off. 
“Lauren,” she spoke. 
He smiled and it was a dazzling one. 
Once again, she felt her heart flutter. 
Why was she acting like such a girl? Perhaps it was the whiskey. She shook her head. Realizing that he was watching her carefully, she blushed. 
“Clearly you are not from around here, Lauren. I could not help but overhear your conversation. You are a peace officer?” 
There was something distinctly odd about the way he asked the question. As if he were transplanted from another time period, pulled from an era of courtesy. 
“It is not often I hear cops referred to so eloquently.”
He smiled, more a manipulation of his perfect lips, and revealed a sliver of teeth underneath. “My apologies, perhaps I should have gone with something more colloquial such as copper or uniform.”
Lauren laughed in a way that was more the giggle of a high-schooler with a crush than an admonition of humor. She could not help but feel like an idiot. Grabbing the whiskey for courage, she drank it in a quick gulp. “That would have been strange. No one has used those words since the 50s.”
Dominic smiled again. “Indeed. Pardon my old-fashioned manners. How then would a lady from the modern era have referred to officers of the law?”
“Officer would have worked fine. I’m a federal agent. Agent Westlake,” she continued, stumbling over her words. “I came to investigate a murder. A strange one.”
“Strange how?”
Lauren allowed the veil of silliness to depart. It was replaced with the business tact she had learned to use as an efficient front. “There have been several instances across the country of violence that are unique, to say the least.”
Dominic sat back in his stool, signaling to the bartender for something. The heavy bartender pushed a heavy mug forward. “Unique?” 
Lauren looked at him strangely, uncertain if she should give credence to the warning in her stomach. The concern she felt immediately that a random man was taking interest in what she had to say. 
“Are you very interested in murder, Mr…?”
“McManus.”
“Dominic McManus,” she spoke softly.
He tilted his head at her, a small smirk on his lips. “And as far as murder is concerned, Agent Westlake, we should all be aware of such things. A death is a sad thing, especially where a life is forcibly taken.”
Lauren nodded. “Agreed. These murders, however, are of a very specific and violent nature.”
“Hmm?”
Lauren moved closer to Dominic, leaning in slightly. He smelled of the woods, like camping. She swallowed hard before she continued. “They look as those an animal attacked. Yet the wounds are not consistent with any known predatory creature that lurks in any of the woods of the northern continent.”
“Is that so?”
She nodded. “More often than not, the victims are women. Most are attractive, single women who are lost in the woods or walked home late at night, alone.”
Dominic smiled. 
“Are you asking me to walk you home?”
“What? Huh? I didn’t mean…”
Dominic’s smile dissolved immediately. “Was I too forward? My apologies, I thought that…”
Lauren looked at him, completely flummoxed. 
“No, I mean that wasn’t my. But you…”
“Shall I leave?”
Lauren was beat red now. 
“No. Please stay. Unless of course you…”
“As you were saying,” he replied, alleviating the awkward discussion that would follow rife with open-ended questions and quests for validation. “Women walking alone. Attacked. Murdered. And the cause?”
Lauren regained her sensibilities quickly. “That is just the thing, no cause. There has yet to be one arrest or the closing of a single case.”
“That is dire.”
She nodded. 
“There is talk that the attacks may be supernatural.”
“Supernatural?”
She inched closer still, his smell delicious. Perhaps it was the long train ride or the time that had passed since she had slept with a man. Or perhaps it was simply because he was gorgeous. 
“Werewolf.”
The look that rose to Dominic’s face was one of quiet disbelief mixed with concern “Werewolf?” he repeated briskly. 
Lauren nodded. “Weird and completely insane, right? As if there are such things as werewolves. I personally believe it is some kind of a transient serial killer: a smart, resourceful creep who moves on when he has made himself too visible, uprooting and changing his identity.”
“Sounds reasonable. Has there been a murder here that mirrors your previous investigation?”
“A woman was killed on the lake. She had similar markings. I was supposed to have arrived this afternoon, but the weather is dreadful and the transportation less than timely.”
“The weather is unfortunate here at times, especially this deep in winter. I am quite sorry to hear that your trip was unpleasant. Though I am confused, were you called in to investigate?”
Lauren tapped the counter, grabbing the bartender’s attention. With a swift finger, she pointed for a refill. “Not exactly. There was an inquiry about the specifics of the murder that was flagged by the bureau. When I got wind of it, I made my way here. This is a small passion of mine.”
“So this would be an on-going investigation?”
She nodded. 
“Then perhaps speaking to a complete stranger about it would be taboo?”
Lauren looked through the haze of whiskey and realized her error. He was not wrong. Speaking to some random person about events that were not meant to be public knowledge was more than taboo, it was grounds for dismissal. 
She felt like she would cry. 
Or at the very least scream quite loudly. 
“Please do not be concerned. I have no intention of participating in some gossip circle. But this is a small town and if people do not already know, they will very soon. I did not mean to put you on the spot.”
Lauren tried to recover. 
“No, it wasn’t an imposition.” 
The words sounded silly as she spoke them. She was overcompensating for the dwindling pool of thoughts she had to draw from. Dominic smiled again. His face came alive each time as if his joy were an aphrodisiac. 
“That is good to hear. I would not want to make you uncomfortable. I can imagine a long train ride and your altercation with the woman here tonight would be enough to turn you off of this small town.”
She nodded. Feeling the whiskey take over completely, it broke down the walls of her implicit rules; the fortress behind which she dwelled so efficiently. “There might be some things here worth my time,” she slurred slightly. 
It was no secret that her skill at flirtation was less than par. Dominic looked at her, the intensity of his blue eyes speaking of a much older being than the one who sat across from her. She shook her head, the mist of intoxication making her think strangely. 
Suddenly, her emotions were all over the place. And then looking at Dominic, something animalistic took over. Something overtly sexual grabbed a hold from the inside out. “So what was that bit about walking me home?”
 



  
Chapter III
  
  
  
Sheriff Montgomery looked at the frozen, mangled body of Madeline Leftwich and could not seem to conjure up remorse. Two grisly murders in the span of two days were enough to plunge the emotions of a small town into a nexus, a black hole of sorts. The woods seemed harmless during the day, better resembling a Robert Frost poem than a horrific murder scene. 
Tufts of thick brown hair escaped from the wool cap he wore. A heavy face that was accented with a thick beard made him appear a lumberjack or dock worker as opposed to a civil servant. Pale brown eyes surveyed the scene with a kind of absent criticism. He knelt down, the heavy material of his pants cracking as if they were frozen solid, which was not far from the truth. 
Reaching out with a gloved hand, he touched the ghastly face. Locke experienced a murder once a decade and often it was someone not from Minnesota, but some vacationer. Maybe they were from California or some damned warm place that didn’t have the decency to just appreciate the tall green trees that clouded the distance and the gripping cold that took the breath from you even in July. Shaking his head, he stood again. His heavy frame had begun to thicken in the middle with age.  
“Sheriff, we got some tracks over here,” called out the young deputy, a thin reed of a boy. Everyone was a boy to Montgomery since the big five-zero had rolled around last spring. The young deputy’s hazel eyes were the kind about which women dreamed. Though what was behind them was little more than a vapid afterthought.
Montgomery walked over the frozen earth, making sure to walk around the partially covered remains of Ms. Leftwich, or rather what remained. The tall pines watched the sheriff pass, branches swaying slightly in the morning breeze. 
The deputy was standing over heavy indentions in the earth. Matthews was the consummate northerner. Heavy Nordic brow and cheekbones made him look like a Viking warrior displaced. The sloppy grin across his face belied the gruesome scene he and the sheriff overlooked.  “Looks like they might be from an animal, hey,” he mumbled, pointing down at the ground. 
Squatting down, Montgomery touched the firm earth with his gloved hands. Already the soil was cold again despite the horror that had no doubt transpired hours before. “Looks like it could be bear tracks, but the narrow arch could be human. No claws, just heavy prints. Not definitive.”
“Could it be a monster, hey?”
Montgomery looked at him with a grim look. 
“You making a joke, deputy?”
“Sorry, sir.”
Looking past the marks, there was damage to the brush as well. Pushing past hard spiny branches, the sheriff saw where Madeline Leftwich had hid before her assailant got the better of her. Part of her coat rested on the crawling, thorny brush that was located only a few feet from the murder scene. 
“Looks like this is where the victim was hiding.”
“Hiding, Sherriff?”
Montgomery stood, surveying the scene with a critical eye. Pointing down at the brush, he began. “I believe Ms. Leftwich was out in the woods here for some reason. Walking home from the train station, I suppose.”
“She was a bit batty, hey.” 
Montgomery did not bother to chastise his deputy with words. Instead, he directed a dark glare his way. It was sufficient. Walking forward, pointing farther down the trail, the sheriff continued. “For whatever reason, she felt compelled to enter these woods at night. Wild animals aside, this trail has proven dangerous in the past. Something or someone was waiting for her. Maybe she saw it coming, maybe it chased her.”
The deputy watched quietly. 
“Either way she hid in this bush until whatever got her, dragged her free.”
Ms. Collins, local medical examiner, in all her burlesque glory on the cold bitter morning, walked over to the sheriff and deputy. Her hands were covered in black gloves. Bright orange lipstick accented her face; the bee hive she wore so proudly was streaked with black and white. 
“I think your assumption might be correct, sheriff.”
Montgomery looked at her with a stone face. “Is that so? What makes you so agreeable this morning?”
Collins stiffened her back and walked toward the body. They followed, the three of them soon overlooking Madeline’s frozen corpse. “There are bruises along her upper arms, and if I am not mistaken, there is tendon and muscle damage consistent with a dragging scenario. We won’t know more until I get her on the table, but I think it is a reasonable assumption.”
The sheriff knelt again, this time inspecting the wound carefully. Tracing a finger over the gashes, he grimaced. “Strange wounds,” he began and then making hooks with his fingers. “Looks like a claw or some kind of garden tool.”
“So we’re looking for a gardener?”
Montgomery shook his head. “Perhaps his tools, deputy,” answered the sheriff sarcastically. Looking into the distance, he continued. “You think this is related?”
Collins raised a painted eyebrow. 
“To the woman at the lake?”
The sheriff nodded. 
Watching the still forest around them, he listened for an abnormality like a druid of the old world. “Two murders in the span of two days, similar conditions. Women alone attacked and left in the cold. Certainly something to think about.”
The deputy scratched his head in confusion. 
“But the two crime scenes are miles apart.”
“Mile, maybe mile and a half.”
“Seems bit far for collusion between the two acts,” offered the deputy, looking away as the sheriff took note of his word choice. Even Collins in all her macabre glory looked at him with a skeptical eye. “What? I can evolve.”
Montgomery did not even bother commenting. “There are marks along her chest very similar to those of our Jane Doe in the morgue. What’s this?” Collins leaned in, the powerful grip of her perfume rankled the sheriff. “You mind taking a step back, Ms. Collins. For posterity, of course.”
She looked at him over dark-rimmed glasses and smirked. “Some men find me intoxicating, sheriff.”
“Not one of ‘em,” he replied. Pulling back the tarp, he continued. “She is missing a patch of skin.”
“What?”   
The deputy leaned in, his eyes wide. 
The remains of Madeline Leftwich were indeed missing a large piece of skin, the size of two hands just above her hips. Collins, despite the weight of her massive hair arrangement, ducked into see what the sheriff was referring to. The cold air embraced their collective breath, a strange orgy of evacuated clouds. 
“Looks like it was ripped clean,” spoke the deputy in revulsion. 
Collins reached down with a gloved hand, pushing in the skin and inspecting the wound with a critical eye. “Looks post-mortem. Could be unrelated, scavengers or another assailant perhaps?”
Montgomery shook his head. 
“Unlikely.”
The deputy stood up. 
He looked pale. 
This was the first time in his limited service to the city of Locke when he had witnessed such heinous acts. The urge to vomit rose to the surface, stifled with tight lips and wide eyes. “There wasn’t anything like this on the Jane Doe,” he managed through clenched teeth. 
Montgomery nodded absently. “We didn’t see anything, that’s true. Doesn’t mean there wasn’t anything there though.” He turned to Collins. “You notice anything like this on the other victim?”
“I wasn’t really looking for that. We still have her on ice. Toxicology is still out and swabs from the wounds were sent down south for processing. Gonna still be a little while yet, hey.”
The sheriff nodded, his mouth twisting. 
“What do you think happened?” asked the deputy, taking a few steps back as the bag was re-zipped once more. The crime scene crew, which is to say Collins and an awkward intern, carried away Leftwich. 
Montgomery stared at the wilderness again: stillness. 
The bitter lethargy of winter was in full bloom: gray skies, salt and pepper earth. “I think whoever or whatever did this isn’t done.”
“Yeah.”
“And I think maybe things are going to get worse before they get better.”
  
            
LAUREN OPENED HER EYES SLOWLY. The night before had been a blur, drinks led to more drinks. She remembered Dominic, but not the events that led to her lying on her back as she was. White walls were marred slightly with yellowish stains from smokers past. 
What did I do?

Her thoughts drifted as she rose, pushing back the stiff, yet warm covers that enveloped her torso. Looking to the other side of the bed, it was undisturbed. He had not come home with her. 
  
  
IT WALKED THROUGHTHE SHAMBLES of the shed that served as its home. Rusted implements of maim and death hung about it like ghoulish trophies of a world forgotten. The gray day lent little luminance in its shack. 
The smell should have been acerbic, overpowering. Were it summer, the stench of the flesh would have overpowered the air for miles. Yet in winter there were no smells, locked up in a prison of the mind. Boards erected overtop one another in meaningless patterns; scattered holes that revealed the cold and gray outside. 
It no longer felt the cold. 
Its mind, as its body, was numb. 
A table was at the center of the room, of its home. It reached out, grasping the two hands of flesh torn from Madeline Leftwich. 
Not always had it been like this: the curse, the bite. 
It was an animal. 
Now it was forced to hunt, driven by the moon to kill. 
A dead wolf hung in the cabin; the head was still intact. The body had been torn to pieces, fur and foot missing from the torso. 
It walked past a gap in the walls, its arms revealed. 
Wolf fur sewn into flesh. A piece of human flesh pulled and stretched like it wished to make leather, teasing the elasticity of it, testing it. Needles scattered about, bound already in flesh and blood. 
Its face was shadowed, hidden from the world. 
It had begun to fear men, fear their scent and judgment. Werewolf: the word floated through its mind like downed branches in a raging stream. Though there was little life left in its mind: madness, hatred, the hunt. That is what remained. 
Wild hair pulled back from its scalp, long fingers; nails dirty and broken. It stretched the skin down on the table, pressing its dirty hand along the flesh; blood on the hand of the seamster and on the fabric. Its hand reached out and grasped the needle. 
There was no noise in the morning air. 
The trees remained silent in fear of what haunted the shack. It placed the skin on top of its arm. The first time through the blood oozed as the needle attached its trophy to its skin. It used wolf fur, drawn thin like fishing line to seal the wound, to make a quilt of its body: to become a monster. Each time through the flesh drew taut, becoming a part of the map of its descent into madness. 
Soon, it had patched together what had once been Madeline Leftwich’s flesh into its own flesh, a coverlet work of insanity. It sat down on the floor. It looked up at the ceiling and into the gray sky above, waiting for the embrace of night when it would hunt again.
  
  
LAUREN WESTLAKE LOOKED OUT at Locke, Minnesota and grimaced. She felt the slight grip of a hangover: heavy eyes, throbbing mind. The landscape was bleak. The gray skies looked as if they were ready to bury the locals in a distant, forever sleep. 
Pulling her coat around her neck tightly and gripping the edges of her wool cap, she lowered her head into the wind. She recalled the map of the small town. The inn was very close to the cross street where the police station was located. 
She hoped that she was not too late. 
Before, the attacks escalated in quick succession. Where there was one, suddenly there were many until it culminated in a mass murder and then nothing; the balance restored, suburbia recalled. 
The streets were clean, maintained in a way she was not used to. The storefronts were as bleak as the air around her. Stone-faced people, neither smiling nor courteous, watched her with suspicion as she passed. There were few cars; most were parked, only a rundown Chevy passed by. Its sputter could be heard far off in the distance. Lauren passed a coffee shop on her right with For Lease written crudely on a piece of white-backed cardboard. 
The remnants of an auto mechanic shop; an old-time bed and breakfast boarded and rundown: Locke was not a booming place. It suffered as all small towns suffered. Tourism was fickle, even more so when the majority of people were broke and holed up in their shrewd lives. 
The next corner retained the only stop light in all of Locke and it merely blinked red, cautioning the limited traffic to be wary of other drivers. A wind picked up, blowing against her slender frame. She cursed her persistence, her need to understand. Once again, it had driven her to the edge.
The police station came into view, or rather a stone building devoid of marking except a grouping of black letters that spelled out Locke Police Station. A lone patrol car was parked out front, a frost-covered monstrosity that looked as if it would need to be pushed to start. 
The door was tinted, a strange thing to do in a place with no sunshine. Lauren pulled on the handle hard, grumbling as it was slow to open. The cold was bitter on her face, clawing at her lips and nostrils as she entered the building. The station was a long room cut in half by a plain counter. There was a distant desk and a glass door covered in blinds. 
“Hello,” she spoke with slight irritation in her voice. 
There was some shuffling. For a moment, she had the strange sensation to reach for her gun. 
A woman appeared. 
Huge hair, clear frames, and bright red lipstick announced her. She wore a pantsuit the likes of which would have been appropriate on a femme fatale half her age and size in a soap opera much dated. “How can I help you, hey?” she spoke with what could have been considered a completely different dialect. 
Lauren took a cautious step forward, following the woman as she made her way to a part of the counter equipped with a blank clipboard and a rusted iron hand bell. 
She removed her identification while maintaining eye contact with the visual train wreck that was the receptionist. “Agent Lauren Westlake, I am here about the murder.”
“The murders?” repeated the woman, the parroting slightly odd.
Lauren replaced her identification and looked deeper into the station. “Where is the sheriff, Ms…?” Her voice lingered, searching for the woman’s name. They had spoken on the phone the day before, albeit briefly. 
“Mrs. Meadows, if you please. And Sheriff Montgomery is at the crime scene. He will be back after a while. Can I offer you some coffee, hey?”
Lauren placed her hands on the counter. “Crime scene? I thought the Jane Doe had been removed already and was in the morgue. That is why I am here, to inspect the remains.”
There seemed to be sudden recognition in the receptionist’s eyes. “Right. You are that nice city gal who called yesterday inquiring about the murder. The murder on the lake.”
Lauren nodded. “Precisely.”
The receptionist’s heavily painted lips pursed. She leaned forward as if she were telling a secret. “We did bring her in, but there was another murder. A local. Sad story really. Sheriff Montgomery and the deputy are out there right now.”
Lauren leaned back. 
Pulling off her wool cap, she allowed her hair to fall free, unrestrained. Despite sleeping off a rather interesting bender, she still looked more the part of prepared city girl than overworked country gal.
And the receptionist was quick to notice. “Damn girl. You look too good for it to be this cold, hey.”
Agent Westlake looked at her with an arch of her sculpted eyebrows. Naturally sculpted of course, she was lucky that way. “You said the Sheriff is out at the crime scene?” she asked, her attention only slightly affected by the strange comment. 
The receptionist had already disappeared to the back of the station, where she busied herself making coffee. Lauren followed her along the counter. Mrs. Meadows returned, a coffee mug in each hand. Placing one down in front of Lauren, she cupped hers, snuggling with it really. “Sheriff is out there alright, must have been right after dawn. Poor thing got the call at home.”
Lauren moved forward as if to speak. Mrs. Meadows looked to the coffee mug and Lauren picked it up with a sigh. “Where did this happen?”
Mrs. Meadows sat into a comfortable chair, the heavy material of her pant suit making a mockery of her femininity. “Not that far from here, in the woods just the other side of the train station.”
“I know the area.”
“Really, I though you just got here.”
Lauren took a sip of the coffee and grimaced. “Do you have any sugar?” she replied. “I got in early this morning on the train.”
Mrs. Meadows nodded and made a funny little sound. Pointing to where she had retrieved the coffee, she motioned. “Help yourself, hey. Don’t get many female law types here in Locke. Not much girl talk in the station.”
Lauren smiled weakly and moved behind the counter. 
“I guess if you consider all the shenanigans of the young boys around here, then there is some discussion about women. But certainly not in the capacity I like to have.”
Lauren tore open a packet of white sugar and poured it into the mug. Sticking in a long, slender finger, she stirred the hot coffee. 
“So this crime scene, the one near the train station…”
Mrs. Meadows closed her eyes. Doing so made her appear both fearsome and festive. “Another woman, like I said. This one a local, a bit of a town personality.”
“A local?”
“Crazy woman, pardon me saying so. She didn’t have all her marbles, ya know.”
Lauren searched her mind and recalled distantly the run-in she had with the woman at the train station. Could that be the same woman? Her mind swam slowly as the hangover was proving to be a greater barrier than she had anticipated. “The other woman wasn’t a local? The one from the lake?”
“No, sugar. That one was a transient, a traveler through our wonderful green, cold country.” She leaned forward. “Maybe even one of our friends to the north, hey.”
Lauren pondered that. 
The chime at the station rung; every sound crawled in the north. Montgomery entered, the deputy a step behind. They both looked the part of cold, grumpy men who had just come from a gruesome crime scene. “Darlene, any calls? We get anything back on…” He stopped in his tracks as Agent Westlake walked out from behind the counter. 
“Sheriff Montgomery, I presume?” she spoke. 
Montgomery looked at her, his uncertainty worn on his sleeve. “Yes?”
Lauren removed her identification. 
It was an act to which she had not only grown accustomed, but she had as well begun to enjoy the confused response on men’s faces when they met a female agent. It was empowering and embarrassing in one smooth motion. “I’m Agent Westlake. I called about your Jane Doe yesterday.”
Montgomery looked at her. He was not used to assertive women in positions of authority. Not confidence in general, as he had seen many women who had found their aggressive nature amidst a bender. 
Lauren waited a moment, watching the sheriff carefully. “I told your receptionist, Mrs. Meadows, that the preliminary report sounded very similar to a case I have been working. I was hoping I would be able to take a look at the body and maybe shadow you and your deputy for a few days, see what I can glean.”
“Glean?” echoed the deputy, his voice cracking. 
Lauren’s gaze shifted to the tall, young deputy. “To learn by casual observation. I assume you are the good sheriff’s deputy?”
He nodded, his Adam’s apple bouncing comically. 
Montgomery shook his head. Clicking his tongue, he wiped at his boot absentmindedly. “Shadow? You mean interfere with my investigation. There is no federal jurisdiction on this. I have received…”
Lauren stepped forward, placing down her mug of lukewarm coffee. “Nothing like that, sheriff. I am here in a personal capacity. There is no formal federal inquiry at this time. I was given a short leash to do some of my own investigation and that is what I intend to do. I am looking simply for some professional courtesy.”
Montgomery moved back toward his desk. 
The deputy mirrored the movement, an exact carbon copy of the sheriff. Leaning back into his squeaky chair, Montgomery placed his dark boots on the table and thumbed his wedding ring. “I am willing to extend courtesy your way, if you are willing to send some mine.”
Already there was bartering; already the presence of her badge and authority alone was not sufficient to warrant his respect. She would remedy that before all was said and done. 
“Anything I can do, sheriff. I would like to help with the investigation any way I can.”
Matthews looked at the large eyes of Agent Westlake and could not help but let the bright, boyish smile creep through like so much oil through cracks. Montgomery watched his deputy and shook his head. “You can begin by telling us why you thought our Jane Doe was a part of a larger investigation.”
 



  
Chapter IV
  
  
  
The morgue was at the bottom of the only mortuary in the town of Locke. Agent Westlake, Montgomery, and the youthful deputy made their way through the building’s darkened interior, into the bowels of a cold stone structure that could withstand the end of the world.
Montgomery smiled. “Surprised about our simple morgue, Agent Westlake?”
“Not in the slightest. It would be ridiculous to have a separate building given how infrequently violent crimes occur in your small alcove of a town. It is efficient in a way.”
“Well at least some one appreciates…” spoke Collins as they emerged in the wide whitewashed walls of the basement. Collins was wearing her characteristic bee hive, though black butterfly clips held up random, erratic wisps that attempted to free themselves from bondage. “…what I do here.”
Agent Westlake led the crowd, looking over the walls of silver doors that encased empty chambers where the departed slept in a kind of purgatory before finding a home in the earth or the hearth, as they such desired. Montgomery and the deputy hovered near the table where a white sheet covered the bumpy, uneven terrain of a body. 
“How many homicides?”
The sheriff and deputy looked over at the agent with mute glimpses. “Homicides, Agent Westlake?”
Lauren touched the cold metal of the human cabinets. “In Locke or surrounding towns. How many deaths of unnatural causes have you had?”
Montgomery shrugged. 
“One a year, maybe every two or three.”
“And now two in 48 hours. Perhaps there is something to that.”
“Perhaps.”
Collins, her thick glasses decorated with rings of silver balls interlinked to form a chain, pulled back the sheet that covered the woman. “We still don’t have an identification, but what we do have is cause of death.”
Montgomery crossed his arms and the deputy scratched his head. Westlake lingered over the body as the sheet revealed what might have once been a woman. The dark hair was pulled back and laid down beside her pale skin like wet carpet. The make-up was reduced to heavy indentions in the skin from prolonged use. 
Her breasts remained a testament to their creation and construction by the hands of man. Lines along her stomach announced more cosmetic alterations. Lauren reached out and touched the pink wound; deep lacerations carved her chest cavity. 
“Did you swab the wound?”
Collins lowered her head, looking over glasses. “No, we here in the north don’t know nothing about our business. We just put the bodies in boxes up here.”
Lauren smiled at the woman, chagrinned. 
“My apologies, Dr. Collins.”
Collins smiled. The use of a formal title allowed everything to be forgotten. “We did a full autopsy, sent out for toxicology and swabbed the wound for particulates. What is it that you are looking for?”
Lauren placed her hands on her hips. “Whatever did this used a weapon. Knowing the material and construction, we might be able to limit our focus.” The sheriff coughed and Lauren looked down. “Of course, I mean the scope of the sheriff’s investigation. I am merely shadowing.”
“Couldn’t it have been an animal?” echoed the deputy, his face the very picture of absence of thought. “I mean the wounds look like they could have been from a wolf or bear or something.”
Lauren looked to Montgomery and he nodded, giving his silent approval. “If it were animal there would be other markings, not just a singular, purposeful wound. A deathblow as it was. Animals rip and drag. And usually a low chest wound would indicate knowledge of anatomy. A predator would have gone for the jugular.”
Collins replaced the sheet. “We should have the reports back in a couple of weeks.”
“Couple of weeks?”
Montgomery intervened. “Things work a bit slow up here. We have to send the reports out. Get processed somewhere else and wait for results.”
Lauren touched a hand to her mouth in thought, stepping away from the table. “Would it be a terrible insult if I tried to expedite your wait time, sheriff?”
Hands in pockets, he shrugged. “Not at all, Agent Westlake. I would say that would be a very kind thing to do. Go a long way toward that cooperation and professional courtesy you were looking for.”
Lauren smiled tightly and withdrew her cell phone from her coat. “I will see what I can do.”
  
  
DOMINIC MCMANUS WALKED THROUGH the old farmhouse filled with barren walls and aged paintings. There was an unsophisticated smell, a sense of the rustic enhanced by the wilderness. Wood planks beneath his feet alternated in sound, creating a symphony of rhythm. The afternoon sun hid behind the gray cloud cover, creating a lining of beer-colored halos that shielded the world from luminance. 
The woods were silent, tall pines and evergreens sentinels against the night that would come and the day that followed. Dark, surreal paintings were littered about the simple walls depicting creatures roaming the night, dancing a ritual beneath the moon. The living room was home to one wide, strangled rug in desperate need of cleaning. 
Triangles and lines of muted light cascaded onto the antediluvian home. He walked the house: his home. Bare feet touching the ground, he moved with a grace unbecoming for a man of his considerable size. Nearly six feet, his wide shoulders were marked with long, thin scars of memories past. His chest was a mat of tight black hair that made an artistic triangle. 
Sweat dripped down off of him, following the contours of his strong shoulders and slender waist. His shirt was draped over one of two uncomfortable-looking beige chairs that looked as if they had been left in the rain for a century. 
His dark hair touched his shoulders, unrestrained. 
“Friday,” he whispered. 
A Labrador––the sleek color of night––bounded into the room. He knelt, running his hands across the side of the dog in broad strokes. “Good girl,” he whispered, allowing the dog to nuzzle his lightly bearded face. She was his sole companion by choice. 
Standing again, he walked to the single oak table at the center of the room, grabbing his shirt as he walked by. He pulled it over his shoulders and sat into one of the odd-looking chairs that surrounded the table, reaching down again to attend to his friend.
The house was a silent reminder of a past forgotten. He had come to Locke for simple reasons: a life unfinished. There were ghosts of the past haunting the land. That haunted him still. Each night was a journey, a remembrance. 
His kitchen was clean; no dishes in the sink. There were none of the usual signs of a bachelor. Bowls of fresh fruit, some spilled out past the rims covered the counter. There was no refrigerator, no stove. A heavy, off-white freezer lay on its side, humming softly. There was a heavy wood stove, a cast-iron pot setting atop the warm, burning embers inside. A thin string with a white packet hung from it: tea. 
Moving out into the back porch, a mesh enclosure with a single chair that overlooked the backyard and the surrounding property, he contemplated the world around him. There was a rifle on the ground just beside the chair and a wastebasket with torn off days of a calendar. Each had a circled day; every marking was a shrouded secret. 
He stood looking out upon the wilderness, knowing its mysteries. The murders had already spread through town. The word was panic. He knew more than he could possibly tell them. 
Lauren Westlake: her name intrigued him. Born to the west of a great lake, her ancestors must have been hunters or river folk. There had been something intoxicating about her. He walked her home, made sure she made it through the night. 
Things would get worse. 
The whistle of the iron kettle made him turn. He stalked back into the house. The heavy muscles of his arms flexed. Veins formed an interspersed roadmap down his bicep and into his forearm as he lifted the kettle free. 
The tea was poured. He carried the simple mug with him as he returned to the porch, looking out upon the still woods. He knew that they would not be still that night. Things would get much worse. But what could he do? What could be said that would not cast doubt upon his guise? He had come for a reason, for a purpose. That is what had to remain most important. He would have to be vigilant. 
  
            
LAUREN SMOOTHED OUT THE MAP on the wall behind the sheriff’s desk. It was littered with light blue lines and no script save for some cardinal directions. The deputy leaned against the long counter of the station. The sheriff sat back in his in chair, arms laced behind his head. 
“You think there is a pattern to the attacks? I thought we needed three points to make a line. We ain’t got but two yet,” spoke the deputy as he took a drink of the stale, tasteless coffee. 
Lauren placed the last tack into the map and stepped back. “Three points would make a perfect line. But we are not looking for a line. We are looking for a connection, deputy. Until we get those toxin and particulates screens back, which by the way, I managed to shave off some time. We should have them in a couple of days. But until then, we need to see if we can’t figure out what we have here.”
“You think there is going to be another murder, Agent Westlake?” said the sheriff, emotionless.
“I believe there will be many more before all of this is said and done.”
The deputy placed down his coffee and folded his arms. “What exactly do you think is going to happen?”
“It starts out as a single murder. Looks like an animal attack. And then another. And another. A pattern emerges. Women and small children attacked, maimed in a fashion meant to look like an animal.”
Mrs. Meadows and the deputy covered their mouths, eyes wide. Lauren touched the map, spreading out the wrinkles and folds from years in a desk drawer. “Then it stops. As quickly as it came, it disappears. We have had at least three instances similar to what you have had here. The second victim is missing flesh, which is disturbing and new. We have not seen that before. In the past, there were missing organs, purposeful disfigurement.”
“You think it is the same person?” queried the sheriff, his monotone voice skeptical. 
Lauren leaned against the wall. “Doubtful. If it is, we are talking about someone who has been killing for thirty or forty plus years, a serial situation. When I took over the investigation, it had been sitting for near a decade.”
The sheriff switched feet on the desk: dirty soles, filthy souls. “I thought you were talking about a recent case. This sounds as if it might be unrelated.”
Lauren frowned. 
She had anticipated this doubt. “When I resuscitated the file from deep storage, it was because there were some strange killings in a rural area outside of a Chicago suburb. There was talk of animal attacks. Investigations produced bodies not just similar to what you have here in your sleepy town, but identical to what was sitting in those dusty case files.”
She placed her hands on the sheriff’s desk. He looked at her hands grimly. “There is a connection,” she finished. Returning to the map, she pointed at a garish red pin marked with white speckles. And then tracing a line to another tack, this one a green best suited for Christmas decorations. “We have two attacks separated by a mile, mile and a half maximum.”
“That’s a lot of woods, Agent Westlake,” whined the deputy. She did not bother to turn around. Montgomery chastised him with a reproachful glare. 
“Agreed, deputy. We need more people to cover the area effectively.”
The sheriff coughed. “What you see is what you get. I could, if it was an emergency mind you, get some extra deputies from Pine County or from over in Laketown. But that would be a while and would require an emergency.”
Lauren glared at him, her wide eyes squinting to angry spheres. “Murder is not serious enough for you?”
Montgomery grimaced, his kind of smile. “Murder is most serious, even to us country folk. But, the fact remains that Collins could not identify the weapon used in the attacks. If there was such an explanation or a connection, it would be that both looked like animal attacks.”
Lauren touched her head. 
The hangover had subsided to a dull throbbing, an angry itch that scratched at her last nerve. “What about the existing case files? What about my sudden presence here in Locke? Are these not sufficient to cause alarm? Certainly a hysterical woman would be enough.”
The sheriff looked at her with a crooked grin. “I would hardly call you hysterical, Agent Westlake,” he spoke with a slight ruffle. 
“What about canvassing the area between the two murders with the personnel you have?”
“Seems reasonable, but I am not ready to call in reinforcements. I think that you might be overshooting your mark.”
“Can we at least have a look at the Leftwich house and then patrol the area tonight?”
The sheriff stood slowly. 
He stretched out his legs as he did so. 
Lifting the mug beside him, he grinned. 
“You can ride with us.”
She thought to argue the point, ask for separate cars, one for each of them to better scout the area. Nodding with a tight smile, she motioned with her hand that she would follow. As they exited the station out into the cold open air of Locke, she realized the day had already begun to shrink away from the coming night. The feeling deep in her gut told her that the night would be a long one.
 



  
Chapter V
  
  
  
The Leftwich house was on the far side of Locke, near the Canadian border. Lauren sat in the passenger seat of the cruiser, a hand on her face as she watched the town of Locke pass around her. The police station gave way to wide open roads of unending gray skies and green, muted tree lines. As they moved past the rundown residential district at the north end of town, it became many miles of nothing.
The deputy followed behind in a tall truck. 
His headlights were obscured by dirt lying over top. A windshield caked in mud prevented Lauren from being able to see the toothy grin the boyish deputy frequently sported. 
A factory came into view. 
The majority of the town worked there or was married to someone who worked there; or was a child of someone who worked there. There was little in the frozen little town that was not associated with the heavy equipment manufacturer that employed several thousand employees from not only Locke, but neighboring towns and cities. 
Some drove as many as three hours for a shift. 
The building was imposing. 
Heavy stacks of smoke filtered into the gray, listless sky. The parking lot, rife with dirty piles of snow, was filled with a portrait of American wealth. Some spent on vehicles, brand new trucks and off-road vehicles, and others on their lives and families with cars older than the youthful deputy. 
“Did either of the victims work there?”
The sheriff did not take his eyes off the road. His hands were fitted in heavy brown gloves with dirty scratches and visible holes that spilled forth a slew of fabric and hide. 
“At Erikson’s?”
“Is that the factory to our right?”
He nodded. 
A heavy wool cap covered his graying hair. 
Dark eyes watched the road carefully. 
It was difficult to tell the time of day. Darkness spread across the flat, forested landscape, but it could be because it was night or simply because the inhibiting cloud cover strangled away the sunlight. 
“Madeline Leftwich had a brother. Worked there a few years. Lost him last year, drunk driving.”
Lauren nodded solemnly. 
“Sad thing.”
Montgomery nodded as well. 
They rode in silence for some time. 
Death had a way of sobering discussions. 
Lauren felt exhausted. The stress of the trip on top of the initial resistance was suffocating, yet there was one strange ray of light. That man in the bar, Dominic. It took almost an hour of twisting, uneven warped roads before the farmhouse came into view. 
It was surrounded by dirt fields with sprouts of somber brushes and sprawling weeds that survived the bitter cold of the winter. A large patch just in front of the house was dark green, saturated from water deep within the ground. 
Ice waited to thaw and flood in the spring. 
The patrol car slowed. Montgomery shifted the old car into park and gripped the steering wheel thoughtfully with his gloved hands. He wiped a hand over the foggy windshield so he could see.
With a shove of her shoulder, Lauren exited the car. 
She slammed the door. 
“So this is the Leftwich house?”
The sheriff stood beside her.
His bowed head made his voice drift. “Been in the family since the 40s or 50s. There was talk of selling after all the floods in North Dakota. See enough winters in this part of the country, you think twice about living here.”
“I’m already thinking twice,” she grumbled, her hands deep in the pockets of the heavy black coat she wore. The cold steel of her service revolver was an annoyance at her hip. At that moment, she thought very seriously about getting a shoulder harness. 
Montgomery walked toward the front steps. 
Puddles of darkened earth had formed near the steps, where there were no doubt frozen puddles just waiting for the beginnings of a warm spell to burst loose, turning the hard earth into tumultuous clay. He kicked his boots against the first step, walking heavy to clear anything from his feet. 
Lauren smiled. There was some gentlemen in the old cop. “You think stomping in is a good idea?” she called playfully as she caught up to him. 
Farther in the distance, the old truck rolled up. The deputy bounded from his vehicle like a puppy. His wide wool hat covered his ears and made his official hat look quite comical. He carried a shotgun over his shoulder like he was Huck Finn out for a grand adventure. 
“You expecting some play, Agent Westlake?” said the sheriff, his head turning slightly to grin at her. 
“Always.”
A knock on the door was received with hollow ears. The sheriff waited, his hands laced with one another. His head bowed, he listened closely. Lauren moved around the front of the porch, peering in the front windows. 
“Looks like its empty,” she mused. 
“Did you expect otherwise?”
Lauren looked at him with a smile. “If you didn’t think anyone was in there, why knock?”
He turned the door handle, allowing the cold air to greet the shadowed interior of the Leftwich house. “It’s polite.”
Lauren moved through the door, her hand on her gun all the same. The interior was as one expected from a middle-aged single woman, cramped and reeking of cat urine; ugly furniture and drapes that could only be described as last century lined dirty, foggy windows. The floor was wood, as were most places this far north, and there was the steady hiss of a running heater somewhere in the house. 
And then, of course, there were the footsteps. 
The sheriff paused, drawing his weapon. 
“Did you hear that?”
Lauren nodded, her weapon already drawn and held against her side with both hands. Her eyes were penetrating as she surveyed the room. She looked to the sheriff and pointed to herself and then down a hallway that led deeper into the house. 
He nodded, mirroring the gesture except in the opposite direction toward the kitchen. The heavy footfalls returned, this time sprinting across the house, echoing. Lauren looked at the ceiling, her eyes swiveling, monitoring the movement.
She placed a black boot on the first faded paint-chipped step of the stairs that led upstairs. Each step was a pronounced squeak, the aged wood giving way to the elements and the light step of the agent. She chanced a look over her shoulder at the hallway she had just come through: no sheriff.
She extended her weapon out. Shoulders tense, but ready. There was relaxation in anticipation, a giddy feeling in her stomach. She rounded the midpoint of the stairs, looking up into the half-light of the second floor; again the footsteps, they were definitely just ahead. Taking another step forward, her gun remained leveled forward like a caricature of a video game heroine. 
“Federal Agent,” she spoke clearly, confidently. 
The footfalls moved across one side of the house to the far right of where Lauren stood. Moving quickly, she was between the door frames: weapon extended, eyes hard. 
“Come out. Reveal yourself.”
It was a small room with four walls of miserable paintings, water-damaged and crooked in their placement. There was a closet on the far end of the rom. The doors were slightly ajar; bent forever in a kind of limbo that never allowed it to close quite right. Magazines and clothes scattered across the floor, creating a kind of quilt of dull, earthen colors. 
“If you are in the closet, I am not up for fucking surprises. Throw out any weapon you are carrying and place your hands behind your head and walk toward me.”
She crossed the room, watching the weird shapes that erupted as shadows on the walls. Through the half-light of Minnesota winter, there were strange lines carved of geometric patterns. 
The closet shifted and the agent held her breath. Fingers tightened around the handle of her service weapon. “Son of a bitch,” she whispered. 
The closet door opened suddenly, a flutter of motion. Musty clothes swung on hangers. An avalanche of shoes with laces that were angry passengers on a train of fabric collided with the cold ground. 
There were flashes of orange and tan: whiskers. 
Lauren wheeled, bringing her weapon around, following the shadow that had exploded from the darkened interior. The winter solstice had brought with her shorter days. The translucent sun, hidden behind a veil of soupy clouds, seemed to have all but disappeared as the agent held her breath. She followed the shadow through the stacks of antiques and heirlooms of the throwaway sort.
Her eyes narrowed as she watched the corner of the room. She knew it wasn’t human. A stack of old books: yellow and brittle, they tumbled to the ground drawing her attention. It was a cat. Tan and orange with long whiskers and a ruffled coat, it looked at Lauren with suspicious eyes.
Agent Westlake replaced her weapon and knelt slowly, hoping to not scare the feline. “Hey there,” she spoke in a form of anthropomorphic motherese. The cat sauntered close, walking in a wide arc, feet scurrying and reconsidering the strange human in front of it. 
“Agent?” called the sheriff’s heavy voice. 
The cat looked in the direction of the voice, startled. Lauren moved closer, extending out a hand. And in perfect form, it moved away, no longer interested in the affections of a human. Shaking her head, she stood and looked back into the hallway from which she had come. 
“Agent Westlake?” called the sheriff once more. 
The footfalls came before Lauren could respond. This time there was no disguising their origin. Her gun was in her hand in a smooth movement. Sure feet beneath her, she was in the hallway again, gun leveled. Eyes steeled. The wood planks creaked and echoed as she shuffled across them with a purposeful precision. 
There were only three rooms on the floor. And only one still looked as if it had previously been used. Lauren moved toward it, licking the grim line of her slender lips. There was a knot in her stomach, not from fear, but from a sense of necessity. Her hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail. Transient wisps fell across her face, itching her eyes and cheeks. 
Her foot collided with the door. 
She entered, gun moving one direction and then another, taking in the empty room. There was not even a shelf. A cold draft slapped her in the face. The window was open, broken panes spider-webbed from frozen fingers and mismanagement. 
Looking down onto the back field of the property, she saw the heavy black jacket and churning legs of a fleeing suspect. Her voice echoed in the cold empty house. “Montgomery, we have a runner.” 
She bounded down the stairs, taking them four at a time. As she reached the bottom of the steps, she heard the front door bang open and then the volumetric reverberations of a shotgun blast echoing in the silent country. Crows and carrion birds fled their perches in the spindly and horrific trees that overlooked the Leftwich property. As she ran out onto the porch, she saw the deputy in the distance, shotgun over his shoulder. The sheriff lingered over the bearer of the heavy coat, his features hidden. 
Lauren ran toward them, heavy coat flapping in the wind. The current of air made her feel that much colder. The ground was hard, nearly concrete. She felt the impact of the frozen earth. 
The sheriff had already cuffed him, his voice was weary. “Do you understand your rights as I have explained them?” he finished. 
The man looked forlorn.
An uneven beard, the hair sticking up in some places and pushed flat in others, and wild eyes looked down toward the earth. The coat he wore was too large for him. His thin face matched his wiry frame accented by ribs exposed through his shirt. His voice was raspy as he spoke. “Sheep. Prey. Ants crawling in the frozen earth, but they can’t find their way home,” he mumbled, not meeting the eyes of the sheriff.
Lauren was winded as she neared the trio. 
“Was he carrying anything?”
The deputy extended a burlap bag. 
“He was carrying this, been mumbling ever since.”
Lauren opened the bag and crinkled her nose at the smell. The smell of old cheese and dead animal emanated like fog rising from a bay. The wind had picked up, destroying sound and smell; sterilizing the senses like hot coals on a wound. She reached a gloved hand in and pulled clothes free. 
Men’s shirts and a pair of jeans as well some cans of food. There was a bottle of unmarked whiskey, the label having been picked clean years before. “Nothing. Why break into a house and take old clothes and canned food? Is he homeless? Do either of you recognize him?”
The sheriff tried to turn the kneeling man, but he simply shrunk deeper into himself. “It is tough to say, we don’t have many transients. We’ll bring him in. Let him get warm and see what we can get out of him.”
Lauren nodded as the sheriff and deputy walked the stumbling mass of shadow and man back toward the patrol vehicles. She remained, the wind beating against her exposed face, making her squint. 
The trees in the distance swayed rhythmically. Skeletal remnants gave way to dense evergreens that rustled; a mournful call in the winter winds. She tried to envision the distance from the Leftwich house to the scene of the first murder. 
The lake: it was there somewhere deep in the woods. If she could remove the trees from her line of sight, there would be an answer in the deeper thicket. She walked away slowly, turning her back on the darkness of the forest line. 
 



  
Chapter VI
  
  
  
The man sat in the empty room. His hands were handcuffed to the table through a thick silver ring. The sheriff had pushed back his hood revealing a man in complete disarray. Wild hair, unkempt and looking as if it had been involved in a hurricane, framed haunting gray eyes and a twisted nose. 
Lauren sat in the chair across from him. 
The sheriff stood against the wall. 
Wool cap removed, his hair was wild as well. There was a manila folder; it was a bluff really, as it only contained his booking papers. 
“So we are booking you as John Doe because you cannot remember your name? Is that how you would like to proceed?” The aptly named John Doe simply stared at Lauren with empty gray eyes. “I will take your silence as an affirmation that we understand each other, Mr. Doe. Would you like to explain to us what you were doing at the Leftwich residence?” asked Lauren. 
Her voice was direct. 
The transient looked at the agent with a gaze that seemed to be trapped a thousand miles away. Deep reservoirs of nothingness spiraled into a strange darkness. “Rivers are cold. Great darkness all around us. Fate binds us. Drives us. Have to finish. Have to finish.”
Agent Westlake turned to look toward the sheriff, who simply looked annoyed. He walked over, standing between the agent and the transient. Hands flat against the table, he glared at the dirty wretch of a being. “You ran from police. We found some things on your person that may or may not have been stolen. We suspect you broke into the Leftwich house. If you didn’t do anything, best speak up now. Clear all this up.”
“What do you have to finish?” queried Lauren. 
The transient looked at her then. 
There was something haunting in his gaze, frightening. “There were pieces. Pieces that go together.” He shifted, the heavy coat making his face sweat. “I have to find all the pieces and put them back together. Can’t build the tower until you have all the pieces.”
Montgomery was unconvinced. 
He did not buy into psychosis or therapist-babble. Things were or they weren’t, and the two would never meet. “Give us something or you are spending the night.”
“It’s warm here. No blankets. No snow,” he whispered, rubbing his hands together. 
Lauren looked at him sadly.
She wasn’t certain what to make of him. 
Montgomery, however, had a much different idea about the transient and he was not attempting to veil it. No-nonsense policing was common in rural areas. Something happened and somebody was responsible. His way was to get it done and out of the way, to return to peace. 
Lauren came from a place where there was always darkness, always more to be done. “Sheriff Montgomery,” spoke Lauren, drawing his attention. The older man looked at her with a hard gaze. “Could I speak to you outside?”
The sheriff did not acknowledge her immediately. 
“Sheriff, could I speak to you outside?”
He met Lauren’s eyes.
Something angry behind his look drew her attention. His manner was sedated, but a fire burned deep. The murders had stirred him, drawn out a much more emotional person. For a moment, his gaze shifted back to the transient. With an angry sigh, he pushed himself to his feet and pulled open the heavy door at the corner of the interrogation room. 
“We will be back in a moment,” spoke Lauren as she stood. 
The transient did not respond. 
His eyes followed her as she left and joined the sheriff in the cold adjoining hallway. Montgomery faced away from her, his arms crossed. She looked back at the closed door and was startled to see his face so close to hers when she turned back. 
“This is my investigation, Agent Westlake. You expressed an interest in assisting me. Interference, making judgments, was not part of the plan.”
“I have no intention of interfering in your investigation.”
He pointed into the room. “That man in there is hiding something. This crazy bullshit is just that. Shit.”
She resisted the urge to yell back, to escalate the argument. Calm prevailed. “That may be. We have nothing to hold him indefinitely. What we have is circumstantial. His presence at the Leftwich property was strange, I will admit that. However, we don’t know if what he had in the bag was stolen. Even if it was, it is worth a small amount. We would be hard-pressed to make something stick.”
Montgomery crossed his arms once more. “He was trespassing. And even without a broken window or door, there is still breaking and entering.”
“His mind isn’t in it. He smells like he lives under a bridge. We should keep him here overnight and turn him over to mental health authorities.”
Montgomery scowled. “We don’t have any mental health facilities this far north. I agree we should keep him here at least the night. I will think about sending him over to one of those Christian, Jesus centers, or whatever the hell they are called.”
Mrs. Meadows, portly and smelling as if she had a date at a brothel, approached. “Agent Westlake?”
Lauren had crossed her arms. Turning, she appeared more fearsome than she would have liked. “Mrs. Meadows, what can I do for you?”
She looked to the sheriff and then to Lauren. 
Throwing his hands in the air, he marched back into the interrogation room. “I’ll release him in the morning. But I don’t think this is over. I think that little son of a bitch in there has something to do with it.”
“He feels wrong for it.” The sheriff grabbed the handle of the door, pausing for a moment, as Lauren continued. “We have a full moon tonight. Maybe we will luck out with him in a cell.”
With a harrumph, the sheriff re-entered the interrogation room. Mrs. Meadows had stood by quietly, watching the exchange with a mute expression. “There is a man asking for you. Dominic McManus. Seen him around town, quite the statuesque biscuit.”
“Mrs. Meadows,” replied Lauren with a little laugh as if to reprimand her. 
“I just call it how I see it, Agent Westlake. If a tall drink of man like that was looking for me, I might not keep him waiting.”
She gave her a look that was to say ha ha. 
Moving ahead of Mrs. Meadows, she walked out into the open room of the police station and suddenly felt as if she had not showered in days. Not the pleasant desirable kind of dirty, but the how-could-he-possibly-look-at-me-when-I-look-like-this type of dirty. 
He wore loose jeans; though the denim fabric did little to hide the perfect sculpt of his powerful muscles. His blue eyes were like candles that lit up the room, drawing all the attention. A shaved face marked him as much younger than Lauren would have guessed. 
And as he spoke, she saw that his perfect lips remained unchanged. “I hope that you will not think me too forward, Ms. Westlake.”
“Lauren.” 
He took a step forward, gesturing with one of his hands. “Of course, Lauren. I wanted to see you. After the other night, I felt like I owed you a proper evening.”
Lauren felt suddenly claustrophobic, as if all eyes in the room were on her. And in some respects, she was not incorrect. The deputy stood next to Mrs. Meadows, bumping her with a free elbow as he took a sip of his coffee. Glancing back, Lauren flashed a playful, dark glare.
“That isn’t necessary, Dominic. It was very kind of you to walk me home…” As she trailed off, she saw Collins and her macabre assistant emerge from a blind corner. She stuttered her words as she tried to speak again. “I mean, it was…”
He stepped forward, taking one of her trembling hands in his own powerful one. “I insist, Lauren,” he spoke slowly, eloquently. 
She rolled her eyes as she heard the snicker of the deputy, ruining her moment. Flashing another angry glare, he caught the drift and stalked away, hiding his face behind the coffee mug. “I would love to, Dominic. I have some things to do just now.”
He smiled. His teeth were perfect as well. 
“Of course, I understand.”
She felt quite girly in that moment; legs twisting and shoulders were bobbing like she was quite uncomfortable. Heat rushed to her face and other places she would not have cared to share. And the smile that came to her face was one that felt like it would be permanent. 
“Could you meet me at my room?” Another snicker and some whispering. She cleared her throat to continue. “Around 8 to pick me up.”
He bowed. It was a strangely endearing motion and was gone as quickly as it came. He kissed her lightly on the cheek and brushed her arms with his hands as he left. For a moment, it felt like the world had gone silent. The suddenness and brashness of the medical examiner’s voice was sufficient to jar her free from nirvana. 
“He is grade-A sweetness there, honey. I’ve seen him around town,” lusted Collins, lowering her thick-rimmed glasses and placing a heavy hand on her hip. She turned to Lauren with a wink. “Saw him last summer out at the lake. Someone was quite generous with that one.”
Collins’ assistant limped toward Lauren. Perhaps it was her suspicious nature, or that they had as a unit nearly ruined a wonderful moment, but she was suddenly quite interested in why a medical examiner’s assistant would be limping. 
“How did you get the limp, Mr…?” She paused for his name as they had never been introduced. “Or would you prefer assistant? Mr. Coroner’s assistant? Or Collins’ assistant?”
“Brian, ma’am. Brian Erham.”
“How did you get that limp you have there, Brian Erham?” 
Collins looked at the agent with a sarcastic grin. “Looking for suspects everywhere, Agent Westlake?”
Lauren’s smile disappeared, her eyes sparkling. 
“My apologies. Must be the moon.”
“His limp is part of the problem, or rather the reason we are paying you this late-afternoon visit. There was a break-in at the morgue.”
Agent Westlake could not hide her surprise. The image of bodies flooded her mind: broken glass and blood pooling made her uncomfortable. “What was taken?”
Collins blanched and Brian, the assistant, turned away. “That is where it gets weird. Nothing was touched really. The front door was destroyed, hinges snapped and splintered. There was nothing disturbed, except for the Jane Doe.”
“The Jane Doe?”
Collins scrunched her nose, pulling free a folder rife with paper clips and binders. “I guess Jane Doe is not really appropriate anymore. Her name is Evelyn Marshall. Not local, she was from the Twin Cities down south. We don’t know why she was here. I suppose that is your job, Agent Westlake.”
She extended the folder to Lauren who took it. 
Thumbing through the pages, she scowled. She read the pages silently in a scattered barrage of alternating fonts and gruesome pictures, ageless renditions of the person Evelyn Marshall used to be. “What was done to the Jane Doe? I mean to the body of the late Ms. Marshall?”
“Mrs. Marshall from the records. She is still married to some businessman. I don’t think that will be a pleasant conversation, hey.”
Lauren felt irritation creep in. She wished to get to the point. Dominic was removed for a moment, replaced instead with death and sadness. “What happened to the body of Mrs. Marshall?”
Collins, her vaudevillian beehive brightly colored, gestured to Brian. “He was there. Saw the whole damn thing. Scared the holy hell out him. It is quite a story.”
Lauren closed the file and crossed her hands in front of her body. “Mr. Erham, what happened?”
He was frightened. He already had a strange manner, which was only confounded by shifting eyes and a penchant for rubbing his arms roughly. “I was cleaning up. Ms. Collins had gone home for the day. I do the closing stuff, make sure everything is stocked. Locked up and all that, ya know?”
Lauren nodded.
He looked back to the creaking door of the interrogation room and saw Montgomery appear. “Anyways, I was closing up. I locked the door because––because sometimes I worry something will get me when I’m down there.”
Montgomery sauntered close, arms crossed. It was his trademark. He looked to Westlake, who nodded knowingly. “We have some trouble?” he asked. 
Lauren ignored him. 
“Continue, Mr. Erham. What happened next?”
He seemed to grow more frightened by the moment. “I heard some glass break upstairs. I started up the stairs to check it out and then I saw it.”
“Saw what?” asked the deputy with wide eyes. 
Clearly, he was taken in by the ambiance. 
Lauren shook her head. 
“What did you see, Mr. Erham?”
“It was big, like human-sized. But, it didn’t move like a man. It sort of ducked and crawled on all fours, but then stood up again.” He gestured to his arms. “There was fur or hair all over it. Slicked back in some places, standing up on ends in others. Then the sound….”
He visibly shuddered, his eyes closing. 
Lauren grasped a chair and set it down in front of the shivering assistant. “Have a seat, Mr. Erham.”
Obliging, he continued. “There was this growl, but it wasn’t human. It sounded like something was dying and wanting to kill all in one. It came at me when I was at the top of the stairs. I tried to shut the door, but it was too fast.”
Everyone in the room was hooked. They leaned forward, eyes wide, waiting for what came next. “It brushed past me, knocking me down the stairs.” He gestured to his leg. “When I hit the ground, I knew something was hurt. I crawled into the corner, trying to get away from it. I didn’t know…”
“That must have been very frightening, Brian.”
He gulped. “Yeah,” he replied with a stammer. 
“And then what happened?”
He shifted in his seat uncomfortably. 
“It looked back at me. I couldn’t see its face, but its chest just heaved. Then its head lifted in the air and I heard it breathe, like it smelled the air. It walked over to the drawers. The one with Mrs. Marshall in it and opened it. Opened it hard. He pulled the damn runner all the way out. It was loud when it clattered on the floor.”
Meadows brought him a cup of coffee with a weak smile. He graciously accepted it, cradling it in two hands. “Then it––then it reached out with one of its claws.”
“Claws?” asked Montgomery incredulously, and much louder than he would have wished. He was not the only one wound up by the young assistant’s story. The police station had grown deathly quiet as he conveyed the tale. 
Brian made a gesture with his hands, the cruelest manner in which he could twist his fingers and hand. “It was tough to see, but they looked like long, slender fingers with sharp tips. It dug into the body, pulling free skin and organs.”
Lauren inched closer, having taken a seat on another of the chairs. It was turned so that she could lay her arms over the top of it. “Did you get a good look at it? Male or female?”
He swallowed hard again, his hands shaking. “It was tall. Real big. Strong. I don’t think it was female.”
“Male?” she volunteered with a half-hearted smile. He shook his head. “Not male? But not female? What exactly are we talking about?”
“It was a creature. Some thing,” he answered with a hoarse voice.
Montgomery flashed Lauren a look that she had come to understand in their brief time working together. He did not believe the intern. 
“Have you had anything to drink today, Mr. Erham? Any drugs? Took a long, slow whiff of some chemicals in the morgue?” queried the sheriff, his tone shifting from mystified to disbelief. 
Brian looked at the sheriff. 
“No, sir. You don’t believe me?”
Agent Westlake placed a reassuring hand on his leg. “We believe that something happened, Mr. Erham. What we are not certain of is whether your story accurately reflects what did happen.” 
He looked hopeless as he lowered his eyes and placed his hands on his knees. Lauren leaned back and stood from her chair, pacing past him. Collins seemed uncomfortable by the entire situation. 
It was the deputy, however, who broke the tense silence. “You think it was some kind of monster? Like a werewolf, hey?”
Montgomery and Lauren flashed him a dark glare. 
He did not shrink away. Brian Erham, frightened medical examiner’s assistant, was suddenly quite elated that someone had joined his bandwagon. “Something supernatural, hey. I’ve heard stories about wolves in the woods, walking on two legs like men.”
Montgomery uncrossed his arms and grunted. “What about witches then? Maybe zombies running about attacking folks?”
The deputy and the examiner’s assistant clammed up good and quick. Lauren picked up the folder with Marshall’s wayward identity. 
She felt exhausted, worn thin. “I think we have reached the end of rational discussion here. I think I will retire for the night. I have other plans to attend to. We can pick this up again in the morning.”
Mrs. Meadows, heady from the tales of things crawling about in the dark and handsome strangers spinning yarns of great affection, snickered. “With a certain tall drink of brooding and handsome.”
Lauren blushed and Montgomery cast a comical grin.
“Seems I missed a bit while I was walking our John Doe to his night-time accommodations. I take it Agent Westlake has an interesting night ahead of her?”
The deputy was quick to chime in. “McManus came by. Taking the agent for a proper evening.”
“Sounds fancy.”
Lauren thought to comment. But whatever she said would simply fuel the joking she was receiving. With a wave behind her, she departed. Pushing out into the cold late afternoon of the small Minnesotan town, she realized it was already quite dark. 
 



  
Chapter VII
  
  
  
Lauren Westlake had not been this nervous about a date since she had been a teenager. To be completely fair, it had been some time since a man took interest in her, especially a man who had not been recently serving time or one who liked the idea of a forthcoming, commandeering woman. She felt a twist in her stomach that was akin to those first few moments right as intoxication took over. 
It was a pleasant, but unsettled feeling.
The case file for Evelyn Marshall was spread out over the bed. There was a page here, a photograph there. She reached up with one hand to readjust the towel turban she had created to dry her hair. The small shirt she wore revealed her lithe body, though the muted print on the front was long since faded. Her slender fingers picked up a glossy picture of what Evelyn Marshall had looked like only days before. 
Tall and statuesque, she had a sense of sadness behind the heavy strokes of mascara around her eyes. The shimmering dress she wore was a kind of mauve. Clearly the picture had been taken in late spring or even summer, for the sun was shining, casting glimmering rings across distant windows. 
A man helped her from a long black car. 
She pushed through the papers, idly rearranging them as if they possessed no clear order. With a slick sound, she pulled free another glossy picture, this one smaller than the rest. “Evan Marshall,” she mused, touching one of her unpainted fingers to her thin, pale lips. 
The picture was not flattering.
There was a quality of irritation that oozed from his grim line of a smile. Dark circles enshrouded cold brown eyes that looked at the camera with indifference. A wide black coat hid his features, but the heaviness of his face was enough of an indicator for Lauren. There was something Orwellian about him, massive and powerful, but somber.
With a sigh, she pushed away the photograph and picked up the typewritten file once more. Clicking her fingers against another picture just below her hand, her eyes drifted to the bedside clock. The red lines of the digital clock revealed her procrastination: 7:30. 
A half of an hour more and Dominic would be knocking on the door. Her chest was suddenly tight. With an uneven, spastic movement, she was off the bed and the file in her hand cast onto the ruffled blankets and comforter of the hotel bed set. 
Lipstick was smeared with broad strokes of a red hue. Eyeliner skillfully applied while dressing. It was a tornado of movement and application. Getting ready for a date required a strange kind of theater act. 
The knock at the door, though expected, was sooner than she had anticipated. Pulling a warm, yet tasteful sweater jacket around her shoulders, she grasped the door handle. 
The outside air was chilly.
Winter’s bite was a piercing one. 
Her body warmed as she saw Dominic. His hair was wild, blown from the frigid gales. Yet the haphazard manner in which it was situated was perfect. His blue eyes were intense. The darkness of the cold night made them appear more vibrant than when they had first met. As he opened his mouth to speak, the perfect line of his white teeth made her smile. 
“You look wonderful, Lauren.” 
His voice was smooth and confident. 
She fidgeted with the door key in her hand. “Ah, thanks. Do I need to bring a warmer jacket? Do you think I might need it?”
He smiled again. 
“It is quite cold, Agent Westlake. I imagine an additional coat would not be a bad idea, though we will not be gallivanting through the woods tonight.” He paused, his self-reflection making his eyes glow. “At least I hope not.”
For a moment, she considered bringing her weapon. It passed as she grabbed a heavy coat, imitation fur lining along the inside and around the neck. She pulled the door closed and locked it with a resounding click. Dominic held the coat for her, allowing her lithe figure to move inside it, seeking the warmth and protection. 
He held out an arm, gesturing toward a dark sedan. 
“Shall we?”
  
  
THE ROOM WAS QUITE DARK and were there a casual observer, it would have seemed quite odd. The computer screen provided the only light in the room. Drawn shades hid the partial moon that slid through lidless clouds in the night. Large headphones that enveloped his obscenely large head thumped rhythmically. 
His eyes watched the screen with a strange intensity. 
The door to his room was closed, the rust-colored handle locked as he reached his hands down into his pants. There was something perversely fascinating about the way he listened to Vivaldi and pornography of the most graphic nature as one intermingled symphony of sound and myriad imagery. 
His placid face was accented by wide, cow eyes with near transparent irises. Bushy blonde hair, a testament to his Nordic heritage, violently expelled from around the firm grasp of the headphones. 
His face twisted as he watched the perverse play of coordinated sexual movements and glistening bodies, artificially created and produced to enhance the experience. The chair rocked slightly as he shifted position, a strained looking coming to his face as he felt the clear rush of climax. 
He raised an eyebrow as he removed his hand and then the obligatory moment of uncertainty that followed the self-flagellation to elation. The room was silent except the strange cacophony that erupted in his mind. As he unplugged the headphones, the sounds from his computer filled the room. 
Absurd moaning and telegraphed dialogue were combined with precise symphonic rhythm, creating an aural nightmare. The windows were lined with frost. Cold seemed to crawl along the walls, dampening the world. He stood, wiping his hand against his leg. And then again for good measure, he made sure to blend the color of his pajamas, dark black with white writing. 
His feet were bare: hobbit feet. 
Moving across the wooden floor without a sprite’s dexterity, he opened and unlocked his bedroom door with one quick movement. He lowered his head as he darted into the hall. Had he been looking up, he would have seen the slinking, crawling shadow with death on its breath at the end of the hall leading to the back porch. 
As it was, he did not. 
Closing the door behind him, he flicked on the light. 
The partial shadow of something grotesque moved silently across the wooden floors without sound, watching him. And again, had he been more observant, he would have seen the cold eyes and strange, uneven mane of something awkward watching through the sliver of the door to the bathroom: something wicked.  
A torn towel hung off the back of the door. 
He turned on the faucet, hot water erupting in spurts and fits from the aged pipes of the cold apartment complex. He wrung his hands, washing them beneath the scalding water. Steam rose in little curls, fogging up the oval-shaped antiquity that served as a mirror in this closet masquerading as a bathroom. 
The city of Locke did not have much in the way of community housing. Small, squat buildings weathered and frigid like human freezers lined a narrow street just north of the railroad tracks. The small apartment occupied by the lonely young man was one such sparse residential arrangement. 
He splashed his face, reaching for the beaten towel. Rubbing his face hard, he let it fall to the sink. Looking around his miniscule accommodations, he sighed. There was something defeatist about living so far north. 
You had to be content with the minor victories: working plumbing, a warm room with four walls. Necessity was paramount, want often falling to the wayside. Opening the door to the bathroom, the artificial light spilled into the narrow hallway. 
He looked to his bedroom, the door half-open. 
Feeling thirsty, he turned down the hallway toward the diminutive living room that was inhabited by a small couch with an orange comforter. There was an ancient television set, yellow blinking lights of the satellite receiver hidden beneath it in an avalanche of video games, movies, and various clothing. 
The kitchen floor was cold linoleum. His bare feet bristled with gooseflesh and he made a face that indicated so. The dull light of the refrigerator cast shadows across the vacant cupboards and overflowing trash can. 
He did not see the shadow approach. 
The breathing caught his attention. He paused, his body partially illuminated by the refrigerator light. Licking his lips, he turned slowly. His breath caught in his throat. 
“What the fuck,” he whispered. 
The creature moved toward him slowly, chest heaving. The slash dislodged his intestines. He tried to catch them as they fell. There was blood, so much blood. His hands fell aside as the shadow climbed atop him, ravenous claws tearing flesh. 
  
  
LAUREN LAUGHED. She was more prone to smirking than the wide-mouthed laugh she was utilizing currently. Had it not been, of course, for a rather potent bottle of Pinot Noir that so succinctly ravished her palate. Jabbing her fork into an ample portion of fish in a manner that would not be considered womanly in any society, she attempted to engage in her wittiest of banter. 
“So a federal agent? A fearsome title for such a beautiful woman.”
Lauren paused, glancing over her food with wide eyes. Beautiful: the compliment often elicited butterflies in women of all ages. She cleared her throat, brushing back her hair. “That is quite the sentiment. Being a federal agent keeps me from being harassed by the less than reputable.”
Dominic shifted, touching the glass of water. He did not drink the wine. She would surely not begrudge someone for having discipline. “So what does Agent Lauren Westlake like? What does she enjoy?”
She smiled coyly. 
“I like this. I like being here.”
Dominic smiled. 
It was in such a way that he knew, but did not judge. 
He understood. 
“I am pleased that you are enjoying yourself. Do you enjoy dancing?” The approach of the house band was subtle; violins humming softly. He stood and crossed to her side of the table, extending his hand. “Would you care to dance?”
She blushed, accepting his hand and standing with him. The restaurant was mostly empty. There were other patrons, older couples who smiled in reflection of their lives, of moments very similar to this one. 
They danced slowly, his hand on her lower back. 
She hugged against his strong back, feeling the powerful muscles and crevices where his muscles gave way to bone. After a time, she laid her head against his shoulder, closing her eyes. She thought of something she had not for some time: happiness. 
Too long had her life been the job; in mere moments, he had broken down that defense. She felt safe and cared for in his arms. They moved across the floor. The veneer wood beneath their feet clicked and creaked with their every movement. Some people had gathered, cooks from the kitchen, wait staff in the back. 
Together, they were a portrait of bliss.
A slight rumble became an intrusion; her phone vibrated inside her coat. She did not hear it at first, her thoughts lost in the powerful arms of Dominic. As they turned, he led her up the open area that was serving so well as a dance floor, twirling her and bringing her close once more. Her eyes looked out into the clear night, the moon hanging ominously in the distance. 
The rumble came again, moving her coat. Her eyes caught the movement and she stared as Dominic moved her around the floor, finding great peace and rhythm. Her intense look grew, her mind retreating from the joy she had felt so briefly. 
And then she saw the movement clearly, unmistakably. With a sad smile, she looked up at Dominic. “I think my phone is vibrating,” she spoke. 
He looked deeper into her eyes. 
His blue eyes were oceans of depth and consideration. Something quite old deep dwelled within those eyes, a history much older than the stunning man who stood before her. “I understand,” he replied and then stepped away, holding onto her hand. 
He raised it slowly, holding her eyes and kissed the top of her hand lightly. She smiled, her shoulders lifting. He turned over her hand and kissed her palm, this time lowering his head and closing his eyes. Gooseflesh traced her body, the entire right side of her body experiencing a chill. Her smile had shrunk, though not from lack of joy. It took everything she had to not giggle goofily, to not blush and fawn as a teenager in love. It took a great deal of control to move away from him then. 
But, she did so. 
Lifting up her coat, she pulled free her phone and frowned. There were several calls from the sheriff’s department. Scrolling down, she saw another from the sheriff’s cell number. With a sigh, she put the phone to her ear and rung her voicemail. 
The news did not improve. 
The sheriff was speaking in hurried tones and despite Dominic’s electric smile, her brow furrowed. By the time she had replaced her phone back into the pocket of her coat, she was positively fearsome.
“There has been another murder.”
Dominic’s face mirrored her seriousness. 
“I am sorry, Lauren. Where shall I take you?”
Time felt as if it ebbed with his words. She had forgotten her weapon, leaving it because she felt it would not be a necessary evil on this night. That had proven incorrect. “We will have to cut the evening short. I fear that I will be held up for a while at the scene.” 
Dominic paused, a pregnant one in which he seemed to evaluate her claim carefully. “Would it be inappropriate if I accompanied you to the scene?”
She looked at him with wide brown eyes. 
Again, he surprised her. 
There was something powerful about the manner with which he conducted himself. The restaurant chattered on. Other patrons ignored their exchange, the elegance of their movements having faded back into the white noise of the world. 
She grabbed her coat and put it on. 
“I am not sure that it would be the best idea.”
He moved in closer, taking advantage of the height difference to surround her. “I will not be in your way, Lauren. I would simply be a glorified chauffeur. It would not be an inconvenience for me.”
She considered his words. 
The night had only begun and her plans far exceeded where they had found themselves. The restaurant, though inhabited with souls, felt empty except for Dominic and her. His cerulean eyes watched her with an old look, a wisdom that wandered far beyond his near perfect body. A body she wished to explore more of. She blushed at the thought and his perfect smile returned. 
“I do not imagine that Sheriff Montgomery will be too encumbered by my presence. It might amuse him somewhat. He seems intrigued by you, as I imagine a great many men are.”
Lauren had never felt so giggly and light as she did in his presence. For her life, she had always avoided those flowery feelings of placing men’s needs and wants ahead of hers. Dominic erased that, but she knew that he would never allow her to believe such a thing. She cursed herself for finding such a man during dark times. 
He stepped closer, taking her hands in his. 
“I am intrigued by you. You enchant me.”
Her legs felt weak, a feeling that made her resolve steel. Walking that tightrope of maintaining her reason and allowing her feelings to run away with her, she smiled. “You don’t strike me as the squeamish type, though I should warn you that these crime scenes can be quite gruesome.”
His smile faded to a tight smirk. “I will take that as your acquiescence. And if it alleviates your concerns, I am not in the slightest squeamish, as you say.”
She allowed him to put her coat over her shoulders. Looking at him, she spoke in a low tone. “I should at least stop by and get my gun.”
There were others things she would have liked to say. But it would have to wait. She had a feeling in her stomach that whatever she believed was haunting Locke had reared its tumultuous head again. She took his arm as they exited the restaurant out into the cold night. 
 



  
Chapter VIII
  
  
  
Montgomery looked at the apartment with his hands on his hips, coat pulled back and dull-colored revolver hidden by shadow. Deputy Matthews walked along the wall, his gloved hands running a finger over the stacked shelves of videos and books unevenly placed in leaning piles. Touching the back door, he ran a finger along the broken glass. 
“No blood,” he called. 
Montgomery had already seen the broken back window and the lack of physical evidence. He was more concerned about the placement of the body and the disfigurement of the young man. 
Something stirred in Montgomery. Something about the partial face that remained that was familiar. And he was slightly disgusted by not being disgusted by the fresh body. The past few days had not been kind to the backwater law enforcer. 
“Forced entry. Ritual placement of body,” he croaked, his voice not having the vim or vigor that he so often oozed. 
The deputy knelt, looking at the grisly corpse. The refrigerator door was still propped open, the interior light dim and amber. Half of the face was missing; an eyeball hung like a yo-yo left on the ground in the rain. The linoleum floor was covered in blood, some of it a gelatinous mass that slid as the deputy pressed a mud-covered boot into it. 
Montgomery cleared his throat. 
“Matthews, this is a crime scene.”
“Sir?” he replied without looking up. Looking down at his foot sliding in the darkening pool of blood, he grinned sheepishly. “Sorry, sheriff. I wasn’t really…”
“Watching what you were doing, figured that much, deputy.” Kneeling down opposite the deputy, the sheriff removed a ball point pen from his jacket pocket. Lifting back the torn shirt, he grimaced. There was a long slash mark, distinctive and deep; it was like the others. And in that moment, he knew that Agent Westlake was not interfering. In fact, she might actually be there to help. 
“Why the hell does he keep taking skin off of his victims?”
“He?” The sheriff raised an eyebrow. 
The deputy shrugged, as if his assumption was common knowledge. “Takes a cold son of a bitch to do something like this, hey. Gotta be some kind of angry, sex-depraved man, ya know?”
“I’m not certain of anything yet. I am relatively sure that Westlake might be on to something with the multiple murders theory. This being victim three in a short time with a similar pattern of slaying. But this….”
He trailed off as he pulled open the door completely, letting the corpse fall forward onto itself. The young man had been eviscerated, intestines pilling forward like heavy noodle spaghetti in a thick red sauce. 
The claw marks were barely visible with the body folded upon itself, but the deep lacerations to the face were more prominent. The head turned to reveal stark white bone beneath that traced from the lower mental eminence to the apex of the skull.
“This is just damn weird. Your sex-crazed diagnosis might be a bit soon, Freud.”
The deputy coughed as he stood and then turned away. A heavy sound collided with the ceiling just above the young deputy’s head: footsteps, and then another set; laughter and more footsteps. 
“Sounds like a party up there, hey.”
“Maybe they heard something.”
“You call Agent Westlake?”
“He did, twice,” replied Lauren, stepping out from the shadows near the front door and into the half-lit hallway adjacent to the kitchen. She had not changed, though the long black coat she often wore hid the dress clothes beneath. 
Her face was as grim as the scene. She scanned the messy living room and pile of broken glass. “We have signs of a forced entry. Do we know who the victim is?”
The deputy pointed to the black wallet on the counter that separated the living room from the kitchen. Opening it carefully, Dominic walked up behind her. His cold eyes surveyed the scene, hands behind his back. 
“Didn’t realize we were bringing dinner guests to crime scenes,” spoke the sheriff with a mixture of humor and irritation. 
Lauren looked back and saw that Dominic was peering at a pile of stacked books, reading their titles silently. He was not touching them, just bent at the waist so that he could read the spines. 
“You caught me at a bad time, sheriff. I didn’t really have time to change. Came right from the restaurant after picking up my gun.” He looked at her with a look that bordered on disbelief. “You said it was urgent, so I came straight away. Is he going to be a problem?”
“I don’t know, Agent Westlake. Is he?” he returned, though with more levity than gravity. 
Lauren ignored his comment and opened the wallet, checking the bill fold and finding nothing. There were a few business cards: local electronics, computer repair. Lauren grabbed one and held it up to the sheriff. 
“What is this?”
The sheriff stepped around the counter. “Says exotic dancers. Lulu’s Exotic Friends. I am not sure it requires that much explanation.”
“Sounds self-explanatory,” mused Dominic, continuing to look at the collected works of the dead man. 
Lauren smiled at him tightly. “Can’t be too many exotic dancer locations in your little town here, sheriff. Might be some insight into our victim.”
The sheriff shrugged. “Agreed.”
There was a knock at the door, drawing the sheriff’s attention. He moved past Westlake, tipping his hat at her and ignoring Dominic. Lauren continued to rifle through the wallet, pulling free the laminated license with a crimson-painted nail. She read it carefully, speaking the dead man’s name out loud. 
“Joyce. Wayne Joyce,” she spoke clearly. The deputy did not react. “Deputy Matthews, do you recognize the name?”
“What name?”
“The name of the victim.”
“What’s the victim’s name?”
“I just said his name,” she replied, slight irritation in her voice. 
He stood up and leaned against the counter. “Sorry ‘bout that, Agent Westlake. This body is just damn macabre, hey. Got me mesmerized as they say.”
Lauren nodded, holding back the urge to mock the deputy or perhaps tear him down for his lack of professionalism. Instead, she repeated the name. “Wayne Joyce. Name ring a bell?”
The deputy looked into the distance, his mind working. “There are a few guys named Wayne this far north, Agent Westlake. And a whole bunch of Joyces, hey. But I think I recall a Noah Joyce. Graduated same time I did.”
Lauren slipped the license back into the wallet. 
“Brother? Father?”
“Cousins most likely,” he returned with a shrug, overturning a magazine and scanning the cover absently. “I don’t believe Noah was old enough to have children his age and I don’t recall him having a brother. Any siblings at all.”
“He works here locally? Your Noah Joyce?”
The deputy had moved down the hallway, hearing the mixture of voices. Collins and her attendant emerged from the darkness slowly. She had the same gray and black swirl that looked like a frozen yogurt sundae from a Tim Burton film. The odd attendant trailed behind her like a sad little puppy, despondent and scared. “Agent Westlake, don’t you look nice for such a gruesome occasion?”
Lauren smiled. “More flesh taken this time. It looks like our killer is getting bolder.”
Collins rounded the counter and covered her mouth with one of her ridiculously manicured fingers: wild silver and purple nail polish better suited for a stripper than a mortician. Her attendant, sullen and uncommunicative as always, looked at the agent for only a brief moment before moving closer to the refrigerator. 
“I don’t think our evil little friend is quite done yet,” she began. As Dominic stood just beside her, with chiseled features and depths of cerulean, she faltered; her bravado forgotten. “I did not realize that we were bringing dates to crime scenes, Agent Westlake,” chided Collins.
Lauren shook her head. “It required my immediate attention. Much like the body requires yours.”
Collins’ mouth was a wicked smile. “I will attend to that, Agent Westlake, my apologies. I believe the sheriff and the wayward deputy are in the back of the apartment. Perhaps they could use your attention presently.”
Lauren smiled, though it was not completely genuine. She felt attacked. Something she had not felt for some time. Bringing Dominic had relinquished control over the situation. Moving past the coroner and her attendant, she grabbed Dominic’s arm. 
“I have become a nuisance, haven’t I?” he asked quietly, casting a serious glance at Collins. “My presence here has created a difficult situation for you all, has it not?”
Looking into his eyes, she saw recognition. Sighing, she allowed the tense feeling in her shoulders to melt away. Tapping his arm with her fingers, she closed her eyes. 
“No. No, it’s fine.”
“Fine? I’m not sure that is a ringing endorsement. Would it be better if I left?”
Lauren could see the sheriff just down the hallway. He was talking to the deputy, looking up from his conversation every few moments. She did not want Dominic to leave, a sentiment that she had not felt in some time; this kind of connection with a man. 
Dominic grabbed both of her hands, taking them in his much larger ones. His hands were warm and tender despite their strength. “I can see your hesitation. I will absolve you of responsibility for the decision. I will go.”
She swallowed hard, nodding. 
There was a deep emptiness in her stomach. 
“Can I see you again?” he asked earnestly, his blue eyes sparkling. 
Lauren felt coy, her face blushing. She moved like a teenager, swooning. “Yeah….”
His face touched hers, just ever so slightly, cheek to cheek. She could feel the heat that radiated from him. He was warmer than any man she had ever known. 
“Tomorrow, can I see you tomorrow?”
She nodded. “Yes. I would love that.”
She saw that Montgomery and the deputy were looking at her, arms crossed and self-satisfied grins across their faces. She touched his chest. He nodded and left, motioning to the sheriff and deputy with more confidence than they reciprocated. The door closed and Lauren could feel her professional demeanor return in full force. 
Montgomery sauntered over. “I think you might be on to something, Agent Westlake.”
Lauren wheeled on him, face flushed. 
She pointed a finger, her mouth a grim line. 
The sheriff threw up his hands in mock defense. “I meant about the case, Westlake. Check the emotions at the door. This is a crime scene.”
Westlake understood, but she could not help but feel attacked. “I’m glad you are opening your eyes, sheriff. Something is stalking the quiet populace of Locke.”
 
            
WATCHING THE LIGHTS OF THE APARTMENT, the creature saw the shadowed forms of the police force moving about. Hateful, hungry eyes stared out through darkness and thicket. Steam rose from the heaving chest, blood and gore covering its hairy body. Patches of sewn flesh stunk of salt and sweat. One arm hung in the semidarkness illuminated by the scattered puzzle of lights from the apartment complex; cautious eyes watched Agent Westlake move into view.
Its breath increased: chest heaving, pulse racing. Squatting, it hid deeper. Brush rustling, cold branches snapped beneath its feet. Light crawled across its features in wisps and splits. Patchy hair covered its face, some gray and some red; uneven ridges and valleys created a face of tumbleweed. The night was cold yet the creature did not shiver. 
Dripping, dripping blood: the flat sheet of flesh torn from the young man’s face hung in the creature’s hand obscured by the shadow. The breathing was ragged. A strange, strangled growl like loose phlegm echoed from the brush.
Westlake’s stunning features despite the cold and grisly scene were an affront to the creature. It was a reminder of humanity, of innocence. Another growl: this one was not the creature. Looking out through the brush, dark eyes watched the darkness. 
A terrier: white and gray fur, ruffled with a winter coat. It skittered close, nearing the slinking creature that watched hungrily from the shadows. Rear end moving sideways, low whining growl, its beady little eyes challenged the creature. The claw reached out, dirty and used, into the freezing air of the Minnesotan night.
The terrier whined, barring its small teeth; and then a yip, another bark. With a swift flick of its claw and a bundle of curly fur, the terrier was no more. The carcass was torn in half, the small animal little more than a tuft of crimson flesh and mangled fur. The creature continued to watch for a while longer, not eating the small animal. And then as quickly as it had descended on the apartment that night, it was gone. 
  
  
LAUREN PUSHED ASIDE THE dirty white blinds that shrouded the connected backyards of the apartment complex. Her hair was pulled back into a bun, a wisp of bangs crawling across her forehead; eyes watched the darkness. She thought she had heard something in the backyard. 
“Agent Westlake?” called the sheriff, emerging from the shadowed hallway. 
She did not respond. Continuing to watch the outside, she saw the dilapidated fencing and overgrown brush that ran along the backside of the apartments. There were four separate residences, yet they shared a single backyard. 
“Did you hear a dog? Barking?” she asked without taking her eyes off of the darkness. 
Montgomery moved closer, his hands inside his jacket. He wasn’t really listening. “Collins bagged the body and took it to the morgue. She will have the wound examined. See if the killer left anything behind.”
Lauren lifted the silver lock of the sliding glass door. 
“Agent Westlake….”
She moved out into the cold air, her eyes squinting and her head tucking down into the warm recesses of her heavy coat. Ashen trees with long and spindly arms reached down just atop the brush as if they were giants reaching for unripe apples. The ground was blackened dirt and white stones. At one time they formed a pattern, now simply terrain in disarray. 
The sheriff followed, cursing about the cold and the door as he did so. “What in the name of all that is holy are you doing out here? It is damned cold to be traipsing about in the night.”
Lauren moved toward the brush carefully, her right hand finding its way to her holster. With an even movement, she pulled it free and held it out in front of her. The barrel was precise, still, as it was centered on the brush. 
Montgomery saw this and kept his hands in his pockets. His face was a portrait of irritation. “What are you doing? What could possibly be out here?”
Bending down with her weapon, she saw the lump that had once been the terrier. Steam rose from the little body as the last of the corpse’s heat filtered into the night air. She replaced her weapon with a frown and sighed loudly. It would have been difficult to distinguish the entrails and furry flesh as having once been someone’s pet. 
The sheriff covered his mouth, grimacing. 
“What the fuck is that?”
A glass door opened a distance away and the shuffling of feet drew Montgomery’s attention. Lauren, however, remained in a crouched position, her eyes unable to leave the disturbing pile of man’s best friend. 
A woman’s shrill voice filled the air. 
“What are you doing back here?” 
Lauren stood slowly. Tucking her hands back into the wool lining of her coat, she lowered her chin just inside the wide rim of her coat. “Police, ma’am,” replied Westlake. 
Montgomery pointed to the lusterless badge on his outer coat. “Local police. She is with the F.B.I. We are investigating a murder next door.” 
He produced a small pad, the cheap kind that every dime novel and cheesy horror film believed to be the bread and butter of detective work. “Have you heard anything strange tonight? See anything suspicious?”
Lauren looked around at the night. She could feel something out there. The killer had been here moments before, might even still be lurking in the forest just beyond. “Is this your dog, ma’am?” she asked, perhaps more curtly than she would have liked. 
The night had not been going her way. 
“Ms. Yonkers? She was just outside…” she began. 
Lauren stepped aside, revealing the gruesome pile that had previously been Ms. Yonkers. The wail the woman let out was a shriek from the beyond. Falling to her knees, she began to sob. For a moment, she looked as if she would reach for the hideous pile of flesh, but instead wrapped her arms around herself. 
There was a part of Westlake that felt pity and another part that felt a strange sort of disgust. There was a man dead, yet no one mourned for him. However, this little pampered dog had a mourner the likes of which few humans were afforded. 
“Was that Ms. Yonkers?” stumbled the sheriff, touching the pen to paper. 
Between sobs, she managed a head bob. 
Lauren walked to the brush, pushing aside a large tuft of it with her gloved hand. There was blood on the gnarled braches, small patches of what had been skin––some clothing. 
“Sheriff,” she spoke calmly. 
Montgomery tipped his hat to the mourning woman and joined Lauren. His grizzled face dipped into view as she pushed back the undergrowth, snapping some of the branches. They fell to their feet. Pressing the blood between her fingers, she sniffed it like a hound. 
“Blood. Pretty fresh.”
“There was something in here, wasn’t there? Something big,” he marveled. 
Lauren nodded somberly. “I think whatever or whoever did this was watching us.”
“What?” Montgomery did not seem excited about such a proposition. 
Standing, she returned her attention to the sobbing woman. “Ma’am?”
Looking up from what had once been her prized pet, her bleary eyes ran with dark mascara. “What did this? Why would someone hurt Ms. Yonkers?”
“I’m not sure yet. There was a murder in this complex. If we are to find out who did it, and to maybe find what or who did this to your dog, then we need some help.”
She sniffled. “I haven’t seen anything. I let Ms. Yonkers out because she was barking at the door. I thought she had to potty.” She looked at Westlake. “Do you think she was barking at someone? That maybe…” Agent Westlake looked at her with as much sorrow as she could muster. “…that Ms. Yonkers died because I let her outside? I killed Ms. Yonkers?”
Sheriff Montgomery, his head ducked out of the cold wind, intervened. “Did you hear anything from this apartment here?” He gestured toward the apartment he and Westlake had just been in. “Sounds of a struggle. Screaming. Anything?”
She looked at the darkened apartment and open sliding glass door. “I don’t think so. I heard those wild children upstairs. With their music and hollering and sex nonsense,” she replied. Her voice assumed a motherly, scolding tone at the mention of the blatant disregard for volume. 
Standing there, Lauren listened carefully. She could hear the steady rhythm of bass and then some singing and laughing coming from just above the dead man’s apartment. As she started to walk back toward the apartment, the sheriff performed the clean-up. Clearing out the remains of Ms. Yonkers and promising to return for the funeral later in the week. 
Inside the apartment once more, the warmth of the place was noticeable. There was little light in the house, except for the outside light which cast minimal illumination inside the domicile. 
“Were there lights on when you and the deputy got here?”
“Just me.”
“Excuse me?”
Montgomery closed the door, shivering slightly as he did so. “I was first on scene. We got an anonymous call about some screaming. I grabbed the call. The deputy came shortly thereafter once I called in the murder to the station.”
“Was this house dark when you came in? Were the doors open, the back sliding glass door?” she queried as she moved through the hallway. The noise from above was not as muffled now. There was indeed a party still going on. 
Montgomery looked puzzled. “I don’t think there were any lights except from the refrigerator. And the back door was open. Someone must have locked it after we came in.”
Lauren had a sick feeling in her stomach. 
The murderer had lingered, closing the door when the sheriff arrived on the scene, perhaps skulking about the apartment while they were looking. She formed a horrible image of the creature, or whatever it was, watching through the windows as they moved about the home.
“There was no one else in the house?”
Montgomery shook his head. 
“Dead body and the porn.”
“The porn?” She made a sickened face. 
Montgomery smiled, but it quickly shifted back to a neutral look. “We found the boy’s computer. There was some kind of pornography running on it. Still going while he was killed, I imagine.”
Lauren did not want to think about such things. Touching the counter, she thought about how it must have gone down. Perpetrator came in through the back door. House was dark, so the victim would not have seen what was coming next and then attacked him while he was in the refrigerator.
“I guess this means our space cadet in holding is off the hook,” mused Montgomery, arms crossed, feet rooted into the ground. “Though I can’t seem to make heads or tails out of all this killing. Why the woman on the lake? Why Leftwich? Why this deviant kid?”
Lauren knew the answer. It was as it appeared, there was no pattern. The killings were random, but the method was the same. “I’m not sure there is a why, sheriff. I think whoever did this likes to kill or feels compelled to kill. The trophies are too similar for it to be more than one person, patches of skin taken and long, dragging slash marks on all the bodies.”
“Compulsion? You think this is just a case of compulsion? I thought this was some long-standing murdering spree that you found a map for? You telling me you have no idea what is going on?” The sheriff had begun to lose his cool, his words sharp and acerbic. 
Lauren pressed her fists into the counter. “I know that these killings are similar to those I’ve researched. And I know that this has not seen an end yet. There will be more killings. We will find the person responsible, Sheriff Montgomery.”
“That’s not much of an assurance since murders like these have been rotting in some files in some dusty old building for decades. Not inspiring much confidence.”
Lauren could feel her body heat rising, irritation brimming. “How about we shelf this until after we crash the party in the upstairs apartment? You can tell me all about my failings as an agent after we close this case.”
Montgomery quieted. There was still some senseless anger, but he felt the realities of attacking her for doing her job. The stress of so much death felt very much like the walls closing in. With a quick gesture, they exited the apartment. Closing the door behind them, they ducked through the webbing of yellow police tape. 
Wrought-iron stairs climbed to the top apartment. Montgomery threw chivalry to the wind and climbed first. His heavy boots crunched against the packed ice and snow that had not been removed despite the safety hazard. 
“Need some de-icer,” he mumbled. 
Lauren smiled at the sheriff’s discomfort. His stinging comments were still fresh on her skin. The building had four apartments. Dead guy and Ms. Yonkers’ owner were on the bottom and an empty apartment and a motley crew upstairs. 
The upper terrace was covered in packed snow as well. Christmas decorations lined the windows and walls, faded and torn from years of use. 
Montgomery approached the door, the noise inside growing ever louder with each step. The bass resonated throughout the entire complex, walls shaking and glass humming. 
“Must be quite the bash,” mused the sheriff under his breath as he knocked on the door with a quick rap. As the door opened, a nude woman stood looking at the sheriff. She did, however, wear a smile from ear to ear.
 



  
Chapter IX
  
  
  
Montgomery tried to hide his embarrassment, but he was doing a very poor job of it. Many of the people had not bothered covering up. Some were still too drunk or stoned to realize that a federal officer and a local cop were sitting in the living room. The pair sat on a comfortable couch that seemed to consume their bodies in the massive, superfluous pillows. 
“I’m Sheriff Montgomery,” he managed with a cough and then a look away. 
The young lady who had answered the door was not a natural blonde, a fact that made the sheriff uncomfortable as he could easily discern the truth himself. Her dyed hair was tousled over her shoulders and her skin was quite shiny, a testament to what was going on only moments before. 
“I’m Agent Westlake. Lauren Westlake. And you are the tenant here?”
She nodded, her bright blue eyes not hiding a whole hell of a lot. “Yes, Agent Westlake. Mindy Summers,” she continued, starting to spell her name, but Lauren held up a hand with a small smile. 
“Thank you, Ms. Summers. If it isn’t too forward, may I ask your profession?”
She smiled again, a perfect line of white teeth to go along with her other enhancements. “I am an adult entertainer,” she replied, her voice melodic albeit slightly high-pitched. 
Montgomery looked at her aghast. 
“You’re a hooker?”
She shook her head, her smile still quite attentive. “I’m an actor, sheriff. I do adult films, the low grade and realistic looking stuff.”
Lauren stifled a laugh. 
Even though she felt strongly about the exploitation of women, she was amused by the manner in which the woman conducted herself and the horrified facial expression that Montgomery seemed incapable of shaking. “You are aware that you need a permit to shoot these kinds of movies, even in the privacy of your home?”
She nodded again. Her enhancements seemed to be disagreeing when she moved. “Yes, ma’am. Would you like to see the permit? My manager made sure that I took all the necessary precautions.”
Lauren chuckled again. “That will be fine, Ms. Summers. Can I ask if you heard anything strange tonight?”
Her smile was infectious. Despite the overall miserable nature of the night since leaving Dominic, Lauren could not help but mirror her smile. “I guess so. Bobby asked me if I would do an ATM and I said that was gross and not in my contract.” She pointed toward a long-haired, shaved-down Latino man.
Montgomery looked confused. 
“ATM, what’s an ATM?”
“Ass to mouth. It is really gross,” she replied, her happiness unshakeable. 
The sheriff sat back into the couch, allowing the absorbency to take him away. “Ms. Summers, could you please ask the gentlemen to get some clothes on or at least go into the other room. This may take a while.”
She nodded. “Bobby, you and the other guys go in the bedroom and take the camera. You can start without me if you like,” she relayed with a careful and considered tone. 
The fake-and-bake and his comrades sauntered off. Perfectly sculpted rear ends and swinging members disappearing into the darkness of a back room and the farthest corners of Montgomery’s mind. 
The door closed and the conversation was restored. 
“We were wondering if you heard anything downstairs,” Montgomery asked hoarsely. 
Mindy moved to the edge of her seat, arms crossing over her knees as she did so. “I did. I heard some people down there. You think they were robbing the apartment?”
Lauren felt like rolling her eyes, but she got the impression that Mindy Summers did not get into pornography because of her powerful mind. “Before that, Ms. Summers. That was us downstairs in the apartment. How about earlier tonight?”
She touched her chin, eyes looking up at the ceiling. “There was some commotion right around the time of the first gangbang. I think one of the other guys thought they heard some screaming. Not sex screaming, but pain screaming.”
“What time do you think that was?” Montgomery queried, looking away from her.
She stood up and walked into her kitchen. Looking at the time there, she countered on her fingers, closing one eye to think. “A couple of hours ago. I remember because there was supposed to be another girl and she didn’t show up. So I had to go twice and wear a wig the first time.” She looked forlorn for the first time. “It was itchy.”
Lauren tried to look sympathetic. “Was there anything else? Anything at all, even the slightest detail can sometimes offer some insight.”
She thought again for a moment and then shrugged. 
“I don’t think so.”
Montgomery stood first, the motion a kind of roll and spring from his plush home on the couch. Lauren stood slowly and walked to the counter separating the living room and kitchen. Retrieving a card from inside her jacket, she laid it on the counter. “I don’t think we need to take up any more of your time tonight, Ms. Summers. If you think of anything, please feel free to call me.”
Mindy grabbed the card. Her slender arms made her ample enhancements seem even more unwieldy. “Thank you, Agent Lauren Westlake,” she replied, reading the card. “It says you are from Illinois. Isn’t that a long drive?”
“That would be quite the drive. But I am here in town to help local law enforcement for the duration of the investigation.”
“Investigation?” repeated Mindy.
Lauren looked to Sheriff Montgomery. 
He shrugged. “We don’t release details for a while up here, Agent Westlake. Don’t like to scare people if we don’t have to.”
“Has something happened?” Mindy asked carefully, her smile slipping. 
Agent Westlake moved closer to Montgomery, her shoulders squared. The hard set of her mouth was unforgiving. “What do you mean you don’t report details? You are putting people’s lives on the line.”
He waved a hand. “Word travels fast in a small town. People will know when people know.”
“That is irresponsible, sheriff. Grossly irresponsible.”
“Did something gross happen?” she parroted, her eyes wide. “Was it anal? Did he ask for anal?”
Lauren blushed, her cheeks scarlet at the blasé way with which she talked about relatively private and sexual topics. “No, Mindy. There have been a few murders, one on this very night in the apartment below. That’s why we are here.”
Her smile disappeared. 
“Murders? Like dead people.”
“Yes, Mindy. Dead People. A young man downstairs included,” spoke Montgomery glumly. 
Tears welled in her eyes. 
“Wayne? He was so nice….”
Lauren moved back toward the topless adult star. 
“Did you know Wayne very well?”
She nodded. “I would see him in the parking lot. We would watch movies sometimes when I had days off. He never hit on me or tried to grab me or anything. I wouldn’t have been mad if he did. What happened to him?”
Montgomery looked at Lauren with a sad look. 
Westlake spoke, her voice steady. “He was killed earlier tonight. Someone came in the back door and killed him in his kitchen.”
Mindy looked around her own kitchen in fear. 
“Came inside his apartment? How?”
“Must have left his back door open,” replied Montgomery, looking at the door. 
Mindy suddenly seemed more exposed than she had when they had first entered the apartment. Reaching out for a thick white robe, she pulled it around herself and tied an elegant knot at her waist. Montgomery sighed in relief, nearly bending over as he did so. 
“Why do bad things happen to good people?” Mindy replied distantly.
“Do you know anything about Lulu’s Exotic Friends?” Montgomery asked, remembering the card in Joyce’s wallet. 
She nodded, fright and sadness having claimed her emotions. “I worked there for a short time. It is dancing mostly. Some of the girls do a little more. I never did. I figured if they were going to pay me to fuck, then I might as well do porn. I get dental and health that way anyways,” she replied. It should have been funny, but if felt empty, remorseful. 
“I am sorry for your loss,” said Westlake. 
Lauren felt some sense of completion by being able to say that to someone. Too often there was no one around to identify bodies or to offer condolences. Even though it hurt, it felt necessary to bring things full circle. 
The bedroom door opened and an aesthetically perfect face emerged, half-hidden by the shadowed interior. “Are you coming, babe? Boys are getting restless.”
Mindy looked at Lauren with wide eyes and then as though a switch had been flicked on, her smile returned; as bright as ever it was. “Is there anything else I can help you with, Agent Lauren Westlake?”
Lauren shook her head. “We can show ourselves out, Ms. Summers. You have been very helpful.” And then as an afterthought, she tapped the card. “If you remember anything, give us a call.”
Mindy was already walking across her living room, disrobing in three quick steps. Montgomery was out the door just as quickly. His eyes sneaking a private glance for future reference and then out into the cold Minnesota air once more. Agent Westlake paused, looking at the lush interior and shaking her head. Turning the lock on the handle, she pulled the door closed behind her.
  
  
THE SHERIFF DROVE SILENTLY, a country station droning in the background. Dark trees flashed beside the road. The night air whistled through a crack in the windshield, hovering through the car like a genie released from a thousand-year slumber. “I am sorry for talking to you like that back there,” began Montgomery, his voice low. 
Lauren did not respond, instead continuing to stare out the window at the world passing by. “You were not wrong. I know that something is wrong here in your sleepy little town, but I am afraid I came unprepared. I do not have answers yet.”
Montgomery continued to stare ahead. “Anyway, I should not have laid it all on you. This happened in my town, on my watch. I need to keep up with these things. We have just never seen this kind of madness. This level of brutality is unusual for us.”
Westlake nodded. 
The trees were a dark green, nearly indistinguishable from one another and from the darkness in which they hid. She wondered if the creature was lurking out there now; a part of her wondered whether what was killing was human, perhaps it was something supernatural. 
“I can understand that. We will find this thing.”
The road turned and twisted.
Shadows danced as the headlights crawled across weather-beaten street signs and barn houses long abandoned. Ditches ran on either side of the road filled to the brim with snow and ice from months of cold weather. Wicked limbs of dead trees ducked in and out of the road; some fallen, some lying about to grow up once again. 
“Did you see that?” Lauren whispered looking out the side window. She had thought she saw something moving alongside the car, and then she realized that she had. 
A heavy thud announced the impact as a form collided with the front end: scraping and clawing as something rolled over the side. Turning the wheel wildly and slamming on the brakes, Montgomery turned the car sideways, nearly lifting it off the road. The car skidded to a stop. Lauren had grabbed the dash, her lithe frame restrained by the seat belt. 
“What in the fuck of all fucks was that?” 
Westlake was already out of the car, belt unlatched and door opened in one manic movement. Her gun was drawn and she banged a flashlight hard against her leg until the light sputtered on. The light flickered across the icy blacktop: broken plastic scattered about the road and shards of glass littered deep into the snow. 
Flashing the light across the road, she moved her gun back and forth following the light. And what she saw made her nearly drop the flashlight. The gun shook in her hand. “What in the name of…?” whispered Lauren, taking a step back. 
It was seven feet tall with black and gray fur covering its chest and arms. Heavy muscle wrapped around the waist. Thick legs wore shredded gray pants like a reject from the Incredible Hulk show. It knelt to the ground, knees bowing back like a wolf as its head came into view: a wide face with black eyes and long furry ears close to the skull. 
Westlake took a cautionary step forward, the gun wavering in her hand. A low growl emanated from the creature as it lowered closer to the ground. Wide, strong hands with thick nails scraped against the snow. The nose was not pronounced, but flattened across the face. The growl intensified, though not guttural and animalistic; it was throaty and melodic. 
“Agent Westlake, get back in the car.” 
Montgomery’s voice was strangely calm. 
Had she dared a glance back she would have seen that the sheriff was leaning across the trunk of the car with a shotgun in his hands. The creature moved along the ground with the skill of a lion and the side-walking of a predator stalking prey. 
“We are blocking its escape, Montgomery. I think we spooked it.”
“What the fuck is it?” 
The creature looked to the sheriff and then stood slowly, returning to its full height. Standing, it looked like a giant that had mated with a gray bear or perhaps some kind of wolf. It sniffed the air, looking directly at Lauren and took a step forward with a large, gripping foot.
Montgomery rounded the car, shotgun shouldered and pointed at the creature. “Westlake, step back. Or take a shot. What the hell are you waiting for?”
She was thinking.
The claws looked familiar: strong arms and hands with thick, sharp nails. But there was something else about it. Why had it been right here, so close to the crime scene? 
“What if this is the killer?” she returned. 
She could not see his surprise, but she could hear him exhale irritably. “This isn’t a man. There is no way some creature could have broken into homes and committed crimes over several decades and not be seen, especially something this fucking big.”
And then as quickly as it appeared, it bounded onto the top of the car, rocking the heavy frame of the police vehicle before crashing into the wilderness. Lauren ran, sliding across the hood of the car.
Montgomery was there to stop her, grabbing her arm hard. “What do you think you are doing?” he hissed, nearly in her face. 
She struggled against him, her gun arm held down by the sheriff. “That was out of the ordinary. You cannot look at me in the face and tell me that was not insane. I have never seen something like that, ever.”
He backed off slightly, but was still in her path. 
“It was a bear or something.”
She breathed heavily, her breath coming out in bursts of billowy clouds. “That was something alright, but not a bear.” She turned to him. There was a fierce determination in her eyes. Pointing into the woods, she started again. “We have to go after it.”
He shook his head. “No. Absolutely not. We are not going into those woods with something that big roaming and god knows what else. Haven’t you ever seen a horror movie? This does not end well.”
Lauren opened the door of the vehicle and grabbed another coat, a puffy one with the Locke Police insignia emblazoned on the front. She wrapped it around her shoulders and pulled a heavy black wool cap over her hair and ears, giving her the appearance of a much younger woman. 
“Am I taking your shotgun or are coming with me?”
Montgomery looked at the woods and then at Westlake. He knew she would not waver. 
 



  
Chapter X
  
  
  
The woods were colder than the road, at least Lauren thought so. The coat protected her body from angry limbs, destitute and hungry in the snow-drenched forest. Montgomery was just behind her, not quite keeping up, grumbling with each step. Despite years of training, he swung the butt of his shotgun against limbs, knocking them to and fro. 
“This is bullshit. Walking in two feet of snow looking for fuck all in these cold woods,” groaned the sheriff, his wool cap flopping against his skull; the oversized ear muffs were drenched from snow that had fallen from the tree branches above. “I can’t see anything in this mess.”
Lauren watched the ground carefully. The creature was not difficult to track: broken branches, up-rooted trees, and valleys of snow where mass met earth. The cold was invasive, reaching into her lungs, feeling as if it were a coiled snake unraveling within her chest. 
“A blind man could follow these fucking tracks. You know what that tells me?”
Lauren sighed, but did not falter, vaulting over a frozen log like an Olympic hurdler. “That what we are chasing is so insanely strong and powerful that it is leaving a trail and waiting for some loudmouth motherfucker to come tramping through the woods after it?”
“Well, yeah, but….”
Lauren stopped in the small clearing into which the haphazard trail barreled; a wide space where the snow was significantly deeper, a fact she realized with a simple step forward. She could see the woods beyond, but they looked undisturbed. “Where did it go?” she spoke exasperatedly, breath hissing from her mouth like dragon’s fire. 
Montgomery reached the clearing as well, flashlight lopping about and his heavy feet tearing into the fresh snow. “I don’t see any tracks. Did it fly away?” 
Westlake took a few more steps forward. Lifting her legs out of the snow and high-stepping, she searched for some semblance of markings. There were a few scattered footprints, some that looked like boot tracks from hunters. “These don’t look like animal prints. Pretty fresh though.”
“Maybe we got some night hunters out.”
The night was strangely bright. The moon overhead was quite full, though still a day away from completion. Looking south, she saw that the sparse human tracks continued in that direction. But the creature, whatever it was, had disappeared without a trace. 
“We follow the hunter’s tracks,” she spoke. 
Montgomery shook his head. “First, we chase some bear mutant thing into the forest at night and now you want to follow generic footprints farther into the darkness. Are you suicidal, Agent Westlake?”
She stifled a laugh. His irritation and discomfort made him an amusing traveling companion. “Just curious, sheriff. Night hunting is illegal, is it not?”
He lowered his head in defeat. “Lead on.”
The woods thinned out, dead branches giving way to waist-high brush and a discernible trail. After a hundred yards or so, the snow even began to recede as if it had been maintained, manicured for travel. A wooden fence line appeared inside the brush, running parallel to where the agent and sheriff walked in silence. 
The smell of a wood stove filled the air; smoke drifting into the early morning sky. And then the presence of a building, squat and simple hidden by a copse of trees, low and gnarled as a protective wall against outsiders. 
“What is this place?” Lauren asked, looking over her shoulder to Montgomery. 
He shrugged. “There are a lot of old timers living out here like it was the turn of the century. No plumbing, limited water. Maybe running on generators, if they’re lucky. Tread carefully. These cave dwellers don’t care for city folks or government types.”
A variety of old objects were stacked and thrown about like a country museum. Statues and old cast-iron tubs as large as boats stood against the mounting weather. Miles and miles of wire unraveled and littered about. Birdcages filled with marbles and black feathers. Smoke rose from the stone chimney, chugging into the air like steam from a train engine of years past. 
“Should I knock? Announce myself?”
There was the characteristic shrug returned. 
“Isn’t going to be appreciated either way.”
The front of the shack was dominated by two broad windows covered in overlapping tarps that hid the light of the interior. A door hung off its hinges. A remodeling stood apart from the house as if it were a hat or scarf to the entity that was the shack. Amber light, flickering and polluted in color, emanated from below the door. A shadow passed, expunging the illumination. 
“Federal Agent. Is anyone home?” she called, struggling to get her voice to have the resonance she wished. Her body was so cold that the simple act of yelling was damn near painful. The shadow remained and then the sound of scratching, crooning hinges that were not used to being opened filled the night. 
The door swung open, digging into the frozen earth and revealing the shadowed interior of the shack. A form stood in the door frame. Tendrils of hair cascaded down. Westlake could not make out the features, except that it stood on two feet. 
“Can you step into the light please?” Lauren called.
Her hand drifted to her weapon slowly. 
Montgomery walked close; his back to railroad ties stacked five high. He held his shotgun down low, but had a strong grip on it, ready to bring it up at any moment. His hands flexed open and closed, anticipation biting at his heels. 
The form lifted a lantern, the swath of light revealing a middle-aged woman. Not homely, but intriguing with long black hair tinted with gray streaks, wavy and down her back. It splashed across her ample chest and long coat that she wore over a torn, lacy black dress. Green eyes, haunting and direct, looked at Lauren with recognition. 
“You have come about the creature.” 
Her statement was precise, knowledgeable. 
Lauren moved toward the woman, letting her hand drift from her weapon back into her pocket once more. “We were following it into the woods, lost it at the clearing about a half-mile back. Did it come this way?”
The woman turned back into her house, the trail of the lantern’s light going with her. Lauren walked toward the door, but Montgomery was there quick. A heavy hand on her arm stopped her. “Maybe we should think about going in there,” he cautioned.
“She knows about that thing.”
Montgomery tilted the shotgun back over his shoulder, hand still gripping the handle tightly. “Maybe. Whatever that thing was, it was not normal and this strange woman doesn’t feel right either. This whole situation doesn’t feel right. We should turn back now.”
“Turn back?” she replied incredulously. “We can’t turn back now. We are here. She has answers. And you know it.”
Montgomery had learned the one simple truth about Lauren Westlake: she was committed. When she began down a path, forever was she condemned to it until she saw its end. This case was no different. Their foray into the night was an extension of her determination. She would not be deterred. 
And again, he conceded. 
“Fine, let’s see what the nut-bag has to say.”
Lauren smiled tightly and slapped him on the chest. Gripping the door frame, Agent Westlake stepped into the shack. As her feet cleared the threshold, the door slammed behind her, sealing itself from the outside world. The night disappeared and there was only the sweet and lingering smells of the shack. She could hear Montgomery banging on the door. 
The woman re-emerged. 
Lantern set on a table in the distance, the fireplace crackled with soft light and twisting whips of smoke and scent. “I mean you no harm, lady warrior. There can be no men in the shack. He must wait outside,” she spoke in a clear, crisp tone. 
A shell being loaded drew Lauren’s attention. “Sheriff Montgomery,” she called. She could hear his feet move just outside. 
“Agent Westlake? What happened? Are you alright?”
“I’m fine. She said you have to wait outside.”
“Outside?” 
He sounded outraged and a little disappointed. 
“I’m afraid so. I will be okay, just sit tight.”
There was a low grumble and then some definite mumbling before he responded. “Fine. Whatever. I’ll be here.”
The woman motioned for Lauren to follow her deeper into the shack. From the outside it appeared to have only one room, but once inside it was far more spacious. The walls were covered in dry parchment and scribbling text in a language the agent did not know. There were paintings and drawings, some in frames and some drawn directly on the walls.
“What are you doing all the way out here?” 
The woman did not answer, but gestured for Lauren to take a seat in a large chair covered in blankets and shawls. They were wrapped and draped over one another such that it created a warm cushion. 
She obliged and sat down into it, feeling safety and comfort immediately. Her eyes were drawn to the shelves upon shelves of books with no names on their spines and canning jars filled with liquids and gelatinous masses comprised of a rainbow of colors. 
“This is an interesting home you have.”
The woman sat across from Lauren, spreading out her dress on her chair like a raptor spreading its wings. There were two tables, one on either side of the woman. Bottles and glasses, some full and others empty were stacked against one another. An open book, aged and marked with a long crimson ribbon, sat beside the bottles. 
“The shack is very old. Ancient. Many have called it home,” she answered. 
Lauren felt both frightened and engulfed. There was an overwhelming force that insulated the room. “I am Agent…”
“Agent Lauren Westlake. Yes, I know about you Agent Westlake. What are you an agent of I wonder?” posited the woman quizzically. 
“Right. So yeah, anyways. About the creature?”
The woman folded her hands across her lap and sat back. “There are many creatures in this world, Lauren of the Lake Tribes of the West. My question is what are you an agent of? We all represent something in this world. What do you represent?”
Lauren looked at the woman strangely, feeling claustrophobic. “I am an agent of the federal government,” she replied mechanically. 
The woman was not convinced with the answer. “That is to say you are an agent of a rock, Lauren of the Lake Tribes of the West. Would you like me to read your life?”
“My life? Lake Tribes of the West? I thought you had information about the creature.”
“I have information on a great many things, Agent Westlake. What information do you have for me? Nothing in this life is free. A cycle of reciprocity surrounds and envelopes us, even if we do not see it.”
Lauren gripped the edges of the chair, lifting her body. “I think there has been a misunderstanding. I thought you had something to tell me…”
The woman waved the agent down with a quick movement of her hands. “Let me begin then. I am called Hecate. I serve as a guide for this world. Not the only guide mind you, but a guide nonetheless. I am an agent of wisdom and of truth. And you, daughter of the Lake Tribes of the West, what are you an agent of?”
Lauren started to speak and then stopped. There seemed to be one way to move the conversation forward, to play Hecate’s game. “I am an agent of justice. I seek a killer.”
Hecate seemed pleased, her green eyes like that of a satiated cat. “I can see that about you. This creature you seek is two creatures. One is of the supernatural and one of the mortal realms.”
“Mortal realms?”
Hecate reached for a small table, wooden with burned runic dressings. She pulled it between Lauren and herself. A teapot, ornate and riddled with Chinese characters, emitted a steady, sweet-smelling steam. 
“Would you care for some tea?”
Lauren nodded. “You said mortal realms, what does that mean? And two killers? Are there two killers in Locke?”
Hecate poured the tea slowly into two pearl teacups that had not previously been there. “You seek two creatures. One is a man afflicted with something he cannot control, but embraces it with his mind and body. And the other is ancient and sorrowful, condemned to a life in which he watches all he loves fade away. These creatures are at the center of your investigation.”
Lauren reached forward and grasped the tea with both hands. It was warm, but not scalding. She touched it to her lips and drank it slowly. As she placed it down, the room fuzzed at the edges. 
“Is there something in the tea?”
Hecate smiled. For a strange woman of the woods, she had great teeth. It occurred to Lauren that perhaps crones of the deep woods of Minnesota had great dental care. “A variety of herbs. Some are meant to open your mind; some are meant to relax you. What you need to understand cannot be found among the blind and oblivious of the mortal realms.”
Sounds amplified. The world slowed and Lauren could swear that there was suddenly sense to the senseless. The jars came to life, strange little creatures with wings of yarn and prisms winked at her. She felt a great giggle build deep within her. “Blind because we cannot see,” she whispered, feeling euphoric and sleepy at once. 
Hecate had changed as well. Her green eyes were deep wells of burning embers, flames that licked and danced behind glassy mirrors. Her voice had begun to sing instead of speak. It was like she was singing to the audience of an opera house. 
“The realm of the supernatural, much like the mortal realms, has rules. Rules that are obeyed and rules that are broken. One of the creatures you seek is but a man become creature and the other a creature that longs to be a man.”
Agent Westlake saw the world transform. There were great sprawling lakes, rivers and streams and golden hills that crashed into snow-capped mountains. The back wall of the room was like a grand screen through which she could watch the world unfold. “Which creature killed the two women and the young man? Which one do I seek?”
“You must understand the creature and the man. He is a creature of the night, a son of the moon. He is werewolf.”
Lauren laughed, a girlish laughter that made her curl up, drawing her knees to her chest. “A werewolf?” she asked incredulously, her head rolling back as laughter overtook her. “There are no such things as werewolves.” And then she proceeded to make her faces, her renditions of what a werewolf was: teeth made of fingers, ears were cupped hands, open mouth and stuck-out tongue. 
Hecate drank from her teacup slowly, her composure retained. “There is much more in this world than werewolves. Creatures and beings the likes of which would frighten your blind brothers and sisters to death, give them nightmares for all their days. There is a werewolf in this sleepy little town; seeking refuge, seeking anonymity.”
Lauren felt suddenly rigid: aware, frightened to the core. “If the werewolf did not kill these people, then who did? And how did the human become a creature?”
Hecate sat back and pulled the old book to her lap. She opened it and the pages, which previously had indecipherable script, flowed with paintings of ancient settings. Pointing to the first image, it was a beautiful woman holding a small child. She was buxom and olive-skinned with piercing gray eyes. 
“There was a woman called Helena who bore a male child she named Michael. Michael was werewolf. It is not known why he was born werewolf, yet he was. There was talk that she had consulted the High Druids of her time and asked for a special child. It matters little as thus the line of werewolves was born four thousand years ago. Michael fathered another man-child with a human woman and thus it went for many centuries.”
Lauren had crossed her legs underneath her body and leaned forward, engrossed. “So werewolves are born? Nothing more? Nothing mystical?”
Hecate smiled a wicked grin of wisdom and lunacy. “Birth is mystical, daughter of the Lake Tribes of the West. A werewolf birth is doubly so. Magic-less humans are so silly. Only born? As if such things were so mundane.”
Lauren felt a deep sense of regret and knew that it was amplified by whatever had been in the tea, which only increased her anxiety. “So it isn’t biting or attacking? Just sex? Just like humans?”
“Werewolves stand on the precipice of the two worlds. They are human, mostly men, and few women. Though they are very powerful and leaders of packs. They are also of the magicks and the supernatural. They can never truly find a place to belong, constantly searching for balance.”
Lauren nodded. Her tongue felt numb. This affected the way she spoke, drawing a chuckle from the guide. “Then how does a human become a creature? What about the man who desires to become a creature?”
Hecate shushed her. “Quiet, child, let me continue. I have to finish the story. Then you can ask questions. For many years, werewolves lived in relative peace with their human counterparts, secluded far from temptation. Then industry swept the world bringing the light of the city into every corner and mountaintop and soon, they could hide no more. For you see, the bite of a werewolf is dangerous.”
Lauren’s eyes swam dreamily. 
“I thought you said it was about the sex, not the bite.”
Hecate cast a dark glare upon the agent. “The bite does not change man to werewolf. It is far more cunning than that. Nature chose a very specific consequence. The werewolf produces a toxin which it releases when it bites its prey. Though meant for simpler animals, it works equally well in humans.”
“A toxin?”
Hecate nodded. “It causes madness. The prey goes insane, running into holes, hiding and screaming, drawing the predator to it. When a man is bitten the result is catastrophic. Disassociation with reality sets in, often manifested by violence and hatred toward other humans and a dreadful attraction to violence and lust. There is a story of a man bitten in ancient Greece who roamed the streets, maiming and killing those engaged in orgies and decadent behavior.”
Lauren sat back into her chair, her sense of reality altering with each passing second. The walls seemed to crawl, bleeding a plethora of colors, pastels, and brilliant shades. 
“Bitten? My killer was bitten?”
“When someone is bitten, darkness takes over. This violence that has overtaken your killer will consume him. He will scar himself, mutilate himself. It will not end until he is no more. There will be much more death to come, Agent Westlake. You must be ready.”
Lauren felt as if the world was coming back into focus, but she knew she was under the thrall of something. Her skin felt wonderful. Touching it with her slender fingers created a lingering euphoria that made her smile. 
“What about the werewolf?”
Hecate laughed and her voice rose, filling the shack. “You pursued him this night. He will be around, Agent Westlake. But for now you must stop the man, for he grows ever more powerful. Ever more bold. Much death is coming.”
Westlake pushed herself from the plush recline of the chair and blinked her eyes. She attempted to will away the strange sensation that had overtaken her body, but could not so easily part with the unique window through which she was viewing the world. The shack seemed to rise around her, things that did not speak taking on voices and whispering to her secrets in a language she could not understand. 
“What is happening?” She felt sick to her stomach. 
Hecate closed the book and placed it beside her amidst the leaning towers of antiquities. She stood and walked to where Lauren leaned against the wall, her hands clutching her stomach. “Sometimes it takes a poor course. The tea transports you, but often the return voyage is not as smooth.”
Lauren collapsed, her knees giving way. She rolled onto her back and the world fell silent. Watching the door of the shack open, she saw the heavy boots of Montgomery enter and another form farther in the distance watching; it was a shadow on the night.
 



  
Chapter XI
  
  
  
Lauren groaned as she rolled over, touching her head with a clammy, cold hand. The light of the cloudy day was deceiving. Gray, bruised skies announced the full touch of winter, unyielding, unrelenting. Her groan intensified as she tried to push to a sitting position, back against the baseboard of her hotel bed. 
Looking down, she saw she was still completely clothed. Mud and snow caked the floor around her and the sheets and comforter were drawn in fitful mountains of her making. The heater kicked on, a low rumbling that blew stuffy, but warm air across her cold body. 
The night before was foggy.
Closing her eyes, she recalled going to the murder scene and then pursuing something into the woods. And then she saw the guide, the damned witch who spiked her drink. “Teach me to take tea from strangers,” she grumbled, throwing back a tuft of blankets she had drawn with her into the sitting position. 
Her gun was on the nightstand, holstered and dull-colored as always. The socks she wore were dry, but they had the feeling like they had been wet not so long ago, a stiffness about them that was irritating. With a few quick steps, she pulled open the bathroom door and closed it. The tile floor was unforgiving and she was quick to remove her socks and leap into the shower with a deft move. 
Turning on the faucet, steam rose as heat and the cold air of the hotel room collided. Sitting down into the slowly rising water, she pulled her hair into a bun. Twisting it in her hand, she used it as pillow. 
Grabbing the hotel bath crystals, a generic excuse for something extraordinary, she dumped them in. A fizzle and bubble later, the water seemed lathered with a viscous substance that smelled of a thousand manufactured scents. 
A sigh gave way to alleviation of the pressure in her skull, though not completely. She was quite certain that she had vomited, perhaps even twice though the details remained fuzzy. The woman, Hecate, had been helpful, if in a crude, intrusive way. 
“A man trying to become a monster and a monster desiring to be a man,” she muttered. Sighing again, she lowered her body so that only her knees were above the steaming water and part of her long hair dipped into the bubbly pond. 
A thought crossed her mind: she wished she had grabbed her gun on her way to the bath. It was quickly chased away by the comfort and stability of the warm deluge. The water sloshed back and forth as she raised a leg out or turned this way or that, bringing small, childish smiles to her face. The shack remained in her mind, the strange drawings on the wall and the story that the odd woman had told. 
“Werewolves,” she whispered, flicking water with just a sliver of her fingers. “Bitten. A man bitten would exhibit violence. He would be attracted to sex and violence.”
She traced her fingers around in the water. The case was beginning to form. She had an idea of what was coming; maybe, even what to expect. Case files from decades past must have been other people bitten by werewolves, creating schizophrenic serial killers. 
How very movie of the week, she thought. 
The hair raised on the back of her neck as she thought she heard the door handle move. Holding her breath, she listened carefully and cursed her lack of foresight for not bringing her weapon into the bathroom with her. 
This time the sound was more pronounced. 
Carefully extricating herself from the bathtub, she wrapped a towel around her body in a smooth movement and peeked out the bathroom door. The handle was indeed moving. The deadbolt had been engaged, so there was a clear moment at some point in the hours before she woke up where she had thought to lock the door. 
Moving across the room on her tiptoes, she pulled the gun from its holster and walked toward the door very slowly. Grabbing the door hand with her free hand, she held it so it could not be turned. 
“Agent Westlake?” called the sheriff’s muffled voice from the other side of the door.
She shrugged her shoulders, the tension melting from them in a quick movement. “Hold on a moment, sheriff,” she called and then went about dressing quicker than she had ever done. When she opened the door a moment later, her wild hair was damp on the bottom and her blouse un-tucked. The black pants she wore were wrinkled and her jacket was thrown over a chair at the far side of the room. 
She stepped away from the door to sit on the bed and grabbed one of her shoes roughly. “Quite a night, sheriff. Mind filling me in on the details that I missed.”
Montgomery closed the door quietly and held his hands behind his back, clearly uncomfortable. “Quite a night, indeed. How are you feeling? You took a pretty nasty fall at the shack and the old woman said the effects might linger.”
“Effects of the fall?”
He chuckled, picking up the Locke phonebook, which was basically a glorified pamphlet. “The tea. She said that it may take many days for it wear off completely. There may be a resurgence of what she called awareness.”
Lauren laced up the second shoe and stood up, pressing her feet down to get them comfortable. “That’s fantastic, exactly what I need. I’m going to be high for the next couple of days while I try to catch a psychopath who has been bitten by something out of a horror movie.”
Montgomery put down the phone book and walked across the room. “You were babbling about some strange things last night when I was taking you home. Something about werewolves and monsters that hide in men, it was strange shit to be honest. It spooked me a little bit.”
Grabbing her jacket, she wrapped it around her shoulders. Weapon and holster tucked away and thick coat in place, she pointed at the door. “Breakfast and some coffee, and then we talk about Hecate and the shack.”
  
            
THE LAST CHANCE DINER ON the corner of 1st and Wallace was truly the only family restaurant in town. It catered to the mill worker and as well the truck driver crowd who managed the twenty-four hour layover in the sleepy, frost-ridden town. 
Windows embodied the square building. Chipped paint spelled out specials. Local heroes adorned the windows, obfuscating the patrons from outside scrutiny.
Montgomery and Westlake sat at a back booth. 
Orange cushioning with black stitching had seen better days, but the heater was working and the waitress was quick to return to refill the coffee. Middle-aged with long black hair and gray-streaked bangs, the nametag read: Phyllis. She wore black-framed glasses that made her appear a sexy librarian more than a woman unhappy with her station in life. 
“Sheriff Montgomery. Agent Westlake. You decided what you want, hey? Beyond the coffee that is,” charmed Phyllis, her bright red lipstick comical for eight o’clock in the morning. Though to be fair, she had probably worked through the night and was getting ready to end the shift with a burly, trucker-hat-wearing roughneck from the crowd.
Lauren smiled sweetly despite the nagging pulse in her mind that seemed to want to hammer its way out. “I think I will have the fruit bowl with some dry toast.” 
Montgomery smiled broadly, laying down his menu with authority. “Phyllis, you look as radiant as a spring morning,” he began. She snickered and batted her eyelashes. “I think I will have Last Chance Breakfast with extra gravy, darling, and how about an orange juice as well. I like that tart bite in the morning.”
She collected the menus and smiled at Montgomery. 
“I like a tart bite in the morning too, sheriff.”
Lauren watched the waitress go with a bemused twist of her lips. “Looks like you have a little thing going on with Ms. Phyllis of the Last Chance Diner. Might be serious,” she joked.
Montgomery poured a creamer into his coffee and stirred it slowly. “Afraid not, just some harmless flirting. Phyllis is kind enough to indulge me.”
“What are you talking about? You are a handsome older man, sheriff. Not my type, mind you, but certainly enough to be the apple of some lucky woman’s eye. Phyllis seemed genuinely interested. Can’t imagine why you would say such a thing?”
“It’s complicated, Agent Westlake,” he replied, continuing to stir his coffee. 
Lauren was intrigued now. She pushed aside her coffee and laid her hands on the table. “Complicated? How is it complicated?”
Montgomery lifted the spoon from his coffee and took a sip, making a sucking sound through his teeth as he set it down again. “My wife died about four years back. We were high school sweethearts, loved her through those final moments. Love her still.”
Lauren felt a stab of sadness in heart. She touched his hand gingerly. “I am so sorry for prying. And for your loss. It was…”
Montgomery smiled and held up a hand for her to stop. “It is alright, Agent Westlake. Sometimes it is nice to talk about her. It hurts, yeah. But, then I remember all the wonderful things like they were happening all over again.”
Lauren sat back into her seat and smiled sadly as Phyllis returned and laid the toast and fruit bowl in front of her. “You still wear your ring. I am so sorry.”
He waved her away yet again. 
“Alice was a beautiful woman. Probably too beautiful for a dope like me, but she loved me anyways. She went away to college when we were just kids, but we wrote each other all the time. And then after a time we married. Greatest years of my life spent with her. More than most people can say I guess.”
 Westlake grabbed a slice of honeydew melon and chewed it slowly. 
“Cancer took her. Long battle, the end was hard. Those years were the most important because I was there for her. Just me, kids grown up, moved away. I mean they came and visited their mom, but they had lives and children. This was our battle, you see. And we fought to the end. The bitter end,” he continued somberly. 
Lauren could not find the words to console the sheriff, so she did the only thing she could think of: change the subject. “I think we need to rethink what we are tracking here in Locke,” she began, clearing her throat as she took a bite of the dry toast. 
Montgomery nodded excessively, fighting back emotion. His voice cracked as he spoke. “Right. Right. What you learned from the woman in the shack, the business about a man trying to become a monster.”
Lauren gestured with the toast. “She said that there were two forces at work, someone who was bitten by a werewolf and a werewolf here in Locke.”
“And you believed her?” he queried, taking a sip from his coffee.
“You saw that thing on the road. That was not a bear. It was a werewolf.”
Montgomery nodded begrudgingly. “Let us assume for a moment that creature was a werewolf. Why didn’t it kill us there in the road? And why are there not two were-whatever running amok?”
She took a sip of the coffee as well and grimaced, reaching for raw sugar. “Hecate, the woman at the shack, said that werewolves are born, not turned like in pop lore. When a werewolf bites someone it releases a virulent toxin that has psychogenic properties. Our killer was bitten and believes he is becoming a werewolf. He is mutilating and maiming to make himself the monster his twisted mind has come to believe he is.”
It was the sheriff’s turn to grimace. “That’s a truly gruesome thought. We start looking for hospital admissions for wolf bites or large animal bites?”
Dumping in the sugar, she stirred her coffee. “Precisely, this had to have been recent given the prevalence and proximity of the murders. Do you recall any strange killing of animals or reports of animal attacks in the past couple of weeks?”
He shrugged, status quo restored. “It is possible. We have the occasional bear that walks onto someone’s property, but something that big doesn’t usually leave survivors.”
Lauren nodded. 
“What about strange visitors coming into town?”
He smirked. 
“You mean other than you?”
She looked at him with a grin. 
He looked out the window at the listless skies. “If we had anything unusual it would be in the reports back at the station. Off the top of my head, nothing comes to mind.”
The Last Chance Breakfast arrived: two thick, fluffy biscuits smothered in gray gravy, chunks of sausage swimming happily in it. Digging a fork into the center of one of the biscuits, the yolk of an egg oozed out, polluting the color of the gravy. 
Shoveling a few heaping forkfuls into his mouth, he sighed contentedly. “I realize that a breakfast like this puts me on the fast track to a heart attack, but I’ll be damned if it isn’t ambrosia,” he marveled, sitting back and patting his belly. “Can’t ever seem to finish it though. Must have brought home a thousand of these and put them in the ‘fridge over the years.”
“Did we hear anything back from the morgue about wound kits or particulates from the bodies? Collins find anything new?”
 Montgomery nodded, tapping a knuckle against the table. “Yeah, she did indeed. The kit came back from central. She called about the results early this morning when you were still sleeping off your drug binge. Said we would want to see what the lab found.”
Lauren stood, gathering her coat and draining her cup of coffee. Montgomery looked at her lazily from the booth. Throwing down some bills on the table, Westlake marched across the restaurant much to the chagrin of the sheriff. Then groaning, he pushed himself from the seat and made his way toward the entrance. 
Phyllis walked by, touching his forearm and smiling broadly. “See ya next time, sheriff, hey.”
He tipped his head and patted her hand. 
“You bet, Ms. Phyllis. You can count on it.”
When Montgomery pushed open the door out into the frigid grip of the cold morning, he pulled his coat around his neck and face with a groan. Lauren had already begun the quick jaunt across the street toward the station. 
Apparently, warming to the day would have to wait. Sauntering behind her, he watched as she crossed the street, ignoring the one traffic signal in town. Though in her defense, there was not a single car on the road at the moment. He picked up the pace to a brisk walk as she disappeared around an abandoned building near the morgue. 
 



  
Chapter XII
  
  
  
The sheriff felt the warm air of the morgue heater hit his face and was glad for it. He imagined that Agent Westlake was already in the basement, tapping her foot and not bothering to wait to hear the news. Her tenacity was actually quite liberating for him. Cases of this magnitude did little but pour on stress and part of him was joyful for the relief. 
Another part condemned him for being so lax and taking the back seat in his own jurisdiction. The above-ground floor of the morgue acted as a funeral home. There was a room devoted to caskets and all the décor that was involved. He approached the opaque glass door that led down in the basement and pulled it open with a quick tug. 
The stairwell was poorly lit and the dark strips at the edge of each step squeaked each time his boot grazed them. Montgomery stuffed his hands into his pockets and hummed softly. He could hear Collins and Westlake already deep in conversation. 
“So there were metallic particulates in the wounds of both victims?” called Lauren’s voice. 
The sheriff emerged into the open area of the morgue and smiled at the medical examiner’s unfortunate choice in attire and make-up. Her wild beehive was flattened out in the top, reminiscent of a helipad. There were tinges of red and purple deep within the mound. Black eyeliner laid on concubine thick was outshined by a silver lipstick that would have looked out of place on a Vegas showgirl. 
“Very much so. If I were to venture a guess, which I will most certainly do, then I would say it was iron or copper by the looks of it. It was from something that you would find in a gardening tool inventory or perhaps among farming implements. Definitely man-made, hey.”
The conversation made her attendant look squeamish. Being in the basement after the attack, no doubt, made images of the violence all the more vivid. Seeing the rows of compartments and visualizing a body pulled free by something walked straight from a nightmare would be enough to cause some anxiety. 
Montgomery rocked on his heels. 
“So no werewolf?”
Lauren looked at him and rolled her eyes. “That means Hecate spoke the truth. A man trying to become a monster and a monster that wishes to be a man. What killed these poor women and the late Wayne Joyce was a man, not a monster.”
He smiled. 
“Like I said: no werewolf.”
Collins and the squeamish attendant looked at the exchange with curious glances. “What exactly is going on? We talking about werewolves, like humans that change into giant beasts, hey? That sounds a bit Hollywood,” Collins interjected. 
Lauren pressed her hands into her hips. 
“We ran into something strange last night and there was this shack in the woods. A woman there told me about a werewolf in Locke and that a man had been bitten.”
With a huff and a slamming door, Matthews arrived on the scene. Bent over at the waist, he raised a finger for a moment. His voice was raspy, sputtering out in jerks and fits. “The husband. Here. Wants to know. What is going on? Angry,” he began and then standing up, he drew in a deep breath and then released. “The victim’s husband is here. Angry guy, threatening all sorts of nonsense.”
Montgomery’s brow furrowed in irritation and Lauren wrung her hands in anticipation. The dreaded talk with a victim’s loved ones was never easy, but when there was an angry party involved it got messy. 
Collins broke the uncomfortable silence. 
“I sent over the reports to the station. But there is not much in them beyond what you would expect. Leftwich was on anti-depressants and anti-psychotics; the other woman had some opiates in her system and MDMA residue. She was definitely sailing 24 to 48 hours before her death. Both suffered head trauma in addition to the gashing wounds.”
Lauren nodded slowly. 
Montgomery had followed the deputy up the stairs. For him, maintaining the sanctity and peace of his station was at the forefront of his mind.
“How about Wayne Joyce?”
Collins moved toward her steel table. 
The white sheet was drawn over the body such that it covered from the waist down. A deep recess was torn through the cadaver’s chest and the face had been cleaned such that near translucent bone emerged from the jaw line. 
“Chest trauma and half of the face torn clean. Some damage to the nasal cavity as well that would be consistent with a tearing weapon being inserted into the face and lifted.”
There was a numbness that was attained after seeing so many dead bodies. After a while, the life that had once been is not seen, but instead the details that spoke of the untimely death or, in rare occasions, the timely one. 
Lauren pointed at the face. 
“Looks like he took quite a bit…”
“He?” Collins raised an eyebrow. “We have decided on the sex of the killer?”
Agent Westlake crossed her arms. “Hecate was pretty clear about a man trying to become a monster. I am going to run with male. We are looking into animal bite victims that would fit the timeline of the murders.”
“Bite victims. You mean bitten by a werewolf.”
Lauren nodded. “I realize how mad all of this sounds, but we saw something on the road last night coming back from the Joyce residence that I cannot explain. When we went into the woods after it…”
“You went into the woods after a strange creature? Haven’t you ever seen a slasher film, hey? That’s how you get killed and gang-raped in the forest.”
The agent smiled wryly. 
“Montgomery said something very similar. You two are of one mind about that. Either way, when we gave pursuit we came upon this old shack in the woods. This strange woman, Hecate, served me hallucinogen-laced tea and told me a wild story.”
Collins looked at Lauren incredulously, which was something to say given the burlesque appearance of the medical examiner. “You took tea from a strange woman in the forest? Alone? You the damn poster girl for bad choices, aren’t you?”
“She said that there were two men in Locke who were at the center of the case, a man trying to become a monster and a monster that longed to be a man. The mutilation of the victims and the taking of trophies have turned out to be something far more insane. The killer is trying to make his appearance match the creature he feels like inwardly. Hecate warned of more victims.”
Collins thought on that. 
Her wide eyes were made all the more poignant with thick eyeliner announcing their presence. “You ever think that this woman, Hecate, is the killer? Perhaps all this nonsense is simply to throw you off track.”
“I don’t think so. It is difficult to explain. I believed her. Something hunts Locke and it was not a woman in a shack serving tea to strangers. This is something far more primal.”
Collins looked down at Wayne Joyce’s body once more and then pulled the sheet up, hiding it from the world. They moved away from the table, the more rotund Collins gesturing for them to retreat to the first floor. Hitting the light, they climbed the stairwell in relative darkness. 
Already the day looked like night. 
The later in the year, the longer the night; the worse the weather, the darker the cloud cover. Looking out one of the windows of the morgue, littered with drooping, lazy spider webs, a question struck the agent. 
“Is tonight a full moon?”
Collins moved the silver sliding lock to the basement and adjusted her glasses. “I believe so. Tonight or tomorrow night.”
Hecate had not said much about the behavior of the werewolf, only the consequences of the bite and the situation in which they now found themselves. She wondered what would happen to a werewolf on a full moon. Folklore seemed to make that their most prominent night, when they assumed their true form. 
Would it be the case this time?
“Can you do me a favor?” Lauren turned, touching the woman on the shoulder. “Stay indoors the next couple of nights. I have a feeling it is going to be a horror show for the foreseeable future.”
The normally confident medical examiner seemed to grow shyer at that moment, removed into herself. “If what you say is true, then I believe we are in for some hellish times. May God have mercy on us all.”
Agent Westlake, taking a few steps toward the door and leaning on its frame, looked out into the darkening afternoon. She felt in the very pit of her being that something horrible would happen that night. 
“I am not sure he is listening.”
  
            
THE CREATURE CRASHED into the sides of its space. Tearing broken, rusted objects from the shelves and throwing them to the ground in angry fits of rage. Tears streamed down its face and the guttural whimper that echoed in the oversized shed was the only shred of humanity that remained. 
With each mashed piece of its life, it plunged deeper into madness; closer to the monster it was slowly becoming. The light of the day had all but faded. Reaching out and grasping a light bulb that hung dimly at the center of the shed, it crushed it, allowing the shards to rip apart its hands. 
Blood dripped on the work table where the partial husk of Wayne Joyce’s mutilated face lay. It had stretched out the flesh, drying it and coating it with deer oil. Its cries were crocodile tears; there was no emotion left except rage, hatred. Remorse and guilt long since disappearing into the abyss that was its mind. 
The winds howled. 
It responded. 
Black thread, spooled with a sharp needle, lay just beside the human mask. It reached down with one of its mangled hands, lifting the needle and then the flesh. Pressing against its skin, it drove the needle into its own face, drawing blood and an angry snarl. Each time through, there was a growl and a pool of blood. The task was complete, the flesh attached to the monster. 
Little folds lifted from its face. The wind whipped against them, drawing its attention. Reaching out to a staple gun, it pressed it against its face. It drove thick steel staples into its face, flattening out the macabre mask. 
The table was a massacre. 
Leftover pieces of the trophies it had taken were lifeless artifacts of its ascension to death-bringer. Reaching out for the long claw of torture that it wore as a glove, it groaned. Language had been lost. More and more it felt like an animal, a creature meant to destroy everything, and everyone. 
The rage built like steam. It coursed through its veins, polluting every aspect of humanity that remained. The moon would rise soon: full and omniscient. That would be the moment of its ascension. 
It would be its masterpiece. 
 



  
Chapter XIII
  
  
  
Lauren immediately did not like Evan Marshall. Despite the expensive coat he wore, the roundness of his being was transparent. His thin arms and legs and a massive midsection that came from a life of comfort and excess were prominent. His dark hair was combed back like too many executives, power-wielding men who saw such a look as indicative of success. 
Thick purple rings under his eyes were a testament to many sleepless nights, or perhaps an addiction. His voice was nasal and his jowls wiggled when he grew upset, which seemed to be every syllable. 
And he was one of those irritating people who overused adverbs. “I find it interesting that you cannot legitimately give me a name or a reason for my late wife’s murder. Honestly, I find this rural police work to be mostly a bunch of hicks circle-jerking in the wilderness,” he near-yelled. There was something bovine about his features: cow eyes, heavy face. 
Montgomery seemed very at home ignoring his insults. “I am sorry you feel that way, Mr. Marshall. I can assure you we are doing everything we can. We are currently investigating a few avenues of inquiry about your wife’s death. There have been two other murders of a similar nature. We believe that we will have a suspect in custody very soon,” spoke Montgomery with a practiced pitch. 
Evan Marshall was not so easily sated. “Clearly you will have to currently forgive me.” His mockery was palpable. “Evidently, my wife died here in your little piece of bumfuck and I am not completely satisfied with your local presence. I would like to alert a federal agency. Any one will do honestly.”
Lauren stifled a laugh. 
The ignorance of the wealthy knew no bounds. She stepped forward, making sure to pull the laminated identification from her jacket. In that moment, she realized that she had not used it since coming to Locke except when first introducing herself. People here simply believed what she said. “Agent Lauren Westlake, I am working with local PD on this case. I can assure you that we are doing everything we can.”
He did not seem convinced by her presence either. “Figures they would send a woman up here to the middle of nowhere. I want to speak to your supervisor immediately. I want a real agent on my wife’s murder, not some harlot who clearly had nothing better to do.”
Deputy Matthews cringed.
Montgomery watched mutely. His eyes were daggers that peeled Evan Marshall where he stood. But it came down to Lauren, how she would react to such foolishness. 
“That is an interesting perspective you have, Mr. Marshall. It is true I am a woman. What you may not know is that I served in the military. Have you ever served, Mr. Marshall?”
He shook his head. 
Lauren continued. “I did. I was Military Police, the most hated position to have, especially as a woman. Might as well have had pariah written on my chest. My marksman scores were top of my class. My master’s degree comes from Cornell. Where did you go to college, Mr. Marshall?”
He swallowed hard, backing away slightly, his resolves faltering. “Pittsburgh State. I…”
“I see. Not a bad school, I’m sure you were top of your class?”
Evan Marshall shook his head, his hands reaching back behind him to find the counter as Lauren moved toward him. “I had a 2.1, barely graduated.”
Lauren nodded, trying her hardest not to laugh in the man’s face. “I didn’t have that luxury. You see people assumed that I was getting ahead because I was a woman. Not because I tried harder than everyone else. Or studied harder. Nope, it was because I lacked a penis that people thought I was sleeping my way to good grades.”
Evan Marshall was nearly bending over backwards. “I am sorry to hear that. I would never have assumed…”
Lauren smiled in a disarming, predatory manner. “That is good to hear because for a second there, I thought maybe my sex had made you question my presence here. I would hate for that to be an issue. I have what some might call an aggressive streak when it comes to closing cases and finding who I intend to find. It is a curse, I suppose.”
The man tripped over his own feet and slumped aside, stepping out of the agent’s path. “Of course,” he stammered. “Clearly you have everything in control here. I approve of you taking over this case. At least I know there is someone with a level head.”
Evan Marshall moved past the sheriff, a stiff nod exchanged and then out into the cold streets of Locke. Montgomery watched him go with a bemused look upon his face. 
The deputy started to laugh the minute the irritating man had left. “Holy shit, Agent Westlake. That was awesome, hey,” marveled Matthews. 
Adrenaline coursed through the agent and she breathed out slowly so her voice did not waver. “Thank you, deputy. Sometimes you have to put idiots like that in their place. I can understand his grief, but deflection is hardly the best response to your wife’s murder. There is a lot that doesn’t make sense with his situation. Why was his wife up here in Locke? I checked the file, they have no relatives here. No aunts. No distant cousins.”
Mrs. Meadows laughed so loudly that she nearly fell off her chair. “Good for you there, girl. Serves him right talking to you like that. You would think he would be sadder given his wife’s passing.”
Lauren looked pensive. “You would think so, wouldn’t you? Meadows do me a favor and look into our friend Marshall and see what was going down in the past couple of weeks. He might not have been aware of his wife’s activities.”
Mrs. Meadows nodded. 
Montgomery moved alongside the counter, arms crossed. “You like him for her murder? I thought we were going with your bitten theory? Werewolf spawn and all that.”
Agent Westlake shook her head. “Not spawn, sheriff. Think neurotoxin, but instead of killing you it makes you batty.”
Matthews looked confused. Mrs. Meadows looked over her glasses with a twisted grin. “Werewolf,” they said in unison. 
Lauren threw up her hands. 
“Ask the sheriff,” she replied as she went through the back of the station into the holding area where they had placed the transient the night before. The back rooms were colder than those in the front, perhaps it was the stone walls with no insulation. 
Lauren could not be certain. 
The detention area was little more than a large room subdivided into three gray cells fitted with rudimentary steel bars that were icy to the touch. The vagrant sat in his cell, head hanging down and a heavy blanket wrapped around his shoulders. 
He did not look up when the agent entered. 
“How did you sleep?” she offered, pulling a seat in front of the cell. 
The man grunted, lifting his head and looking deeply into the beautiful but tired face of Lauren. “Warm here. And mice at night. Better than the woods. He has to finish. So he is in the woods. Always looking. Always lurking,” spoke the man, his inflection monotone. 
Lauren crossed one leg over the other. “I am glad to hear it was pleasant. I have some more questions for you.”
Grunting again, he lowered his head. 
“Were you bitten by anything out in the woods?”
The man looked at her again; his face was dirty. His were dead eyes that looked out though an empty shell. “Many things, but not what you seek.”
“What do you think I seek?”
“The creature. It hasn’t finished. It must finish,” 
Agent Westlake leaned forward in the chair, hands gripping her legs. “You have seen the creature?”
He shook his head. “I have heard it in the night. I saw where it came from. Once. It must kill. It mumbled in the darkness. Speaking of death. Hatred.” A pause as he drew the blanket around his shoulders tighter. “Rage.”
The air in the room had grown warm and she felt as like it would suffocate her. “Could you show me where you heard the whispering?”
“It is very cold there. A place of death. It is death.” 
The outer door of the detention room opened and Montgomery entered. “They think you are insane. Werewolves and bitten men who are collecting human skin. Madness. Complete and utter madness.”
The transient looked at the sheriff with a listless stare. “Wolves that walk as men. And men who wish to walk as wolves. Death in its footsteps. There is madness in the forest,” he whispered. 
Lauren lingered, looking at the vagrant for a moment before turning to the sheriff. “He says he has heard the creature whisper. Maybe he can lead us to where this depraved son of a bitch has been hiding.”
Montgomery shook his head. “You really are batting a thousand for weird shit, aren’t you? Werewolves. Crazy woman in a shack. And now you want to follow a schizophrenic into the deep woods on a wild goose chase. Unbelievable. For a federal agent, you sure act green.”
“Fortune favors the bold, sheriff.” She stood and looked around the sparse room. “Where are the keys to the cell?”
Montgomery laughed. 
Pushing a dull gray button on the wall farthest from the cell doors, a hollow sound announced the unlocking of the vagrant’s cell. The man did not move at first. Instead, he simply sat on the cold bed; legs tucked beneath him and blanket wrapped around himself. 
“Any word on bite victims?” she asked, watching the transient as he slowly rose from the creaking bed and used the blanket as a coat of sorts. 
Montgomery raised an arm as if to reprimand him, but Lauren shook her head. Begrudgingly, he held his tongue about misuse of police property. 
“We checked with the local clinics and there hasn’t been anything that would have been sustained by what we saw the other night. A farmer just this side of the border saw something that looked like a bear walking on two legs near the lake though.”
“Walking bear? Interesting. Could be promising.”
The vagrant took a few tentative steps toward the open part of the detention area. His shoes were worn nearly through. The socks that covered his feet had once been white, but now were a crude kind of brown, as if they had been sunk in mud for millennia. “The ground is cold. The moon is full,” he muttered, bending down to touch the simple floor. 
Montgomery looked at him with slight disgust. 
“You sure we should do this?”
“Not we, sheriff. I need you to get on the phone and get those deputies from the other counties that you were certain you could muster. We are going to need them. Tonight is going to be a hell of a night.”
He did not seemed convinced as he watched the vagrant sit down once more like a wounded puppy. “I am not sure I should let you go off alone with this whack-job.”
“I appreciate your concern for my well-being, sheriff. But I can assure you I have been entrusted with much more frightening men than our little vagrant friend here.”
Montgomery pulled on his wool cap, his furrowed brow hidden partially beneath it. “If you say so, I don’t like this though. Could be a big delusion; maybe lure you out there to kill you.”
“Elaborate as that may be, it is highly unlikely. Whatever has been killing your fellow Locke residents did so very much alone last night. If our little transient is indeed in collusion with our killer, then I’ll sort it out.”
Montgomery snorted. “Well don’t be entering any strange buildings that look like they were left over from a Grimm tale. You need back up, you call it in. I should have those men here by sunup. Anywhere we should be looking?”
Lauren touched the vagrant’s arm and smiled warmly. He rose and allowed himself to be guided along. “The area just outside of the Joyce and Leftwich places. I have a feeling that we will find our scumbag there. The lake is the center-point of the murders, placing the victims in damn near a straight line. Have your deputies spread out, door to door.”
Montgomery followed Lauren and the vagrant as they moved very slowly into the waiting area of the station. Matthews was already gone and Meadows had her nose in a romance novel, eyes darting over the word pornography. “You take the jeep. We barely use it. You might end up in some back country, might prove useful,” offered the sheriff.
The air had grown colder already.
The door to the jeep was unlocked. 
Pulling hard on the handle, the metal gave way with a screeching, wounded sound. The vagrant scrambled around the other side of the jeep, mumbling and muttering like a mad scientist’s assistant. 
The dashboard was cracked and beige. 
A long, jagged line crawled across the windshield where something large had collided with it in the past. With a click, the vagrant strapped himself into the uncomfortable, cold seat. There was something childish and small about him as he sat there with his hands on lap. 
“I used to enjoy car rides.” 
Lauren smiled wryly and turned the jeep over with a sputtering, hoarse sound. Coughing and shaking, the jeep warmed up. The hiss of the heat expelling from the vents sounded like a nest of snakes. 
The back seat was full of thick, coarse blankets. “Where did you hear the creature whisper?” she asked as sweetly as she could muster. 
The sky had begun to darken. Smoke from wood stoves and increasing cloud cover joined forces with the night, bringing about a curtain of shadow. Flicking on the lights, the world seemed that much darker. 
“Near the lake. Deep in the trees. I saw smoke and then a cabin.” He stopped, looking scared at that moment. “I was curious, cold.”
Lauren put the jeep into gear. 
Backing up slowly, she looked out at the empty streets of Locke. Most of the business were closed, darkened windows and drawn shades. Some were simply empty buildings, artifacts of a different time. “We will just drive for a while. You tell me when you recognize something.”
He did not reply. 
            
            
THE WEREWOLF STARED AT THE SHACK for a long time before the strange door opened. Hecate stood looking, unafraid and with a crooked grin. The coat around her shoulders looked like several burlap bags sewn together with conflicting patterns of horizontal and vertical lines. Her hair was adorned with aged feathers and rusted bangles. 
“I see that you have returned,” she spoke. 
Moving closer, it rose onto two legs, stalking forward. The hair receded slowly, ears flattening. And soon what had been a powerfully built myth became a naked man. Thick legs and a perfect rear end flexed as he walked. A generous endowment swung as he walked toward Hecate. His face was sweaty, hair pressed back and standing up in other places. 
He was Dominic. 
“I have more questions,” he replied. 
Hecate motioned for him to enter. 
“By all means, son of Manus, enter my home.”
Dominic moved through the door, ignoring the lewd stare of the guide. Once inside, she shut the door, her magicks sealing them from the world once more. Reaching down, he grasped a long, woolen coat hanging against the wall and wrapped it around himself. 
“You have lied to me, minor goddess,” he spoke venomously. His voice was quietly powerful. 
Hecate smiled again, apparently unperturbed by his insult. “Son of Manus, last of the werewolves. I have not lied. What troubles you? What can I, Hecate, guide of both realms, assist you with?”
Dominic looked at the strange painting on the wall that had caught Lauren’s eye. He remembered quite vividly the place it depicted; it was his home. “You said that I could find another of my kind here. That I could resurrect my people. You have lied.”
“I have not lied. There is one here who can help you rebuild the fiefdom of Manus.”
He looked at her coldly. 
The cerulean seas that Lauren had glimpsed were a torrent of crashing waves and typhoons as he looked at the cackling guide. “There are no werewolves here. And I have endangered humans. One of their kind attacked me and I bit him. He has killed. He kills still.”
Hecate sat into her chair and touched the teapot. 
“Would you care for some tea, Son of Manus?”
“I remember your tea, guide. I will have none this night. This form will not last much longer I fear. What do you know of the one bitten? Of my minor brethren?”
Hecate poured the sweet-smelling tea into her cup and sipped it noiselessly. “The one who has been bitten seeks to complete his madness. He believes that he is becoming a werewolf. Scarring and mutilating the bodies of his victims and his own, he seeks completion. His masterpiece shall be this very night.”
Dominic did not take kindly to the guide’s words. Snarling, he barred his teeth. “If you know such things, why not help? Why not warn Lauren? I saw that she came here last night. What madness did you fill her mind with?”
Hecate placed her tea cup down and grasped a long weave of fabric. Vibrant colors in strange, runic patterns were stitched within. 
She thumbed one of the runes, closing her eyes as she did so. “I told her of the present, though not her future. I warned her of the being desirous of becoming a monster and of you, the werewolf that dwelled sleepily in their midst.”
He did not find her prophecy amusing. “Why would you inform her of the presence of a supernatural being? That is dangerous information. It could cause her great harm.”
Hecate laughed. 
“She is a powerful woman, Son of Manus. Brave and bold. Her presence here was foretold, just as I knew you would come to the cold swells of the western continent. She needed to know of the supernatural if she is to destroy the maggot spawn of one.”
Dominic sat down in the same chair Lauren had inhabited the night before. “You still have not answered for your lies. I could have you banished, returned to beyond the veil for theft of knowledge.”
The guide bristled then, her smile disappearing. “You are mistaken, Son of Manus. For several centuries have I walked this green earth. And for a time before that, I was feared by mortals. Your testimony alone could not remove my place here.”
Dominic stood quicker than the human eye would have been able to perceive. Hecate, however, was not human. “Enough of this, tell me about my kin. Why have you lied to me?”
“I have not lied, son of Manus. There is one here who is capable of increasing your numbers.”
“There are none of my kind here.” 
Hecate stood now as well. 
Moving toward the hearth, she grasped some dried branches and threw them into the rumbling fire. “I never said that it would be one of your kind that would allow you to further your people. I just said that there was one here who could aid your dwindling numbers.”
The monster that so desired to be human looked at the guide with heavy eyes. “A human woman?” Hecate nodded. It was then that he realized why his attraction to Lauren had been so powerful. “Lauren Westlake. She can carry a were-child to birth?”
Hecate nodded again, pulling a shawl around her chest. “I am afraid so. You see now why I had to reveal the presence of a werewolf. She did not respond poorly. Her eyes showed an understanding that you were not a monster as much as a man trapped between two worlds.”
“I see. For a human to bear such a responsibility….”
Hecate did not seem to care. 
“That is very true. I have paid you what is owed, Son of Manus. She is the vessel that you seek. The victim of your bite lurks still. He will claim many lives on this night. For he believes it is the night of his ascension.”
Dominic removed the robe he had been wearing. 
Steam rose from his body. 
The guide could not help but feel the arousal of seeing not only a man as beautiful and rugged as Dominic disrobed, but also the powerful energies that were involved in a supernatural transformation. His body started to convulse, legs buckling and twisting as the muscles beneath crawled like creatures trying to escape through his flesh. 
With a long step, he was at the door. 
His arms snapped out, thick, sharp claws erupting from his hands. He was out the front door of the guide’s shack in one convoluted movement. The air was cold. Dominic seemed to be consumed by a cloud that rippled from him as he bent forward into the hard, cold compact of the ground. 
His back flexed, powerful muscles giving way to the back of a creature. The face elongated, not the pronounced proboscis of celluloid, but instead flattening the nose and drawing out the chin and cheekbones. The howl was at first very much like a human in pain. And then as the body morphed, so did the piercing cry into the night. 
The werewolf was majestic, if not incredibly frightening. Yet, Hecate looked upon it as one would a tree. Moving with grace, he was out in the open air of the night in a quick movement. Silence hung in the air as he moved out into the field, standing up on two legs and looking up at the full moon that peeked through the clouds. “He grows more bold, son of Manus. He must be ended.”
Dominic, no longer man but beast, snorted at the guide. Werewolves were not capable of speech, but they retained their cognitive processes. Dark black eyes looked at Hecate, acknowledgement twinkling within them. 
With a snarl, he was gone. 
The forest snapped and broke around him. 
 



  
Chapter XIV
  
  
  
Jack Ellison was known for two things really. The first being his ridiculous body and the other that he was about as wild and unpredictable as any person had a right to be. 
The Lavender Home was situated deep within the cold forest, near the residence of a young man who had been killed the night before and not far from a certain frozen lake that had been the tombstone of an out-of-town woman.  
The home was not called Lavender house because it smelled a particular way or produced a certain product; rather it was named after the family who built it. William Lavender had settled in Locke nearly a century before, constructing the monstrous Victorian-style home in a clearing surrounded by a ring of trees.
The lights from the house cast a faint pall over the surrounding evergreens, adumbrating scurrying creatures covered in bristly fur. Inside, house music echoed through the full rooms of the unkempt home. 
It had once been a brilliant, radiant estate meant to entertain. Lights dimmed except for candles strewn about in peaks and valleys of melting wax. Exotic colors and smells wafted through the cold air, known only to those who stood next to them. Women half-clothed wove and danced like charmed snakes to the heavy bass that resonated in the cold night. 
Ellison walked through the house with a strutting gait. His eyes looked the scantily clad women up and down. He wore a sleeveless shirt, thick, angry veins crawling across his skin. Despite the cold world around them, drug-enhanced youth battled the night. “That ass,” he mumbled, grabbing a beer from a seriously intoxicated bearded youth. 
Each room was fuller than the next. 
Kyle Lavender, tall and thick in the middle but looking more the part of the former football star he was, stood at the center of the room. With burnt blonde hair and lazy blue eyes, he waved to his friend. Gesturing crudely at a staggering drunk girl just in front of him, he moved toward his friend. 
“Motherfucker,” roared Ellison as they slapped hands and exchanged homophobic signs of male friendship. Lavender was quite a bit taller and wore a heavy black t-shirt and dirty blue jeans with unlaced work boots. 
Lavender gestured to the party with a lopsided grin. “Got bitches coming three deep, my man. On the hour, every hour like I’m CNN or some shit. This trim showed up that just broke up with her man. They were together for like a century, going to get married and all that, hey. Now she is here, wanting Big Kyle’s Magic Ride.”
Ellison snickered as his much larger friend grabbed his own junk to accent his crude iteration. Looking out across the wall to the mixed company of the small town of Locke, he was indeed quite impressed. Most worked in the factories in the surrounding areas that made textiles and recreational equipment. There was also the occasional high school gaggle that worried him. 
“Did you invite high school girls?”
Lavender thought for a moment, gathering ideas an Olympic-level sport for him. “Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe if I don’t remember, then it don’t matter.” He raised his hand for a high-five, but Ellison simply looked at him. “Alright. Fine. Maybe a couple, but they are like a week away, man. Plus some of the kids who were freshmen when we graduated are here. Brothers from another mother, right?”
Someone had left open the door and a cold wind blew through the house. Lavender was yelling and moving through the crowd before another word could be exchanged. Women licked various sticky and slimy substances off of the stomachs of other provocatively dressed women; truly the epitome of perversion. They were living out of control as society spiraled like lace about itself. Ellison slithered into the party, smiling and dancing as people collided with one another in a drunken frenzy. 
  
            
THE CREATURE WATCHED THE HOUSE with great interest. Standing on the tree line, it felt the heat from the house, the rush of sexual energy and violence that brimmed at the edges as if it were a carbonated beverage ready to explode. Voices whispered and spoke in the night. Closest to the edge of the woods, the hushed tones of a man and a woman rose above the rest. 
“Come on,” spoke the man, the subtlety lost from his voice. 
Creeping forward, the creature was crouched low to the ground and looked through the brush. The woman was pressed against a tree and the man had his hand all the way up the front of her shirt. 
Their faces were close together. 
Turning away slightly, the woman pushed away the man’s face. “Not out here, it’s too cold,” she murmured, uncomfortable. 
The man, however, would not be denied. Snaking his hand from north to south, she pushed him away with authority this time. He caught her hand as she attempted to scamper into the house. 
“Come on, baby,” he murmured. 
She struggled against him and this time he pushed her to the ground, forcefully. Looming over top her, something came over him: a disgusting primal urge. Grabbing the neck of her sweater, he lifted her by it, tearing a long gaping hole.
Screaming, she covered her body with her hands. 
He did not relent, ripping at her clothing. Smacking, punching, and driving her deeper within herself. Planting his knees against her shoulders, he grinned disgustingly. Forcing a hand across her mouth, she squirmed and groaned against his weight. 
“I asked nicely,” he leered, looking down at her fearful eyes. 
The creature snorted. 
Its blood boiled. 
Licking its lips hungrily, its heart beat fast. It moved forward, feet finding careful ledges amongst the trees and bushes. As the man looked up, he saw the strange outline of the creature just above the brush line. 
“What the fuck is that?” 
She tried to look, but the man’s hand was still pressed firmly against her mouth. Watching the creature slink forward, the man was frozen: mesmerized. There was a surreal gait to the creature, slithering and pacing like a caged animal. 
It came sideways, claw dug deep into the ground. As it neared, the man could see the stitched human face that covered half of its visage. Black thread intertwined with bruised, puss-filled flesh. 
The man lifted his hand from the woman’s mouth. Her breath rasped and then she screamed. He could not hear her as he stood, backing away from the creature. Looking over his shoulder, he saw the lights from the house in the distance. The creature was upon the girl, a tearing, ripping sound and then silence. Hovering over the woman, the creature looked at the stricken man. 
“What…” he muttered. And then as the man turned to run, the creature was upon him. 
  
  
THE VAGRANT’S SILENCE had begun to unnerve Lauren. As he pointed with a crooked, shaking hand to turn, she had a sick feeling in her stomach. It was a bumpy road, uneven, without gradation. It threw her body around as she attempted to keep the jeep on the beaten path. Long, twisting lines of barbed wire chased them alongside. Pieces of fabric, weathered and stretched, hung in places. 
“Is this where you heard the creature whisper?” ventured Lauren. 
The transient nodded slowly, pointing to a beaten shack just a short distance ahead. The night sky lingered with plump clouds threatening deep rivulets of snow. The building was one of several dilapidated structures arranged around a graveyard of rusted vehicles. 
Some were intact, others scavenged for parts. 
It looked like the set of a poorly made horror film. 
“This looks promising,” she murmured under her breath as she turned the jeep into an open area. She was careful not to run over anything that lingered on snow-streaked ground. 
Putting the vehicle into park, she turned to the vagrant. The man did not look menacing, but frightened. He was scared in a way that Lauren had not seen many men. It was a fear-of-things-in-my-closet kind of fear, childhood fear. 
With a bouncing finger, he pointed to the largest of the several odd shacks. “I tried to sleep in there. There was a voice. And screaming. Horrible screaming.”
The vagrant closed his eyes. Pressing his hands over his ears, he started to sob quietly. Lauren looked at the stricken transient and felt her heart go out to him. Despite his circumstances, there was still some humanity that lingered beneath the unwashed surface. Touching his shoulder lightly, she pushed open the door of the jeep, creating a cold, scraping sound. 
Frigid winds had begun to blow, whipping frozen air against her exposed face. With a squint, she pulled her wool cap down over her brow so that it was just above her eyes. The distance was beginning to shrink, visibility disappearing with each passing moment. Looking back into the jeep, she thought better of inviting the man out for a walk around the grounds. 
Slapping the pocket of her jacket, she made sure she had the keys to the jeep; certainly did not want him playing her and escaping on some interstate road trip. Montgomery would never let her live it down. A fleck of snow struck her nose and she wiped at with a gloved hand. 
“Blizzard. Exactly what I need right now.”
Producing a flashlight from deeper within her jacket, she banged it against her leg a few times before the powerful beam sputtered to life. Flashing it across piles of rusted machinery and railroad ties, she grimaced. Something skittered across the ground in the distance. 
It was too small to be her creature, 
For good measure, she pulled out her sidearm and held it tightly in her free hand. The first shack had blown open, the cold winds picking up in strength. Flashing the light over the interior, she saw only rusted farming tools and a clump of snow that had been pushed in. A deer hide was hung tautly across the most visible wall. 
Moving on, she flashed her light across the ground, catching glimpses of skittering shadows moving about on the cold night. The forest throbbed as the winds beat against the tree line, beckoning to allow it entrance. 
The largest shack was not open. 
There was no bolt, but a simple hook that latched the door shut through a rusted hoop. Lifting the hook, she let it fall aside, swinging in the bitter air. Stepping backwards, she let the door linger. 
Winds crept though the open sliver, ripping it. 
Lauren waited. 
The wind pulled and prodded, smacking the door closed and then ripping it open once more. Her breath quickened in anticipation. Her heart beat fast in her chest, filling her ears with the heavy thudding. And then the door was cast open in one quick movement, like a bandage ripped from a wound. 
“Federal Agent,” she shouted. 
Moving just inside the door, she ran the light over the shack quickly. There was a table at the center, tools hung from hooks all around the room. The roof was higher than the other structures. It was the room of death in which the creature paid homage. 
Her breath slowed. 
There was a smell that rose above the cold, battled for dominance. Putrid and sweet, it was rotting flesh. Shining the flashlight on the table, she covered her mouth with the backside of her hand. 
The table was covered in blood and speckles of skin. 
A needle and thread, worn and weathered from repeatedly being soaked in blood and then frozen once more, was stuck into the table. Coagulated blood hung like tears on the sides of the needle. There were remnants from the other murders, pieces of flesh that hadn’t made the grade.
Moving the light across the table, she circled around it. On the floor just beside the corner was the carcass of a wolf. Lauren nearly screamed, pointing her gun and pulling off a round and drilling it into the remains. Her hand shook as she knelt closer, flashing the light over the dead eyes of the once-proud creature. 
“What happened here?” she whispered.
“This is where he makes himself in the image of his maker,” spoke the vagrant. 
Lauren stood, the gun pointed at the transient as she had not recognized the man’s croaking voice. Her hands shook and the light bounced across his unwashed figure. “What are you doing sneaking up on me like that?” And then gesturing to the room of death around her. “Especially in a place like this. Are you looking to get shot?”
He did not respond. 
Touching the table, he felt the strong wood. “This is where he placed the offerings. This is where he sought to finish what he had started.”
Lauren sighed and lowered the flashlight. 
Clicking it off, she put it back into her jacket and fumbled around just above her for the long length of fishing line she had seen hanging above the table. Pulling it on, a light bulb hummed to life. In the distance a generator roared into existence, kicking and sputtering against the unyielding grip of the cold. 
“You need to explain this gibberish you keep laying on me. Finishing what exactly? Making himself in the image of something? Make some goddamned sense or I am just going to leave you out here,” she remarked miserably. 
That seemed to strike a chord with the vagrant. 
Ambiguous mist lifted, his eyes alert. 
“It was a man, Agent Westlake.”
The use of her name troubled Lauren. She had not been certain how cognizant the vagrant had been. Clearly, he had been listening. 
“That creature is a man? A man whispered?”
The vagrant nodded. “I used to come out here all the time. My grandfather owned this place fifty, sixty years ago. Then it was sold off to some slick son of a bitch. And then for many years, it lay fallow. By that time it had passed out of my family. I lived on the street.”
Lauren placed her gloved fists against the macabre table. “What was the name of the man who bought it? Your grandfather’s name?”
“Nelson. Charles Nelson, Jr. This has been the Nelson place for a long time. Guy’s name was Leechwood or some tree name. I don’t remember. He was going to convert the land to apartments. Never got it off the ground. Sold it back to the bank.”
“What is your name?”
“Michael Nelson. I didn’t mean to be so difficult. It has been a long time since someone treated me as human. It is easier to act like I don’t understand the world anymore, makes it bearable.”
Lauren grimaced. 
She felt even worse for him now. Before, he had simply been a product of consumerism and greed. Now, he was a broken man who had seen his heritage and life sold away and was left with nothing. 
“Who did you talk to out here?”
Nelson scratched his head, leaning against the table. “He didn’t say. Had been squatting out here a while. Some hunters had used the cabin for a few years before I started staying out here.”
“The man that you said whispered to you?”
Nelson nodded, holding up a hand. “I have never seen him before. He was average height, brown beard. Brown hair. Brown eyes. Palest skin I’ve ever seen and I’ve lived in Minnesota my whole life.”
“A name? Did he call himself anything?”
Nelson shook his head. 
“Not once. I was sleeping out here and he came in. He was covered in blood. There was a towel or a coat pressed against his neck. He had a shotgun. It smelled like it had been fired. He told me to get out.”
“And?”
Nelson shrugged. 
“I argued with him. He threatened me with the shotgun, so I left.”
Lauren could feel the lead slipping away. 
“Did you come back? Engage him again?”
“Two other times. The last time he was barely human and his skin looked strange, discolored. And it looked like he had done surgery or something on himself. He had stitches with black fabric.” Nelson shivered. “He didn’t look human anymore. Something had been switched off in his brain, ya know. He mumbled about being a creature, a monster. Had to finish what he had started, to become like his maker.”
Lauren frowned. 
Hecate had not lied. 
The shack of death, Nelson’s testimonial: it had become conclusive in a moment. It dawned on her that the creature had been in the shack earlier in the day. He would have returned after killing Joyce. 
“What is the closest residence from here?”
Nelson looked at her strangely. 
“Residence? You mean like a house, hey?”
Lauren moved out into the blowing winds again. There was snow coming down now. Moving behind the shack in the dark, Nelson was quickly at her heels. Her breath expelled from her mouth in rapid, frantic clouds. Searching the ground, she knelt as she saw the fresh boot tracks.
“Fuck. Where is he going?” she whispered angrily. 
Nelson was standing behind her, all mystery about him having dissolved. “There is the Lavender house. Two, three miles through the woods.”
“Can we drive there?” she replied. Turning, she scrunched her face as the snow-driven gales assaulted her features. 
Shaking his head, he responded. “Two hours, maybe more. Have to go back around the lake.”
Running back toward the jeep, her heart thumped in her chest. The creature was headed toward the Lavender house. Throwing open the door of the jeep, she reached inside. Pulling out another coat with a furry hood and deep pockets, she put it on. Tucking a box of shells into her pocket, she grabbed the shotgun from under the backseat and breathed out. 
“Can you drive, Mr. Nelson?”
Nelson looked at her, his mouth twisted in a weird way. “My father would let me drive our work truck around the farm when I was a little kid.”
Pressing the keys to jeep into his hands, she shut the back door. “I want you to get back into town. Head for the station and talk to Montgomery. Tell them to meet me at the Lavender house.”
The vagrant looked frightened again. His gloveless hands held the keys like they were a serpent. “Why can’t you drive back?”
She started forward, snow and ice crushing beneath her feet. “The creature has a head start. If it is headed for the Lavender house, then I don’t have time to go all the way back into Locke and get the sheriff and bring him back out here. The radio doesn’t work this far out and especially not in this freezing, blowing now.”
 Nelson did not look psyched about his assignment.
“What if he doesn’t believe me?”
Her patience was thinning. “Then tell him you murdered me and left me out in the cold somewhere. He will want to know where. Bring him to Lavender house.”
Nelson looked at her with shock. 
“That’s ice cold, hey.”
“Stop asking stupid fucking questions and get going.”
She started walking, quickly enough that she was out of earshot as he mumbled a few more protestations before starting the jeep and driving off into the shrinking distance. As she reached the edge of the forest, she drew in a deep breath as if she were entering a foreign battlefield. In many ways, that could not have been truer.
 



  
Chapter XV
  
  
  
Ellison looked around the house for his friend, bumping into a thinning crowd as the booze and cold took hold. Some of the partiers had been smart enough to ditch the dismal, stranded house when the snow started to come down. The others would wait it out in a haze of bong smoke and orgies. 
Lavender was nowhere to be seen. 
Ellison’s keen intuition of his friend’s thought process, which was centered on his genitals, led him to believe that he was shacked up with the previously mentioned girl. Most of the candles had dwindled down, so there was only a soft light that permeated the otherwise dark room. 
Most people had abandoned the fevered dancing to house music and settled into piles of varying sizes where there was a fair amount of groping and groaning, though not yet up to what would have been considered a spectacle. 
“Lavender?” called Ellison as he walked onto the porch where another of the fraternity of intelligence-resistance Neanderthals found solace. With a head of crimson, bushy hair, and a jaw-line beard, he looked like a cross between an overweight Ronald McDonald and Ron Jeremy––minus the requisite equipment to be said porn star. 
 “Ellison. Come explain to these fine people that I carved G’mork here from a piece of driftwood I found on the beach,” he slurred, raising a hand-crafted pipe in one hand and a beer bottle with its label torn away in a jagged pattern in the other. 
Ellison immediately recognized the girl sitting closet to Caesar Ramirez, his long toga not covering much of his less than Showtime-ready body. “What the fuck are you talking about, Caesar? You made that out of some ugly fucking piece of the porch at your dad’s house.”
Caesar grimaced. “Wait. Did I? I thought I grabbed a piece of driftwood from the Pacific.”
Shaking his head, Ellison sat down into an uncomfortable plastic chair. “Just keep on keeping on there, Cheech. I’m sure the memories will come flooding back amidst a wave of munchies and paranoia.”
Lavender stumbled onto the porch. 
He was in a printed t-shirt, something about supporting single moms, and boxers. Kyle Lavender pointed at the girl sitting next to Caesar who was unceremoniously wearing only a white stained bra and gold panties. She was at that moment rubbing the much-inebriated Ramirez’s arm and gesturing for the pipe. Ellison reached out and grabbed the pipe in a quick movement, diverting her attention. 
“I think you might have had enough.”
Lavender sat down next to Ellison and grabbed the pipe, taking a quick hit and then holding it high above his head as the young lady reached for it. Ellison shook his head as the far from sober, scantily clad woman attempted to reach the pipe.
“You guys are a buzz kill,” she finally acquiesced and marched out of the room, her gold panties having given her a mean wedgie. Lavender didn’t even bother to watch her go and instead passed the pipe to Ramirez who had begun to raise his hand as if to issue a sermon. 
“Shut the fuck up, Caesar. You’ll forget what you were going to say anyways.”
Lavender started to laugh, the smoke he had been holding in billowing out in wild, uneven clouds that sputtered and collected high above their heads. “Classic man. Totally classic. Like Caesar would have anything to fucking say if he could even remember.”
“I’m the Caesar, bitches.” He pointed to the green wreath around his head to emphasize. “I do seem to recall that this was meant to be a toga party.”
Lavender pointed one of his big fingers at him. “No, we told you it was a toga party because we knew it would be hilarious when you showed up in costume.”
“And so it was,” added Ellison. 
Caesar frowned and took another hit. Holding up a finger as if to say something again, this time thwarted by the lung full of smoke he had just inhaled. 
“That girl seemed a bit sloshed there, friend-o,” spoke Ellison. He leveled a glare at Lavender. 
Lavender shrugged, holding up his arms in mock defeat. “Don’t blame me. She damn near showed up that way and was immediately all over my shit. Couldn’t turn a lady away, could I?”
Ellison rolled his eyes. 
“I’m sure you treated her like a lady alright.”
Lavender nodded, grinning widely. 
“Like every lady secretly wants to be treated. Flying Monkey. Rough Rider. All that shit. She loved it, man. And then when I came back from the bathroom, she was gone. Found her out here with you two morose motherfuckers.”
A few other people had milled in, taking seats and talking loudly. Some of them Lavender knew, most of who were women of the thick persuasion, both mind and body it could be noted. Lavender waved and mouthed some provocative things. He was secure and satiated at the moment, so he remained sitting next to Ellison. 
“That girl needs to wind down, not wind up more.”
Lavender nodded steadily, head bobbing to the distant bass of the house music. “True enough, slick. But, she has since scampered off into the party. Unless you feel like playing sheriff, I think it might be out of your hands.”
Ellison simply looked at his much larger, cherub friend. The stare lingered until they were both quite uncomfortable. Caesar looked at their exchange with a slowly expanding grin. “You guys suddenly discover some unrequited love?”
Lavender hit their mutual friend hard in the arm. With a wince of pain and a flash of anger, Caesar resumed his luminous proceedings which had the desired effect. Ellison returned to his neutral look, unrelenting and judgmental. 
Kyle raised his hands in defeat and stood with a slow, protracted movement. “Alright there, Nazi. Let us see where the inebriated sprite has gone.”
Caesar watched his friends stand with wide eyes and dissipating thoughts. Ellison stood, but leapt out at their stoned friend. Which in turn made him jump, spilling the unlabeled beer all over the front of his toga. The groan was accompanied by an excess of slapping at the spreading stain.
“Let’s go there, Frankenstein. Find your bride and what not,” said Ellison. Together, they moved through the swelling crowd that had gathered on the porch.
  
            
LAUREN PUSHED A SHARP and mangled mass of branches and brush out of her face. Despite the layers of clothing, the cold crept in, finding a slip of fabric that did not insulate well enough. The woods had begun to show the signs of a winter storm; hard ground covered in wisps of swirling snow that drifted and rose in places. Collecting on low-level brush and atop the high trees, it created a blinding white canopy under the cover of night. She breathed out hard, allowing herself a moment’s rest as she came to a break in the forest where it carved around the edge of the lake; to where the first body was found. 
Standing there looking out onto the ethereal glow of the frozen lake, she could hear the subtle, rhythmic thumping of bass in the distance. Melodic notes, almost imperceptible, haunted the cold, snowy night air. Looking off into the distance, she swore she could see the enduring lights of a home in the distance. 
Moving once again, she ducked her head against the wind, wiping at her coat to get rid of the snow that had built up in the brief moment she had stopped. The shotgun was heavy in her hands as she trudged forward. Her lungs burned in the frigid air as she tried to jog toward the lights in the night. Her mind replayed the gruesome displays of bodies as she disappeared into the forest once more.  
  
  
THE CREATURE PULLED the body of the young man next to the woman. He had ripped some of their clothing. Her sweater and his pants, tearing slices from it and wrapping it in long slender bows and ribbons on his arms and calves. Digging the dull but powerful edge of the claw into the face of the young man, he scooped free the gray matter. 
Placing it on the ground, he pushed at it with his other hand. Chipped nails, sharpened and yellow, dug into the fleshy, spongy material. His breath expelled in guttural, ragged bursts. Picking up the pieces of brains with one hand, he pushed some into his mouth.
Chewing, his dead eyes watched the house. 
The sounds had dampened. 
His mind grew ever wilder. 
Pressing down on the chest of the young girl, or rather what was left of her, air escaped with a hiss. Surprised, the creature leapt from her body, growling with a hoarse voice. 
His claw touched her face: nothing. 
He pressed his craven hand on her chest, applying ample pressure and once more her lungs expelled air. It was like an air cushion, squeaking when pressed. 
A strange sensation overwhelmed the creature: amusement. Pressing down again, like a musician searching for the next note, air escaped with a thin sound. He danced around, scrambling like an animal, pressing and releasing the small, dead frame of the girl. 
As it was with all predators, he grew bored. Looking at the house once more, he sniffed the air. Moving forward carefully, he approached the dimly lit home resonating with murmurs. 
 



  
Chapter XVI
            
  
  
Sheriff Montgomery was standing outside of the station when the vagrant came roaring down the wide streets of Locke. Imagine his surprise to see a previously incarcerated transient driving a police vehicle. 
Nelson managed to bring the jeep up onto the curb and part of the ice-packed lawn of the Locke station. This was, much to his chagrin, done in front of not only the sheriff and deputy of Locke, but also the handful of deputies from other counties who had been requisitioned as per Lauren’s request.
Throwing open the door in a dramatic movement, Nelson fell from the driver’s seat. Montgomery was at the jeep, his hands on the hood and looking at the pathetic heap that was Nelson. “Would you mind explaining to me why you are driving the jeep I gave to Agent Westlake?”
Nelson turned. 
He was breathing heavily, his chest heaving. 
“I hate motor vehicles,” he mumbled. 
Montgomery knelt so as to be eye to eye with the transient. “It would be in your best interest to start explaining yourself. My immediate reaction is simply to shoot you since Agent Westlake is not with you. Not to mention, you damn near crashed a police vehicle into a handful of officers of the law.”
Nelson nodded. “Right. Right. Agent Westlake sent me back. I told her I didn’t want to drive, but she said I had to. And that I should stop asking stupid fucking questions.”
Montgomery stood, linking his thumbs into the pockets of his jeans. “So you are saying Agent Westlake is fine. You didn’t do anything to her?”
The vagrant stood. His hands were frantic as he slipped and regained balance. “She went out to where your guy lives. Found some weird shit. Sick shit. She asked about the closest house. I told her the Lavender house. Other side of the lake.”
Montgomery turned to the other deputies. 
“Lavender house. Now.”
They nodded, dividing up and climbing into snow-encased vehicles with monster tires meant to traverse the inclement conditions that beset the north; tailpipes of exhaust combating with the cold air trailed off into the distance. 
Montgomery remained, leaning against the hood of the jeep. “Did she go on foot?”
Nelson nodded. 
“That was a stupid thing to do,” he murmured, looking off into the distance. 
The vagrant rubbed his coat across his running nose. “She was worried about the creature getting away. Thought that it went across the lake. Sent me back to get you. Said there wasn’t enough time.”
The sheriff stepped past the vagrant and got into the driver’s seat of jeep. He rolled down the window, the glass sliding unevenly and with a sad groan. “Do you have a place to sleep tonight?” asked Montgomery, feeling a sudden sense of concern for the transient’s well-being. 
Nelson looked around at the skies and the snowy distance. “Maybe. I think the house on Walter is still vacant.”
Montgomery leaned on the door, arms folded and head lying on his coat. He pointed a gloved finger toward the station. “If you don’t mind the cots in there, you can grab a cell. Mrs. Meadows, the receptionist, will let you into the holding room,” he offered. 
The vagrant’s eyes lit up. 
“That would be very kind of you, sheriff.”
Montgomery nodded. 
His face was a grim line. 
Nelson turned and walked toward the station door. 
Montgomery started the jeep, the engine rattling and throbbing in the desolate cold. The transient stopped in his tracks, waving his hands as the sheriff backed the jeep off of the lawn and on the road once more. 
The road was slick, tires slipping to find a grip. Montgomery squeezed the wheel, his gloves creaking. It would take more than an hour to get to the Lavender house.
  
            
LAUREN REACHED THE TREE LINE where the creature had mauled the man and woman. She did not see the shred carcasses as the creature had hid them just inside the brush. Looking at the house, she held the shotgun against her shoulder, wool hat pulled down. 
She approached slowly, her feet crunching the snow. Small tendrils of lingering snow danced around her feet as she pressed onward toward the house. A scream echoed in the night and the agent’s pace quickened, her boots crashing through the hard-packed snow and ice. 
There was another scream, and then a gunshot. 
Her breath quickened. 
Clouds exploded from her lips: ragged breath. 
The door splintered at the hinges as her shoulder crashed into it. She swung the shotgun around as she entered the home. The first room was completely dark save for a few dwindling candles that waltzed in the cold wind cascading through the open door. There was a groan in the room, just beyond her sight. 
“Federal Agent. Are you hurt?” she called, her teeth chattering despite the warmth that radiated through her body from adrenaline. 
The groan came again, this time almost a voice. She moved forward with quick, purposeful steps. Around the side of a grungy couch sat Lavender, back up against the wall, arms draped over a side table. 
His breath was ragged. 
“There––there is….” he whimpered. 
Lauren looked around. 
She could hear other groans now. She thought to grab her flashlight, but she did not want to limit her ability with her weapon. “What happened here? Is there someone in the house?”
Lavender groaned and coughed hard. 
The sound was wet. He held out a hand catching a mouthful of blood and saliva. Drool glistened on his lips and he burped. “It was something. It came in, started killing. So much blood. So much blood….”
She could feel something in the house. 
The hair on the back of her neck rose in fear. 
“How many are there?”
He shook his head desperately. “I don’t know. It killed so many. We tried to, but….” Tears welled up and flowed down his blood-soaked face. 
The agent’s eyes darted past Lavender to a pile of bodies. Two men stacked on top of a woman. She wondered if that is how they had started out: macabre, too far. She stepped away from Lavender, but he cried. 
Sobbing mixed with a deep, painful-sounding cough. 
“Please help me. Please, so much blood….”
Lauren looked closer at the seated man and saw that his shirt was soaked. He desperately prostrated with a mass of something in his hands, trying to show the agent. 
It was his intestines. 
“Just stay calm. Help is on the way.”
Lavender continued to whine, but Lauren had moved out of range, through the living room and into the adjacent room: more death, more bodies strewn about. There was a mattress that had been dragged to the center of the room, obscuring the closet. Damp and soaked it was covered in bodies. 
More groaning: hands reached out for her help. 
There was nothing she could do. 
Turning, she returned to the hallway and down the narrow path. The floor was slick, but she didn’t want to look down. She had a pretty good idea of what it was. Back through the living room, she entered the kitchen: a sink full of dishes and broken glass. 
Bottles of condiments formed a sliding pile that was ready for an avalanche. The kitchen was empty except for a trash can in desperate need of attention. Lauren moved out onto the porch. Torn netting flapped in the cold, snowy winds. 
A leggy blonde lay sprawled out on the ground. 
Her eyes were wide. 
Gaping mouth: she sputtered like a fish, grasping at her chest. A dark stain covered one of her breasts. As Lauren got closer, she saw the deep wound in her chest was a breast that had been removed, torn like it was a scab on an old wound. Leggy Blonde was not long for the world. Kneeling, Lauren pressed her fingers to the side of the woman’s throat. Veins bulged as the woman struggled to hang on to life. 
She had a weak pulse. 
“Can you hear me?” Lauren asked in a soft voice.
Leggy Blonde turned her head. 
Glazed eyes showed remnants of sentience. Lauren smoothed back the woman’s hair. She kept her other hand on the trigger with the butt of the gun against her shoulder. “Just hold on. Help is coming.”
She had to tell herself that; had to believe it to her core. Something horrible had descended on the house. Standing again, she dare not look at the woman once more. She would want to stay, to comfort her. 
There was no time. 
The wounds were fresh. 
It was still there. 
Walking quickly through the kitchen, she turned up a narrow stairwell with carpeted steps. She heard the scream again. This time it was much more sedated, like a bird chirping for the last time. Turning the corner of the stairs, she centered the shotgun in front of her. It felt weightless, fear and anger pushing her forward. 
Taking the steps with haste, she looked down the hall. 
The screaming came again. 
She could feel the breath in her chest, the swell of her lungs as fear threatened to overwhelm her. There were footsteps, loud and heavy. She ran now, the shotgun bouncing against her shoulder. 
Turning into the last room, she breathed out. 
There it was: the creature.
Jack Ellison was sitting slumped against a far wall, his head torn free. Nothing left but sinew and bone. His hands were prostrated in front of him like he was a puppet waiting to be woken. 
The creature was perched over a girl, its claw dug deep into her chest. Moonlight came in through a broken window, casting shadows across it. She could see the sewn part of the Joyce’s face. Its free hand dug into the wound, carrying handfuls of blood into its mouth. Yellow, flaking nails, corroded and infected, were saturated with flesh and blood. It coughed then; hacking and throwing up, but it did not move. 
Lauren stood transfixed. 
The shotgun shook in her hand. 
The first shot startled her. The creature did not move as the round collided with the wall. Pieces of plaster splintered away from the wall. It stood then, on two feet, and Lauren knew what she had always known: it was a man. 
He growled. 
Blood and pliable flesh sluiced from the claw. 
He whispered; there were no words. 
“What the fuck are you?” she screamed. 
Shaking the shotgun, she did not move it away. 
Snarling, he bent forward again. 
Another shot: this one impacted him. 
A banshee scream and the creature jumped out the window; Lauren ran to the broken window, looking down into the night. The creature had collided with a partial shed. 
From among broken boards, he looked up at her. His half-sewn face was a nightmare: pockets of diseased flesh as it continued to decay. 
He ran toward the woods. Lauren pulled the trigger again and there was only a click. Hitting the gun angrily, she leaned down and checked the woman: dead. 
“Fucking. Fuck. Fuck,” she whispered. 
She reloaded the shotgun in a frenzy of motion. Grabbing the doorframe with a hand to turn her body more quickly, she raced through the house. Her mind pounded as she leapt down the stairs, colliding with the wall of the stairwell. She steadied herself before dashing into the living room. Running at full speed, she was out the open front door. 
She skidded to a stop as she slid into the snow. 
She could see him running into the woods. 
Lauren ran after him.
The branches slapped her face.
She brushed them away. 
Her breath was erratic. 
Crashing through the woods, she could hear his snarling, growling. He was far enough ahead of her that she could feel him slipping away. 
Her hand hit a tree: cold, pain. 
She let go of the shotgun. 
Her mind let go of it as well. Weaving, she ducked and leapt like a hurdler. The creature was faster. Hurt and bleeding it fled just ahead of her: blood on the frozen leaves. They were the crimson streaks of his departure, of his escape. 
Lauren swung her hands out as she tried to grab a branch to stop. They had emerged onto the frozen lake. Looking down, she saw the trail the creature left. 
His shadow was already on the lake. 
Drawing her weapon, she breathed out. 
“Federal Agent. Freeze.”
The creature did not stop.
Skittering and slipping across the snow-covered lake, he would not relent. Lauren was in pursuit. Firing as she ran, she would not let him get away again. The sense of responsibility for the murders burned deep within her chest.  
Her foot slipped and she went to one knee. 
Closing one eye, she fired again. This time she thought she heard the round impact something. It sounded heavy and thick. Clouds of breath exploded from her mouth: chest heaving. 
The sound came again. 
In that moment she knew that she had not struck the creature, rather the ice. Groaning, the lake moved. Sliding slowly at first, the ice resonated with a pained sound. Looking back at the forest, she could not see the trees. She was halfway. The cracking of the ice was predominant, rising above the other sounds of the world. 
Her hands splayed out before her as a shelf of ice split just ahead. Wide eyes watched as the cold water sloshed over an island of ice not more than twenty feet away. She tried to stand, but as she did so the ice up-ended. Watching the broken edge of the island of ice on which she scrambled dip into the freezing waters of the lake, she tried to calculate how deep it would be. 
How cold? 
How long would she last?
Struggling, her hands crawled at the ice. 
Slowly, she slipped backwards. 
Her grunts mixed with whimpers. 
Eyes welled with tears, and then her thoughts drifted to Dominic. Regrets: those were the last thoughts of a woman consumed by a lifetime of service to justice. She wondered what would have become of them. 
She was giving up. 
Her foot slipped in. 
The cold permeated her being. 
She grimaced, cringed. 
Slamming her fists against the ice, she tried to latch on and find a place to hold herself. The water was dark and deep. Craning her head, she stared into the unforgiving depth of the lake. She would die in minutes once she was submerged. Her rational mind knew this, yet she struggled. 
A leg slipped in, and then another.  
She couldn’t feel her feet. 
Her mind screamed, but her lips were pressed tightly together as her torso continued to struggle. Her heart beat erratically, but the cold seeped through her like a crawling insect. Angry, she fought harder, but it was a losing battle. The water crossed her midsection. The weight of her coat, saturated and frozen, pulled her deeper into the water. She gasped just before her head slipped below the surface of her frigid grave. 
            
            
DEPUTY MATTHEWS WAS THE FIRST on scene, the heavy tread of his tires carving deep trenches into the snow-packed yard of the Lavender house. He was out of his vehicle in a smooth movement, shotgun in his right hand. 
The passenger door hung open.      
Headlights flooded over the front of the house; police lights still spinning created the effect of a disco at a crime scene. The deputy on loan from the nearby city of Manard was as thin as a blade of grass with a handlebar mustache. He wore over-sized coke bottle glasses and a coat that was three times too large for his diminutive frame. Looking at the busted frame of the front door and the general disarray that was visible from the outside of the house, he whistled. 
“Looks like there was a hell of a shit-storm here, hey.”
Matthews ignored him as he neared the front door, shotgun at the ready. “Agent Westlake? Agent Westlake, are you here? Can you hear me?” he called, cupping a hand around his mouth for emphasis. 
The Manard deputy touched the front door, pushing it and letting it squeak. “Looks like someone broke in, hey.”
Matthews frowned at the deputy. “Very observant.” Looking into the darkness of the house he called again. “Agent Westlake?”
And that was when the screaming started. 
Matthews was through the door in an instant, his boyish uncertainty lost in a moment. He wove through the house, dodging overturned furniture until he came to the half-closed door of the bathroom. Pushing it open, he saw a young woman. Naked and covered in condiments, she was sitting in the tub.
“Is that mustard?” asked the Manard deputy with a heavy accent.
Matthews stepped closer and the girl stopped screaming. The barbeque sauce and ketchup gave the appearance of blood, though the deputy did not know that at the time. 
Reaching out, he touched the woman’s shoulder. 
She flinched. 
“Are you okay?” 
Matthews lowered the shotgun. 
Looking around, her disorientation was equal parts carnage and inebriation. “What am I doing in this tub? Why am I naked?”
The Manard deputy smiled. Leaning against the wall of the bathroom with the shotgun against his shoulder, he nodded at her. “That is a fine question. That and why you have mustard in your hair.”
She touched her hair, taking with it hard masses of mustard and ranch. Horrified, she started to cry. “What happened?” Looking down at the barbeque sauce and ketchup splattered across her pale frame, she cried harder. “Is that blood?”
Matthews reached out and touched the ketchup and then blushed. Touching a dab of residue to his lips, he smiled. “Ketchup, ma’am.”
Her eyes steeled and she stopped crying: the inner bitch had set in. “Get me some fucking clothes, hillbilly,” she ordered, pointing at the Manard deputy. 
Matthews nodded, gesturing with his head to go find something. “I realize that this is an uncomfortable situation…”
She laughed now, a bitter, angst-filled cackle that any man who has dated an aggressive, controlling woman would recognize. 
It was about to thunder in that house. 
“Uncomfortable, you fucking derelict? I have condiments in my goddamn vagina. My vagina. You have any idea how fucking uncomfortable that is?”
Matthews looked at her with wide eyes: frightened. 
He cleared his throat, raising a finger. 
She continued unabated. “Does that word frighten you, you little-dick fuck? Vagina.” And then screaming at the top of her lungs. “Vagina. Vagina. Vagina.”
“How are we coming along on something for the lady to wear?” called Matthews, standing quickly and looking out into the hallway. The Manard deputy was standing there, not moving. “What are you doing? This lady is not really the waiting type.”
“I heard that, you miserable fuck,” she called from inside the bathroom. 
Matthews continued forward, holding the shotgun low and against his leg. “What the hell are you doing?” he asked again. 
When he neared the Manard deputy, he saw that the man was looking into an adjoining room. Bodies were stacked on top of each other and the floor was pooled in blood, filling the cracks in the floor to the brim. 
Matthews turned away, covering his mouth with a free hand. From inside they could hear other vehicles pull up. Condiments, as she would be called for the rest of her days, had given up on the two deputies. She walked out of the bathroom, tarnished towel wrapped around her breasts and waist. Her appearance in the hallway coincided rather impressively with the storming in of several officers of the law, guns brandished, as well the recurring question of the hour: Is that mustard, ma’am?
 



  
Chapter XVII
            
  
  
Lauren awoke hazily. Her eyes focused slowly, painfully. The ceiling above her was a thick, dark-treated wood that had glossy areas where the exterior had been weathered. The inside of her body felt raw. Her mind panged, throbbing angrily as she tried to form thoughts. The last thing she remembered was gasping before sinking to the bottom of the lake. 
There were smells all around her: cinnamon and the scent of fresh goods. Groaning, she pushed up into a sitting position. 
The walls were wood as well. 
She reached out and felt them. 
They were slick and warm despite the cold outside. 
The area was open. 
She lay on a comfortable couch adjacent to a table with scattered old papers and opened books. She did not recognize the house. 
She knew that there was someone else in the home. 
Day had not yet broken. 
It had been night when she had confronted the creature at the Lavender house, and then the lake. She could feel the cold crawl over her skin even now. Pulling back a heavy blanket, she was clothed underneath. She wore an oversized shirt and men’s jeans, a few sizes too large for her. 
Mouthing her confusion, she stood. 
Her bare feet touched the cold ground and she leapt up, flailing her arms about. “What the….” she exclaimed. Sitting back onto the couch, she crossed her legs under one another and pulled the blanket across her body once more. 
She looked around for her gun, but did not see it. 
“Ah, you are awake,” called Dominic’s voice. He wore a wool shirt, sleeves pushed back and baggy jeans, though tight in the correct areas as far as Lauren was concerned. “I was very worried. Your heart slowed considerably.”
She sat back into the couch, quite comforted that it was Dominic. “Why am I here? I remember the lake and then not much else.”
He extended one of his hands, gesturing for her to take it. “Please follow me.” He pulled her to her feet and gestured deeper into the house, closer to the aromas that danced through the air. “I have prepared some tea. It should warm you right up.”
Lauren nodded and braved the cold floor. As they neared the kitchen, she was relieved to see a furry carpet spread out across the hardwood. “Not real fur, mind you,” he commented as he invited her to take a seat at an antique table. 
She acquiesced. “Why am I here, Dominic? I appreciate your help, but I just….”
He placed a cup in front of her, wisps of steam rising from it. “It is quite hot, so give it a minute.” He returned to the stove and dispensed two bowls of oatmeal. Deftly manipulating a knife, he sliced pears and apples into the mix. “Here is some oatmeal; it will warm up your core.”
She smiled as he sat down across from her. 
“This is very nice, Dominic. But how did I get here?”
Dominic sipped the tea. “I was walking along the shoreline when I saw you fall into the lake. I rushed to you, pulled you out of the lake, and brought you here.”
Lauren pulled her legs up onto the chair and wrapped her hands around them. “You dove into the lake after me? It was freezing cold. The ice was broken. You couldn’t have survived.”
He shrugged, sipping from his cup once more. “This cabin is not far from the lake. When I heard the shots, I assumed that you were pursuing the creature. The woman in the shack told me that something wicked was afoot in these woods.”
She leaned forward, enamored. 
“You have spoken to Hecate?”
He nodded. 
“On many occasions. It is because of her and many of the other oracles that I came to be here in Locke. I am supposed to find something of value here. Unfortunately, it has proven a difficult task.” 
Lauren reached out and grabbed the cup of tea, not sipping it, but holding it in her hands to warm them. “Why would you speak to Hecate? She said she was a guide for the supernatural.”
“There is much about this world that does not make sense. And often those anomalies are of a supernatural nature. I did not mean to involve you in this, in the problems of my kind.”
“Your kind?” 
Fear curdled in her stomach. 
A black dog approached. Intelligent eyes watched the seated agent with curiosity. Dominic’s face brightened. “That is Friday. She is a good and loyal friend.”
Reaching down, Lauren extended her hand. Friday padded forward, sniffing Lauren with her wet nose. She pressed her face into the agent’s hand: nuzzling.
As Dominic spoke again, Friday had her head in Lauren’s lap. “It seems she is taken with you. I assume an explanation is in order.” 
The night sky had tendrils of sunlight, grasping at the darkness. Lauren watched it, turning and looking out through the porch of the home. He paused, allowing her a moment. 
“You are the werewolf.” 
Dominic did not appear startled. 
His smile was less pronounced. “I knew that you were intelligent; not only beautiful, but clever and quite smart. I am indeed a son of Manus, line of the sons of the moon. Werewolves as they are called by humans.”
Lauren nodded, still looking out at the night battling the slow rise of the day. “I knew that you were either the werewolf or the one who had been bitten. Considering that you do not have pieces of other people’s flesh sewn into your skin, I was left with the only option.”
“It would certainly ruin my complexion. Do you find your conclusion frightening?”
Lauren looked at him closely, inspecting his rough yet beautiful features. Beautiful: that was a word that men dreaded. They preferred rugged or handsome. But there was a quality about him that was beautiful. 
“No. It is not frightening. That creature, the man who killed those women and all those people at the Lavender house, is horrifying, unlike anything I have witnessed before. I looked into the face of terror and it did not flinch.”
Dominic did not smile. 
“I fear I bear responsibility for that.”
“Hecate told me that the bite of a werewolf creates madness, delusions. The bitten become disconnected, trying to reconcile a reality that can never be attained.”
He nodded sadly. 
“It is meant to slow down prey. That was, however, not my intention, nor was it to release something so evil upon your world. A man attacked me in the woods. He meant to hunt me, thinking I was a bear. Something sharp struck me in the back and I was dazed. Time passed slowly.”
“Tranquilizer,” said Lauren with a nod.
Gesturing with a hand, Dominic continued. 
“This man, a human, tried to finish what he started, and I bit him out of reflex. I knew what I had done, but I intended on finishing what I had started, to kill the man outright lest he suffer the fate that he now endures and to avoid the horror I have inflicted on your world.”
Lauren allowed Friday to remain with her head in her lap. “What did this man look like?”
“I am not sure it matters anymore. You have seen what he has become. There is little left of the man.”
“Maybe, but he returns to the same shack after his kills. There might be something else, another familiar place that he would go. Something we can use to find him.”
Dominic held the tea cup as he thought, tapping a finger against it rhythmically. “He was average height and build with a bushy beard that was red and brown. His eyes were gray, distant. And he smelled like a fireplace.”
Lauren looked back out at the dwindling night. 
“That is not much to go on, I fear.”
“My apologies. We did not exchange pleasantries. However, I do remember that he wore a jacket with a brand on it I believe, an insignia.” 
“Insignia? What kind of insignia?”
He shrugged. “Like a company logo. I do not recall the name. I am sorry that I cannot remember more for you.”
“It is not your fault,” she began and then souring, she added. “I guess some of it is. Your presence here has endangered a great many lives.”
“That is true, but the risk was worth it. At least it would have been worth it, had the guide correctly told me what it was I would find here.”
“What did she say?”
“She said that I would be able to resurrect my people. That I would find answers here.”
“And you haven’t found any answers?”
He shook his head, sorrow in his cerulean eyes. 
“No.”
There was a pregnant pause before Lauren spoke again. 
“Can I see it?”
He looked at her intensely. 
“See what?”
“The scars.”
He looked at her darkly, his blue eyes clouding. 
“What scars do you believe I have?”
Lauren licked her lips. She remembered seeing something after she had drunk Hecate’s tea. A vision of something beyond the words that were exchanged: the history of the sons of Manus, of the werewolf. She wished to view a sliver of their lineage. 
“You were born a werewolf, weren’t you?”
Dominic nodded. “That is a piece of lore that your pop culture never managed to get right.”
“After I was in the shack and drank the old woman’s tea, I saw a great many things. Some were beautiful. Others were horrible. But I vividly recall fragmented images of young men and werewolves. Of a pit full of dirt and blood. Of backs covered with scars.”
The monster that struggled to be a man looked at Lauren with sadness. “We do not become werewolves until our twelfth year, young by human standards. We are put into combat, like warriors of old, to see if we will survive. Those who manage the change, live. Some do not. And those few are entrusted with the continuation and protection of the species.”
Lauren looked at Dominic with pity. 
“How sad.”
Dominic sighed, drawing a deep breath. “Very much so, but for reasons other than the pain and violence. That practice, which has not been canon for centuries, contributed to our dwindling numbers. Now we are so very few.”
Lauren pet Friday’s head as she, too, seemingly needed to be comforted “I am so sorry, Dominic.”
He stood, lifting his shirt and revealing a body well kept. Dominic continued. “As far as the scars go. I do not disappoint.” His wide shoulders were made to look even wider by his narrow waist and strong abdominal muscles accented by slender, smooth hips. 
Turning, he revealed his back; wide, thick scars built of heavy tissue healed many times. Crossing patterns made by a series of deep wounds. Lauren stood, her fingers reaching out and touching the scars lightly. She traced them with her fingers; even standing apart from him he radiated warmth. 
She could feel it through her fingertips. 
Spreading out her fingers, she placed her hand on his back. Strong muscles rippled and flexed as she touched him. She leaned into him, closing the distance, pressing her body against his. Reaching around the sides of his waist, she pressed her open hands against his small, but powerful abdominal muscles. He moaned softly, not a weak sound, but an exhalation of air from the pressure building inside. 
“Lauren, I do not think….” he spoke softly, his rough voice melodic. 
She touched his lips with one of her slender fingers. Pressing it against his perfect lips, she felt a rush trace down her body. Butterflies danced in her stomach. Naughty thoughts filled her mind. They turned to face each other, gazing intently into each other’s eyes. 
Her hands pressed against his chest: thick muscles. 
Veins crawled across his body like a road map. 
She ran her hands up his neck and through the back of his hair. He grabbed her by her lower back, pulling her toward him. Lifting her, their faces were inches apart.
They were both barefoot. 
She placed her feet on top of his. 
Even his feet were warm. 
Heat radiated off of him. 
He yielded. 
They kissed, briefly at first. 
Then it lingered, his powerful hands gripping her back and shoulders, drawing her into his embrace. Their passion intensified. He moved against her harder. A long, soft arm held her upright as he bent over top her. 
She felt transported. 
Her body had risen from the physical form that restrained her love and passion. He grabbed and lifted her, cradling her so that she could wrap her legs around him. Running her hands through his hair, it became an unruly mass of tangled tufts. Dominic cupped her face, stroking her cheeks and back as he pressed his lips tighter against hers.
In a frenzy of hands, he lifted her shirt off. 
She gasped, pressing her body against his such that their heats were intertwined. He carried Lauren across the kitchen into the living room. Dominic laid her down on the couch, her hair cascading around her beaming face. An unzipping here and a few calculated pulls there and the pair were blissfully naked with one another. 
He looked down at her. 
His long legs were muscular: runner’s legs. His black body hair was tastefully placed, almost as if it had been manicured that way. She found herself blushing at the thick contours of the muscles of his body, all of the muscles. He had the body of a deity, though one who had been lashed and broken by whips and chains. 
She reached up with her hand, the tips of her fingers just barely able to touch the inside of his leg. Dragging a finger along, gooseflesh traced his skin. Her eyes watched his reaction suggestively. 
Blue eyes, deep and intelligent, looked back. 
“I can hear your heart,” he spoke clearly. 
The words were soft, yet resonated strength.
A tingle traced the length of her spine from toes to teeth. She lifted up, flexing her entire body, wrapping her arms around his neck and bringing her face close to his. Kissing him again, they both fell onto the couch. Their bodies flowed into one another long into the early morning, when the sun defeated the night and kissed the day. 
            
  
SEVENTEEN BODIES IN THE MORGUE, one girl in the ICU, and a strange girl covered in condiments sitting in his interrogation room: Montgomery was having an interesting morning to say the least. Sipping the coffee, black this morning with no creamer, he looked at the aptly named Condiments through the one-way glass.
“She doesn’t remember anything?” Montgomery asked. 
Matthews looked tired. 
Scratching his head and rubbing his red eyes, he shook his head. “No, sir. She remembers breaking up with her boyfriend and then hooking up with Kyle Lavender. There are pieces of other things, but well, you know. She was covered in condiments. That don’t make a lick of sense, hey.”
Montgomery nodded, taking another sip from his coffee. “The girl in the ICU?”
The deputy consulted a chart in his hand. “Sarah Andrews. Critical condition. She was flown to Fargo. The injuries are serious, sheriff. They are giving her like ten percent. We got something back on the husband.”
A monosyllabic grunt was all the sheriff had in him. 
“They were getting a divorce. Infidelity. Both parties. We checked around town, showed some pictures. A few people remembered seeing her around. She was looking for a good time.”
Montgomery looked at him over the top of the coffee mug. “I sense an and coming.”
“The wife went after young men. No surprise there. The real kicker is that he liked young men, too. Seems they had something in common after all. Solid alibi for the husband. He was at a conference in Southern California for about three weeks or so surrounding the timeframe of the murders. About a hundred or so witnesses to corroborate.”
“Any information on Westlake?”
Matthews soured. 
His boyish smile disappeared at the agent’s name. “Condiments in there don’t remember seeing her. The lake has that hole in it. We found tracks on both sides of the shoreline. Two sets Lavender side. One set on the other. No one has seen or heard from her yet.”
“I want some of the borrowed deputies combing those woods.”
Matthews nodded. 
“Had them out there since dawn, hey. Nothing yet.”
Montgomery gestured toward Condiments with his coffee mug. “I think I’m gonna talk to our young friend in here. Try and jog her memory.”
The deputy nodded and disappeared out the door of the observation room. As Montgomery entered the interrogation room, Condiments flashed him an angry glare. Dried remnants of the night before still clung to her hair in small clumps. 
“Why am I being held here? What the fuck is wrong with you people?” she barked. 
Montgomery sat down across from her, placing his coffee mug on the table and lacing his hands through each other. “Let’s start over. I’m Sheriff Montgomery. And what’s your name? Or do you prefer being referred to as Condiments?”
Her face reddened, eyes sharpened. 
“Maggie.”
“Maggie? Maggie What?”
Condiments crossed her arms over her breasts. 
She was wearing a blue uniform. 
Black boldface letters announced a prisoner identification number on them. Her nudity could not be abided in a police station, so she was forced to wear a prisoner’s jumpsuit. 
She was less than thrilled. 
“Maggie Wayne.”
Montgomery smiled, taking another sip of his coffee. “Well, Ms. Wayne. A hell of a thing happened last night and we are simply trying to put it all together. We aren’t keeping you here necessarily…”
“Then let me fucking go.”
The sheriff looked at her with the neutral stare he was so fond of. “Just a few more questions and you can be on your way. Your answers might help us understand what happened last night.”
Condiments leaned back in her seat. 
“My deputy says you recall breaking up with your boyfriend. Is that correct?” Her glare was penetrating. Had Montgomery been a twenty-something, it might have been rather powerful. 
“Yeah. He was a fucktard.”
The sheriff nodded. “And after your break-up with fucktard, you attended the party at the Lavender house, hosted by Kyle Lavender.”
“I didn’t attend it, you fucking geezer. How old are you?”
“So you went to the party at the Lavender house. How do you know Kyle Lavender?”
She shifted in her seat. “We used to hook up a long time ago in high school. We would flirt with each other when he came around, so I figured he would be some fun.”
Montgomery leaned back in his seat as well, holding the coffee mug in his hand. He brushed off his pant leg with his free hand, looking at the walls of the interrogation room as he did so. “Do you have a history of violence, Ms. Wayne? Your verbal behavior is certainly belligerent enough.”
She leaned forward. 
“You think I killed all those people?”
He shook his head. “No, I was curious about your relationship with Kyle Lavender. Did you sleep with him the night of the murders?”
“Is that relevant?”
Montgomery leaned back farther, lifting the front legs of the chair off the floor. “I am trying to figure out how you ended up naked and covered in condiments. You were passed out in a tub. Doesn’t that strike you as a strange place to have found yourself?”
She looked at him with a raised eyebrow and pursed lips. “What the fuck do you think? Of course I was surprised, and angry. I don’t remember how I got there. I remember drinking. Drinking a lot and then I was with Kyle, I think.”
“You think?”
She sighed, rolling her eyes. 
“It was a party, geezer. I was drinking a lot. We were all drinking a lot. I was dancing with Kyle and then we were alone. I think I woke up in his bed alone and then I remember your idiot deputy looking at me in the tub. That is everything. Satisfied?”
Montgomery leaned forward, the front legs of the chair scraping the cement floor of the interrogation room. “Not by a long shot, but I don’t think you can tell me anything else that will be pertinent to this case.”
She sighed irritably. 
“That is what I told your idiot deputy.”
The sheriff stood. Condiments mimicked him, her arms still crossed over her chest. Montgomery opened the door and gestured for her to walk through, which she did with a perpetual scowl on her face. “We didn’t find any clean clothes at the scene. One of the deputies will give you a ride home.”
She grimaced and nodded. 
“Whatever.”
He ushered her out into the front room of the station where the collected deputies of the local parishes stood. Signaling to a bearded, older deputy, he touched the girl’s shoulder. 
“You be careful, Ms. Wayne. You survived a pretty harrowing ordeal. Whatever killed your friends might still be out there.”
Her irritation faded into a masked fear. 
“You think he might come back?”
Montgomery shrugged: his trademark. “Maybe. Just stay indoors. Try not to wander into any more parties drunk and alone.”
She opened her mouth to say something glib, but instead remained silent. The bearded officer guided her outside, a cold gust of wind infecting the front room of the station. Mrs. Meadows shivered outright, pulling a dark shawl she was wearing closer to her thick body. Her voice was hoarse. “Still no word on Agent Westlake, sheriff. You think she fell into the lake?”
Montgomery did not want to think about it. 
Agent Lauren Westlake had become one of his people. She was one of his officers, at least in his mind. He could not yet accept such a grim possibility; that she was somewhere beneath the ice-covered lakes. 
“We have to hold on to hope, Mrs. Meadows.”
“Sheriff,” called Matthews, rounding the long counter. “They found some tracks in the woods.”
“Westlake?”
He shook his head. 
“Bigger. Much bigger.”
 



  
Chapter XVIII
            
  
  
The creature howled painfully as he dug his corroded hands into the wound at his shoulder. Saliva dripped from his mouth, spilling out onto the dirty table at the center of the room. 
Blood covered every surface of the enclosure. His hand was buried deep into the wound. And then there were the groans and cries, and the dull metallic sheen of a slug covered in viscous blood. 
Moaning, the creature lifted a long piece of flesh he had taken from the Lavender house. He laid it over the wound, pressing down so that the spongy skin conformed to the curve of his shoulder. Pressing his squalid finger against the flesh, he dug it into the wound, filling it with another’s skin. 
He picked up the needle and dark black fabric. Stitching, the needle produced more blood. Screeching, the woods around him quieted to a deathly pall. Light filtered through the shack and the creature looked like a tapestry made of many artists’ renditions. He wore no shirt and the mutilation that Hecate had spoken of was evident. 
The creature was a patchwork quilt of flesh: different skin tones, scars of another body, faded black tattoos taken from a victim. 
Leaning over from the pain, the horror of his face had removed any humanity. Puss and blood oozed from his face as the wound beneath struggled to heal. He moved his arm, the foreign flesh folding and wrinkling. 
The creature no longer wore shoes. 
His feet were split and cut. 
Blood dried and smoothed with a paste of dirt and ice. Jumping onto the table like a rabid animal, he pushed aside everything, scratching and clawing as the wound throbbed and attempted to heal despite the torn flesh. Pushing open the door of the cabin, he snarled and leapt out into the cold morning. 
The forest in the distance rustled with the wind. Tearing into the frozen earth, he sprinted into the woods. He was death on swift wings. 
  
  
LAUREN WATCHED AS DOMINIC DRESSED. She wore his shirt, only a few of the buttons done correctly. He had not spoken since they made love, nor during. With each piece of clothing restored, she found herself more and more disappointed. They hid something beyond her fantasies, beyond any wild expectation she had ever felt or dreamt. 
“Is everything alright?” she asked, realizing that the insecure questioning following sex was the bane of every man’s existence. 
But she had to know. 
A dynamic had shifted. 
His body had desired hers. It had felt like their entire existence had been in synch. A childish fantasy, but she had really felt it in her entire being. 
His eyes were glossy. 
“I fear I have done something unforgivable.”
She reached out with her hands, calling for him. He moved toward her. They intertwined hands. Looking up into his mournful, blue eyes, she felt his pain. “Why would you say that? It was amazing, Dominic. Beautiful. Perfect.”
He turned his eyes away. “We cannot breed with humans. Women die in childbirth. There are complications…”
Lauren smiled. 
“We were careful, Dominic. “
Dominic unlaced her hands. 
“Hecate had told me that in Locke I would be able to save my people. I have been in Locke for thirty-seven months and have not seen another of my kind. I confronted her last night, demanded she reveal the truth to me.”
She sat transfixed, listening. 
Guessing what might come next. 
“She told me that I had come here for you. That you would further my species. I cannot help but fear that our union will result in something that will change your life. I do not wish to complicate your life.”
Lauren grabbed his hand hard, giving it a squeeze. “We let others complicate our lives. We choose to live that way. We choose to include people in our lives. You have not complicated my life, Dominic. You do not complicate my life.”
He walked away. Sitting into of the chairs, he sighed. “I hope not. I have already caused irreparable damage to your kind.” 
Lauren stood and walked to him. Having found slippers and thick woolen socks, she was no longer barefoot. “We will find the creature.”
Dominic nodded as he pulled on hiking boots, tying the laces with authority. “Locke is no longer safe with me here. I should take you back to your sheriff. He must be very worried about you.”
Lauren had not given much thought to Sheriff Montgomery and the events of the previous night. She had not thought about how the broken lake must look or the Lavender house: all those dead people, the blood, the creature. Lauren leaned against the wall, staggered by the weight of it all. 
Dominic looked up, his blue eyes distant, changing like the tides. “It is not your fault, Lauren. What has happened here, all this death and carnage, was the work of a man, a man who must be stopped. That can only be stopped with death.”
She nodded slowly. “Where are my clothes? The ones I was wearing last night.”
Dominic stood, moving onto the porch just beyond the kitchen. He disappeared for a moment, the sound of rustling and shutting. Returning with her clothes, he placed them gently on the table. “I fear they are still a bit damp, but quite warm.”
Lauren grabbed the clothes, feeling them. 
She suddenly felt like crying, a surge of emotion welling up within her. Kneading them with her fingers, they were not all that damp, just wet in places. A tear traced her cheek and she wiped it away quickly. 
“I would like to change before you bring me to the station,” she spoke, startled by Dominic’s sudden presence so close to her. 
He touched her face. 
Tilting it, he looked into her eyes. 
“It is not your fault,” he repeated. 
She nodded quickly. 
The nod continued as she stood, drawing in a deep breath. She pointed to a half-opened door and Dominic smiled. Grabbing the clothes, she disappeared into the bathroom to change. Dominic waited for a moment, sitting very still after Lauren walked away. Then grabbing the two teacups, he stood and carried them to the sink. 
“Could that logo you saw have been for the factory here in town, Erickson’s?” called Lauren from inside the other room. “I don’t imagine there are a lot of local businesses with a logo here in Locke. It’s not exactly a commercial center.”
Dominic turned on the faucet, water sputtering to life. 
He ran the teacups underneath the water, turning them over in the sink. “I am not certain. It might have been any number of things. If I could see the insignia, then I might be able to better answer your question.”
Lauren re-emerged, her professional attire restored. 
Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail. 
“Then let us see if we can find one.”
  
            
MATTHEWS WALKED OUT AHEAD of the other deputies. The shotgun bounced off his shoulder as he looked left and right on the heavily wooded path. This was not exactly how he hoped to spend his day. Prior to what would later be known as Locke Massacre, there had been little crime in the quiet town. 
He had spent the majority of his days eating a burger and checking out local talent. Now, there was a psychopathic killer who collected skin and may or may not be a werewolf; too damn much in his opinion. Pushing back a mass of branches with the top of his shotgun, he mumbled irritably to himself. 
The other officers seemed even less concerned with the manhunt. Walking through the sometimes thigh-high brush, they did little more than touch the tops of scraggly branches that twisted in the cold wind. It was not long before the cold deputies came upon the wide, windblown tracks that a hiker had found: deep grooves in the forest line just before the lake. 
They were indeed larger than anyone had seen in those parts. Matthews squatted, wincing when the cold barrel of the shotgun touched the exposed skin just above his coat. Touching the ground, he pushed away powdery snow that had formed just above the deep indention. 
“This looks like it could be a bear, hey,” called one of the other deputies. He was one from across state lines, just the other side of the county. Thick in the middle with a beard, he had clearly been licking his lips as they were pink and irritated. 
Another deputy, this one boyish and Nordic like Matthews, stepped forward, hands at his waist. “That’s no bear there, hey. Me and me pops, we hunt up and down these woods, hey. That ain’t no bear,” he contributed. 
“What is it then, Grizzly Adams?” countered another of the group. With thick glasses and a lit cancer stick in his mouth, he watched the indention in the snow and frozen earth with the other deputies. The wind had picked up. Branches rustled, creating haunting conversations: whispers in the cold. “If it ain’t a bear, then what is it? Maybe it’s Bigfoot? Abominable Snowman?”
Matthews felt the beginnings of a slight headache brewing: too little stimulation. “It isn’t Westlake’s?”
The deputy shook his head.
“The killer?”
The deputy shook his head again. “That ain’t nothin’ human. Too big for any bears around here, hey. Maybe it be somethin’ supernatural. No such thing as Abominable Snowman ‘ough. That’s fiction.”
Matthews stood, pressing his fists against his hips with an exasperated sigh. The cold air blew against his face, picking up in intensity. “Is there anything else? Any sign of Agent Westlake?”
The deputy with tracking experience shook his head. “Everything been obscured. Wiped away, hey. There just these tracks and parts of a bunch of others. Could be animal, could be human. No way to tell now.”
Matthews nodded, closing his eyes in quiet contemplation. Pressing his chin against the receiver on his shoulder, he sighed. “Meadows. This is Matthews. We got large tracks. No sign of Westlake. Over.”
A long pause followed, filled with cracking ice deep within the lake and the bored exhalations of the other deputies. There was static and then the voice of the receptionist. “Come back in, Matthews. We have Westlake here. She is safe and sound. Over.”
Sighing again, this time as if he had been holding his breath for a long time, he touched the receiver. “Understood. Heading back. Over.”
Matthews motioned to the other deputies to head back. They did so, taking one last look at the cracked lake, cold fingers of water tracing the tops of unbalanced islands of ice. Wide, broken pieces of thick ice jackknifed and bobbed in the choppy lake. The deputy felt a deep emptiness in his stomach, a sinking sensation about what happened. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know.
 



  
Chapter XIX
  
  
  
Montgomery stood as he always did, arms crossed and an uninterested look set squarely upon his face. The coffee mug rested in the bend of his arm, held loosely by a few fingers. He shifted his legs over top one another as he leaned back against the cold walls of the station. Despite being one of the most modern buildings in Locke, it never seemed to be able to warm up properly. Always was it too cold in the winter time, too hot in the summer. 
“So you’re a werewolf?” the sheriff asked, his even stare belying his disbelief. 
Dominic shifted uncomfortably, his blue eyes near translucent. His lips formed a wry smile and he placed his hands behind his back, wringing them together out of sight. “Yes, I am a werewolf.”
Montgomery gestured with his mug, pointing at McManus. “So the other night, you nearly ran us off the road? And then we chased you into the night?”
Dominic nodded again. 
“I did not mean to frighten you.”
Mrs. Meadows looked over the top of the computer monitor. Her eyes were wide as she took in the deliciousness of a soap opera and a horror movie coalescing into reality. “You saw him when he was…” She raised a hand as if to exemplify the height of such a creature. “When he was all wolfy?”
Lauren touched his shoulder, stepping forward away from Dominic’s side. “Yes, he is a werewolf. And I agree that his past is particularly interesting. But we have something much more important to worry about.” 
“The creature,” spoke the sheriff, leaning back against the wall once more. 
Westlake nodded. “Precisely. What I saw last night was horror incarnate. That thing is no longer human. It exuded something so primal and hateful it can only be understood in its presence. It was truly terrifying.”
“It will not rest. It will not stop until it believes it is complete. Your town is in greater danger than before. It grows ever bolder,” iterated Dominic, his smooth voice hiding his concern. 
“Meaning what exactly?” replied Montgomery. 
He unlaced his arms and leaned against the table. 
Dominic stepped forward toward the center of the room. “The bitten suffer a horrible fate. There is no panacea for what has corrupted his mind. He believes that he is becoming a monster. And in many ways he is correct. Madness has driven him to do terrible things and those horrifying things have made him a creature to be feared.”
Montgomery sat down on top of the table that he had been leaning on. His hands squeezed his thighs as he sighed. “Then death. We have to kill this thing.”
“I am afraid so,” Dominic replied, his head bowed. 
“Michael and I found the shack the creature returns to,” began Lauren. 
“Michael?” echoed Montgomery.
“Michael Nelson, the transient we brought in from the Leftwich place. He led me to where he had seen the creature. There is enough physical evidence there to link the murders. I don’t know why he goes back there, but that is where this started.”
“What about the man?” queried the sheriff, walking across the open area of the station to where Mrs. Meadows sat. She had returned to the computer, the sound of pages printing in the distance amplified by the relative silence. “This thing wasn’t always the creature. Maybe knowing who he was can help us find him.”
Mrs. Meadows stood and walked back to the printer, retrieving a couple of pages and then shuffling them so that they were flush with one another. Laying them on the counter, she adjusted the thick glasses on her face. “Weren’t that many bite victims. Though I guess not many reported,” she contributed. 
Montgomery grabbed the papers and began reading over the names. His lips moved as he did so. 
Lauren turned to Dominic. 
“Do you remember anything else about that logo?”
“What logo?” 
Montgomery looked up from the sheets of paper. 
“The night that the man trapped and shot me, I managed to see him, albeit very briefly. He did not have any distinguishing features; he looked very much like everyone else I have seen in Locke. But he did have a logo on his coat that I thought seemed familiar. Alas, I cannot recall it. Agent Westlake believes this is the key to finding the killer’s whereabouts.”
The sheriff turned without a word, disappearing into the darkened back room of the station. The front door chime echoed. Turning, Lauren watched as Matthews and the deputies on loan marched out from the cold into the slightly warmer waiting room. What had been an open area was no longer. Instead, everyone was packed in nearly shoulder to shoulder as the deputies congregated in the area the sheriff had just vacated. 
Matthews sidled toward Lauren. 
There was an uncomfortable moment as he lunged forward, embracing her as a child would a mother. As he pulled away, his eyes were glassy. “That was a hell of scare you gave us, Agent Westlake. Hell of a scare. We thought you slipped into that lake and…” he looked at Dominic who was staring at him, wide blue eyes taking him in. “I thought that would be a terrible way to go, slipping into those cold waters. Just glad you’re okay.”
Lauren touched the deputy’s hand, smiling earnestly. “I appreciate your concern, Deputy Matthews. Before last night, I thought slipping into icy waters might be peaceful. I was quite wrong. There is a sense of foreboding knowing that you are slipping into a deep, frigid grave that does not comfort you in the slightest.”
“What happened to you?” he asked, his eyes darting from Dominic to Lauren. 
“I have not yet told that tale, even to Lauren. I was waiting for the right moment,” Dominic began. 
Matthews had a boyish manner at all times, wide-eyed wonder and naivety painted across his face. He looked again from the agent to Dominic and then to the sheriff, as he re-entered the room holding a heavy, dark blue jacket. 
It was faded and had tears along the arms. 
“What story?” interjected the sheriff. 
Dominic cleared his throat. “How Lauren came to be here and not at the bottom of one of your many frozen, sprawling lakes. Your deputy was asking about the circumstances that led to Lauren’s presence here unscathed.”
“You have an odd way about you, McManus.” The sheriff crossed his arms once more, the coat intertwined through the puffy portions of his own jacket. “Well get on with it, tell Matthews how you saved our agent here.”
The other deputies tuned in as well, their vacant eyes taking in Dominic as if he were a practiced thespian reciting a great orator’s speech. 
McManus cleared his throat nervously. 
“I did not realize that it would be so theatric.”
Montgomery sighed. 
“Let me sum it up for you. You are a werewolf. Big and strong and the like. You were tracking Lauren or the creature and came upon the lake. Being such a big ole badass, you jumped in. That about do it?”
Dominic looked at him, his blue eyes darkening from the light tint they had been moment before. “As you say, sheriff. That sums it up well enough.”
Montgomery could not seem to care less. Pulling the jacket from under his arms, he flattened out the emblem. “Is this what you saw?”
Dominic took a critical look at it. 
His face was very grave. 
“Yes, it was.”
The sheriff laid it over the counter, folding his arms. “That is an Erickson’s jacket. Get them after working there for six months or so. This one belonged to the other transient in town, Willits. He died about a year back. Froze to death, you see.”
“How very tragic,” replied Dominic. 
His face was impassive. 
The heat in the room rose as the sheriff stepped closer to Dominic. “Not really. He was an abusive drunk. Beat his wife until she left him. I have to say I don’t much like you being here, Mr. McManus, seeing as how you started all this.”
Dominic understood the challenge in the sheriff’s voice. “I see. That is unfortunate, but I understand your position. I see how my presence here could be perceived as an insult to someone wishing to assign blame. Perhaps I should leave.”
The sheriff squared himself, hands on hips. 
“Maybe you should.”
Lauren looked at them in irritation. “He stays. Dominic has a particular expertise that we could use in this scenario.”
The sheriff shrugged, scoffing. 
“What could that be? Shedding? Tearing up furniture?”
Dominic laughed. “Are you essentially comparing me to a dog then? To some kind of pet? For a man with some status and responsibility, you have the reasoning of a child. I can smell the creature and track better than anyone in your party. I am curious though, sheriff, what is your expertise? What do you bring to the table?”
The sheriff took a step forward so that he looked up at Dominic. “I’ve been doing this a very long time, McManus.”
“As have I.”
Mrs. Meadows stood up. 
“I got a list of men laid off from Erikson’s in the past twelve months. Seventeen names. Two of them are dead, Willits and one of the Grisham boys. Four of the others are women. So that leaves eleven.”
Lauren shook her head. 
“How many deputies do you have?”
Montgomery looked around at the collected men, noting that one had been sent out already to transport Maggie Wayne home. “We could go two suspects a man.”
“Including you and Matthews?” 
He looked at Matthews thoughtfully. “I suppose that means someone will only get to check out one suspect. What about you and McManus?”
“We are going to head back to the shack. See what Dominic can uncover.”
The sheriff scoffed. 
The folds of his jacket deepened as he pulled his arms closer to his body. He nodded after a terse moment, waving the deputies forward. Tearing a long slip of paper for each of them, they departed out into the cold air of the fading afternoon. Handing one to Matthews, the younger man slumped his shoulders and stalked off like an angry teenager. 
Montgomery looked back at Dominic and Lauren, still visibly irritated by the man’s presence. “Are you going be okay with fur-boy? A dog can turn at any time,” he cautioned his voice serious. 
Dominic sighed. 
“Your disdain is well met, sheriff. However, I can assure that even in the form for which you have the most contempt, I am still quite cognizant of my actions. Were I to become all wolfy, as your Mrs. Meadows so succinctly put it, I would be in complete control of my faculties.”
Lauren flashed an angry look at Montgomery. 
“I just do not understand men.”
He pointed a finger at Dominic. 
“He started all this.”
She stepped forward, closing the distance between the two of them. “And he is offering to help clean it up. What more do you want from him?”
Montgomery opened his mouth, a clenched fist dissolving into a wave of his hands as he gave up. Following his deputies out into the cold air, he disappeared without another word. 
His intent did not need to be spoken, however. What Montgomery wanted emanated from his being. It was not simply blame that Montgomery wished. It was justice. He wanted Dominic to pay for what had happened––answer for another’s crime. 
Dominic and Lauren did not speak as they ventured outside. The deputies had departed and the squad car that Montgomery drove limped past, sputtering and spitting out clouds of dirty smoke. Lauren opened the driver’s side of the jeep with a haunting screech, ice having taken a hold. 
Dominic motioned to his sedan, but she shook her head. Getting into the passenger door, he slammed it with force. 
The frame rattled. 
Lauren looked at him with a lopsided grin. 
“Don’t know your own strength, huh?”
He grimaced. 
“Unfortunately, I do.” 
Her mirth dissipated at his sad tone. 
Starting the engine, she backed the jeep onto the icy road, spinning the tires momentarily as she followed the road Montgomery had taken. There was somberness about the town. A pall had descended amidst the murders. Gray skies seemed more desperate. The quiet buildings of Locke had become morose. 
 “This has happened before. Those other case files, the ones involving mysterious deaths from an animal attack, they were perpetrated by my people,” he spoke after a time. 
The tree line was distant. Tall green trees interspersed with black and gray skeletons of those yet to be reborn, rising from the ash of winter like a phoenix in the spring once more. 
Lauren bit her lip. “What happened to them? Your people who came here?”
He looked out as they passed a wide, peeling farmhouse that stood sentry against the cold and wind. “What I have done, what they have done, is condemnable. It is grounds for exile. Many who have come to this continent were cast out for such reasons. Some killed themselves. Others killed by hunters or those who knew what they were. What I am.”
“That won’t happen here,” she spoke softly. 
Her heart raced. 
A flush passed over her entire body. Glossy eyes threatened tears as she thought of him in danger: hurt. The idea of him dying or being dragged away like some creature was almost too much to bear. 
“I have a feeling that some of the citizens of Locke would like someone to blame. This man that I have bitten, condemned to this cruel fate, will not be fit enough mentally to be held responsible in a way to satisfy them.”
He laughed then, a sad exhalation of air. 
She looked at him. 
“Is there something funny in there that I missed?”
“Werewolves. Animals. You accuse us of being sub-human, creatures that lack empathy. Yet the blood lust of your kind, when fevered, rivals anything we can muster. We mediate our beast so that we do not feed on humans. Humans show no such capacity. When they believe someone has violated one of their subjective mores, they attack. Maim. Kill.”
Lauren did not say anything. 
There was not a response that could have quelled his fear that hid just beneath the surface. Nor did she disagree. Something dwelled in the heart of humanity, a rage left over from another time, a time when it was required. 
The day slowly gave way to night as they pressed on. 
Not another word was exchanged on the cold road. 
            
            
DEPUTY MATTHEWS READ THE NAME on the slip of paper several times as he climbed out of the squad car. The city of Locke had a surplus last year. A new squad car had been purchased and issued for use, but this was the first time that Matthews or Montgomery had driven the vehicle. Closing the door, he noticed that it did not croak or groan as the others did. The interior had smelled of leather and pine. 
Wind whipped against his thin frame and he pulled his collar closer around his neck. The wool cap on his head tucked just over his ears. He had never fired a round from his revolver; not once in the four years he had been with the Locke Police department. The previous deputy, a robust man who had moved on to another town farther south to take up a sheriff position, had never fired his either. There was not much call for violence in the small town. 
Spider-limbed trees with flaking trunks lined either side of the two-story home. A rusty-hinged screen door bounced open and closed in the jostling winds. Paint that had once been brown was now the musty color of runoff water. The grounds had not been tended to. Uneven tracks carved of mud and snow frozen and unfrozen once more had made for a bumpy ride. 
The porch was dilapidated. 
Dead, brittle limbs of plants hung from rope stretched too thin. As he ascended the three broken planks that led onto the porch, he could hear the structure groan against the wind. He removed the slip of paper once more, having pushed it into his jacket pocket while exiting the squad car. 
Briar Winston: it was a strange name. Matthews thought it sounded like an alien, maybe an international spy. 
He knocked on the screen door, rattling it. 
“Mr. Winston. Police,” he called. 
Looking around the grounds, there was no car. There were, however, various parts from different models: a chassis there; a frame and motor with moss and snow entrenched in the cavity. 
Rural pop art as it was. 
Tall pine trees cascaded off into the distance, toward the lakes. Blowing out a cloud of air and shivering, he banged on the door again, this time much harder. “Mr. Winston. It’s Deputy Matthews. I want to ask you a few questions,” he ventured, raising his voice. 
A floorboard creaked. 
Matthews opened the screen door, one of the hinges disintegrating and falling to the ground. He caught the door and balanced it, spread open, against the wall beside it. The front door was open, the door knob hanging loosely from where it had been struck. He drew his revolver from his holster quickly, his hands shaking. 
Pushing the tip of his boot against the door, he opened it carefully, inch by inch. The day had nearly set; dark clouds filled the horizon, lending little light into the much darker home. He bumped the door with his shoulder as he swept in, pressing his back against the wall just inside. 
The door drifted shut with a low whine.
Deeper in the house, another floorboard groaned. 
He could feel his heart beat faster. 
His hands sweat. 
With a shaky voice, he called out again. 
“Mr. Winston. Are you hurt?”
Silence answered. 
“Is there someone in the house?”
This time several boards groaned, moving across the ceiling just above him. He looked up, his eyes wide; dry as he did not blink. Staring, his gun was still extended out in front of him. 
“Who is up there?” he nearly cried and then taking a deep breath, he steeled his voice. “I am armed and I have drawn my weapon. I will not hesitate to shoot.”
He tried to sound convincing. 
He failed miserably. 
His eyes followed the sound of the footsteps as they moved farther from him and then down the stairs. Hidden in the shadowed, twisting staircase, something waited. The footfalls had ceased. Matthews swallowed hard as he realized the deathly silence that had descended over the house. Pointing his weapon at the staircase, he could hear strange, strangled breathing. 
A stair creaked and then held, and another. 
Pulling the trigger, the gun jumped. His hands had not the firm grasp that he had hoped. Maybe it was because of sweat, maybe fear. 
The round impacted against the wall. 
Splintering wood, a hollow sound echoed as the shell passed on through the back and into another room. His ears rang. He closed his eyes slightly as the dust in the house had been born again, thundering into the air. 
And then the growling came once more. 
This time it was more nasal, as if the creature had a terrible cold. Matthews backed up until he was against the wall just beside the front door. Reaching with his free hand, he touched the knob of the door with his fingers. 
He couldn’t keep the gun level. 
His mind was erratic. 
He knew that it was the creature. 
The deputy saw those terrible things that had been done. Horrible, nightmarish acts committed on the dead. An overpowering stench rose from the staircase. The creature moved forward, emerging from the darkness slowly at first: a mangled hand with broken nails; and then the other hand, this one adorned with shears and garden tools, woven together with thick cord, bandaged to his arm. The creature lowered to the ground, hands pressed out, fingers spread like flatworms oozing from the open spaces in the cross boards. 
Matthews’ throat was raw. His Adam’s apple bobbed curiously as he struggled to swallow, licking his lips manically. He steadied the gun with his other hand, righting the slipping grasp he had before. “Stop. Stand down,” he stammered, his voice very much like a smaller child speaking to a bully in the school yard. 
The back half of the creature’s body was still enshrouded by the shadows. Bending so that the creature was nearly flat to the ground, Matthews witnessed the mangling of human features that Lauren had seen the night before. He could see the slowly decaying face of Wayne Joyce stretched over one side of the features. 
A bruised eye watched from beneath. 
“What the fuck are you,” he screamed. Not waiting for an answer, the deputy drove his leg into the door. The door swung open and slammed into the wall, finally unhinging the screen door completely. 
Although night was nearly upon the sleepy town, it was much lighter on the porch. He staggered backwards, his feet clumsily taking in the stairs as he navigated them with a drunken step. 
Grabbing the walkie from at his waist, he spoke into it with an exasperated voice. “Sheriff. Sheriff, it’s out here at the Winston place. Over.”
Static answered him. 
“Repeat….” he began. 
Unfortunately for the deputy, the creature was not averse to traipsing outside. The serrated and rusted blades that adorned the creature’s claw raked down Matthews’ back, dropping the walkie from his hands and the man to his knees. Turning, the deputy brought up his gun. The creature caught it with his hand, chipped and flaking nails digging through the exterior of the coat that covered his arm. 
Matthews opened his mouth to scream and the creature drove his own hand into the deputy’s mouth, abandoning the gun hand as it fell to the ground. Matthews’ eyes rolled back, his body convulsing as he struggled against the creature as it sat atop him. 
Reaching up with his claw into the gray-covered skies above, the creature growled again. And then in one smooth, fluid motion, he drove the claw into the deputy’s chest. Matthews gurgled as he tried to breathe through the disgusting hand that was shoved down his throat. 
Matthews’ mind screamed as he felt pieces of the creature’s nails come loose as they were driven and raked across the back of his mouth. Tears filled his eyes as he turned his head, seeing the gun just there out of his reach. As consciousness slipped away, he saw no great memories of his life. 
There was only darkness.
 



  
Chapter XX
  
  
  
Lauren watched as Dominic touched the implements that laid about the shack: bloodied shears and a rusted needle that lay just above bits of what had been one of the victim’s faces. His eyes scrutinized every inch of the place. He smelled the air carefully, bringing some things to his nose to catch the scent better. 
“He has not been here in a while,” he spoke. His voice woke Lauren from a faraway stare she had adopted watching him. Running his hands over the hanging, tearing tools, they chimed against one another in a macabre symphony. 
“Much of the kill has spoiled.”
“How can you tell?” she asked quietly.
“About the kill? I can smell it.”
Lauren shook her head. “No, the time since he has been here. Can you smell that?”
Dominic nodded. “His smell is faint. One who has been bitten reeks of lust and hatred. Despite the cold, I could smell it easily. There is barely a whisper of his presence.”
“Meaning what exactly?”
Dominic touched a finger to his chin, tapping it slightly. “Perhaps this is not his only shelter. If your hunch is correct, then his former home might serve as a secluded hideaway as well.”
The monster that desired to be a man moved past Lauren out into the open air of the burgeoning night. The skies above were clear. Twinkling, burned-out gases millions of miles away dashed the canvas of shadows. He smelled the night like an animal, fists pressed into his side and his chin high. 
“There is no sign of him out here, less of a scent really. He must have moved on after I pulled you out of the lake, abandoning this hole in favor of another.”
Lauren walked out and stood next to him. She looked up at the skies, her pale neck exposed. “Does he know? Can he comprehend what is happening to him?”
Dominic did not move. 
“He is becoming insane. There is little to understand. This is why we had stayed veiled for so very long; why we confined ourselves to islands or deep in the mountains far from humanity. I fear society and technology has outpaced our kind.”
Lauren looked at him, her wide eyes drinking him in. 
“What else is there?”
He looked at her strangely. 
“In the universe?”
She smiled. 
“What else is there that we take for granted?”
It was his turn to smile. 
“Much.”
The dull buzzing vibration of her phone in her pocket startled her. She held his gaze a moment longer. Lauren wanted to know what he had meant: the great wonders of the world overlooked. 
Looking at the screen, she saw that it was sheriff. Opening it with a flick of a wrist, she pressed it to her ear. “Westlake.”
Dominic watched her expression change. She turned away from him, placing a hand over her other ear. She compressed her body as she knelt toward the ground. With her head bowed, she closed the phone and put it back into her pocket. 
“The news was not good,” spoke Dominic.
Lauren shook her head.
“Who was it?” he asked. 
“Briar Winston.”
“Who?”
She turned, still crouched. Her eyes were glassy. “The man’s name was Winston. He attacked Deputy Matthews. He isn’t going to make it.”
Dominic looked away. 
“Matthews,” he whispered. 
Lauren stood, sniffling and running a jacketed sleeve across her face. “Montgomery said there was massive trauma to Matthews’ chest. He tried to call for back-up, but the creature got him. Montgomery is already out there. He wants us to come in. See if you can track him from the Winston place.”
Dominic nodded. 
“He said there was some blood at the scene. Matthews clipped him.”
Dominic walked toward the jeep. Opening the door carefully, he did not meet Westlake’s gaze. She followed him, mirroring his motion on the driver’s side. Leaning on the roof, she looked at him. 
“This isn’t your fault, Dominic. You didn’t kill Matthews.”
He sat into the passenger’s side seat, his gaze averted. 
“You are wrong. All of this is my fault.”
  
            
MONTGOMERY STOOD with his arms crossed as usual. The ambulance packed in the body bag with Matthews inside. Collins and her assistant, Brian Erham, were nowhere to be seen. He had expected as much. The scene was gruesome and there was no doubt who or what had committed the atrocity. He watched as the EMT nodded sadly to the sheriff and stepped into the vehicle.
Rumbling with gray smoke, the ambulance drove into the distance. It moved aside on the narrow road to allow the jeep to pass. The skies had begun to close again, gray masses obscuring the masterpiece of celestial glory that hid just above the earth. 
Lauren stepped out of the jeep first. 
Dominic lingered inside the cab for a moment. 
Montgomery did not move. He remained like a statue upon the lawn of the Winston place as the agent approached him. Her face wore her sorrow. “Sheriff, I’m so sorry about Matthews. He was a good man. Good officer,” she started. 
Her condolences were sincere. 
Montgomery nodded, his eyes focused on Dominic as he stepped out from the jeep and then walked toward the agent and sheriff. “I ought to put a bullet in that piece of shit’s head,” he spoke as Dominic got in earshot. 
Lauren looked at him in horror. 
“Sheriff….”
He took a step toward Dominic, ignoring Lauren. Montgomery grabbed Dominic by the lapels of his coat, pulling him close and shaking him. “You killed that boy. You and your fucking kind ended his life.” 
A vein bulged from his forehead, throbbing angrily. Dominic allowed himself to be shaken, looking at the sheriff in sorrow. Montgomery pushed the larger man away. 
His eyes welled with tears. 
Matthews was like a son to him, an irritating one who didn’t listen as often as he should, but family nonetheless. His hand shook as he pointed at Dominic. “You should never have come here. I have to stand here and let you help us. To find the thing you created.”
Lauren stepped in between the two men.
Dominic looked at her with sadness in his eyes. 
“He is not wrong, Lauren. Carnage lies in our wake, death and disorder in our dust. I have caused his young deputy’s death.” He turned to Montgomery. “And I will help you, though not with an expectation of forgiveness, but because it is my burden. As you said, this is my fault. I started this. I brought madness to Locke.”
Montgomery stared at Dominic. 
And Dominic back at Montgomery. 
They remained like this for a time. 
Dead leaves falling from trees, flakes of snow blowing in the winds as the gray skies overhead threatened a blizzard. “Matthews managed to wing him. There is some blood,” Montgomery said after the pause. 
Dominic bowed his head and walked after the sheriff as he moved to a dry patch of lawn just in front of the porch: chipped white paint revealed aged wood. Gripping the railing, Dominic lowered himself to the ground slowly. His finger touched the darkened patches. Rubbing it between his thumb and forefinger, he smelled. 
“It is him,” he spoke clearly. 
Montgomery was impassive. 
“We figured as much. Can you track him?”
Dominic nodded. Pointing a finger toward the woods just beyond the property, he spoke. “He went into those woods.”
Lauren moved past the two men, looking at the woods critically. “What is beyond the woods?”
The sheriff sighed. “Erickson’s.”
  
  
THE MAN WHO HAD BEEN KNOWN as Briar Winston crashed through the woods adjacent to his former home recklessly. Branches slapped and tore at the exposed portions of his body. 
Fear and anger flooded his mind. 
Long ago had he lost the capacity for well-articulated thought. He could feel the lead in his shoulder, as well the weight as it moved through muscle. The round had torn through the flat stretch of flesh that had been sewn there. 
His breath was ragged; his heart raced. 
Flashes of gray skies peeked through the darkened canopy of skeletal trees. There were moments he desired to speak, but the skill had been lost. 
Pain, grief: emotions that he could not control flooded his entire being, pushing him to run harder. He fell. Tripping, scrambling through the thorny and brittle brush, he felt the cold as his bare skin scraped against icy earth.
Bondage was a hard teacher; hurt a frightful master.
He could see the outside floodlights of Erickson’s through the congestion of intertwining branches. Heavy breath haunted his ears, thundered in his mind. Fragments of memories of a life before the monster filled his mind. This had been a place he frequented, but he could not remember why. There were familiar smells that should have conjured feelings, connected moments in time. 
The woods ended into flat, wet grass; well-manicured and cut so that the frost of the night looked like icing on a cake. There were murmurs just beyond the lights: human voices, whispering––questioning. 
He lowered to the ground, the motion making him howl. The pain in his shoulder radiated down his body. He barred his teeth. 
Two men sat with their legs hanging over a dock; bay doors rolled up and dripping with condensation just above them. Snow and rain had begun to fall in a cold, blowing mixture that made them cover their eyes. With thick eyebrows and an even thicker beard, one of the men raised a hand over his eyes, pointing into the distance. The creature could not make out his words, but he knew where he would go next. 
  
  
DOMINIC WAS THE FIRST TO EMERGE on the far side of the woods. Lauren came next, her coat whipping behind her. She cursed silently as she dusted off her jacket: gnarled and sharp twigs had found their way onto her garments. Dominic squinted as he watched through the haze of snow that had begun to descend. 
“I smell blood,” he whispered. His voice was more animalistic than Lauren had ever heard it. 
She was winded. 
Dominic had taken off into the edge of the woods outside the Winston place with a gait that was unrivaled; at least certainly in the company she kept. Taking in a deep breath, she breathed out slowly. “What the hell was that back there? I couldn’t even keep up. I’m not sure Montgomery even followed us.”
Dominic stood very still, his haunting cerulean eyes watching the empty dock that the creature had seen minutes before. “I fear the creature has killed again. There is death on the winds.”
He started forward. 
He left barely a trace. Lauren looked down at her own feet as she followed him, seeing deep indentions from her boots; yet he left no footprints. 
“Where are your tracks?” she marveled. 
“We do not leave tracks, if we can help it. The night at the lake I had little choice. Your added weight and the treacherous nature of the scrambling across the ice made it such that I could not hide my presence. But here, it is quite easy.”
The dock bay was a gruesome scene. Blood splattered against the walls, sluicing like horrific precipitation as snow landed and mingled. Dominic touched the wall, rubbing some of the blood between his forefinger and thumb. 
He did not need to smell it. His lips twisted into a grim line. “It is not the creature’s blood. This poor soul walks no longer. Taken by the bitten.”
Lauren could not help but feel a great deal of remorse as she looked at the wide arc of blood that painted the walls. There were several distinct shapes, like Rorschach tests that told terrible stories. 
They were haunting campfire tales. 
“One victim?”
Dominic examined the stains closer, running his hands across them, hiding the light. “Two. Male. Large.” Gripping the edge of the bay, he pulled himself up in a smooth, athletic movement. 
His voice echoed from within. “Here.”
Lauren ascended the ladder beside the bay door quickly. She felt Dominic reach out with his hand and pull her into an open area there; and then a sick wave of revulsion as two bodies, slung over top one another, sat just inside. 
“I think that it is safe to say that the creature came through here.”
Lauren nodded, trying to forget the mangled image of the bodies. She had not seen ones so fresh. They still oozed and bled. A coppery smell was adulterated by feces and vomit, sad effects of such a violent death. 
“We have to stop this thing.”
Dominic nodded. “He will head for the warmest and darkest area. Try to hide until daylight. He knows he is being hunted now. He fears.”
Lauren flicked on her flashlight. “Why is it so dark in here? Don’t they run a night shift?”
“I presume the recession has forced the factory to shut down at night.”
Lauren gestured to the two dead men, grimacing. 
She felt a knot in her stomach. 
“What about these two? They don’t look like security. They’re wearing scraps of the same jacket worn by the employees here.”
Dominic looked into the poorly lit factory. He could see machinery, long assembly lines vacant. There were tall stacks covered in beige tarps, blowing slightly from the cold wind that crept through the open bay doors. 
“I think they were on break. They probably came to this part of the factory and opened that bay door. Perhaps another part of the factory is working a late shift.”
Lauren looked at him, horrified. “We can’t have another incident like the Lavender house. We have to shut this place down.”
Dominic nodded grimly. Moving into the darkness of the factory, a curtain of blowing snow closed the world behind them. 
 



  
Chapter XXI
  
  
  
Montgomery drove the car aggressively down the two-lane highway. His lights flashed over deer that sat just on the side of the road, enjoying the heat afforded by the well-driven blacktop. The heater blared in the cab, his forehead sweating. Eyes watched the road with a sullen rage. He grumbled angrily as he slowed up, but not nearly enough, to take a turn. 
Tires spun and the car turned wildly. He over-corrected, holding onto the wheel and fighting the inevitable. One tire dipped into the snow-filled ditch that lined the side of the road. It fought desperately, spinning and then as it took hold, dragging the rest of the car with it into the ditch. 
Sitting sideways, Montgomery slammed his fist into the wheel of the car several times. The driver’s side sat inside the ditch, the window there spider-webbed and white from the snow that lay just beneath. 
His face felt warm. Touching it with his hand, he saw blood on his gloves. “Motherfucker,” he whispered and unlatched his seatbelt in frustration. The strap whipped backwards, slamming into the driver’s side window. 
This only cracked it further; snow seeped in. The cold found its way. Dash lights remained on, amber-colored warnings and an irritating chime of a door being slightly open. “The door isn’t open,” he grumbled as he reached up and tried to grab the passenger side door. 
He managed to pull on the door handle. Hanging there, he pulled on it with his body weight, trying to straighten himself out. 
It snapped. The weak metal gave out under his weight. He cursed and groaned, in that order, as his back struck the wheel and his head slipped back between the seats. Kicking his feet out, he struggled to right himself; in the process dislodging anything that was capable of being dislodged along the dash. 
Static echoed in the cab. 
Craning his neck, he saw that the CB had fallen off its holster. Reaching out with his hand, he dug beneath the seat, searching for the receiver. His fingers touched the cold plastic and he fought with it until he grasped it in his hand and pulled it free. Pressing the button on the side of the receiver, the static dispersed. “Station. This is Montgomery. Over.”
There was static again and then Mrs. Meadows’ voice. 
“Sheriff, this is Station. Over.”
Montgomery sighed. His face hurt. Irritation was almost a permanent state of mind at this point. “I have had an accident near the Walleye turnoff. Over.”
There was a pregnant pause. 
Montgomery could hear one of the tires still spinning. Deep within the engine, something still stirred, liquid running. Heat radiated from the vents. Mrs. Meadows’ voice returned. “What happened, sheriff? Are you okay? I heard about Matthews…”
Montgomery pressed the button on the receiver again, cutting her short. “Send a tow. Over.”
Static erupted again. Mrs. Meadows was quick to come back. “Are you hurt? Over.”
His mind throbbed. Anger seeped into his voice. “I’m in a fucking ditch and I broke the door. I’m trapped inside. How the fuck do you think I am? Over.”
“Sending a tow. Over.”
Montgomery threw the receiver onto the floorboards and eyed the passenger side door once more. Reaching into the back seat, he sorted through the piles of blankets and coats until he found what he was looking for: a blunt object. 
The flashlight was an industrial one, heavy and made to withstand the cold. Pulling a blanket across his body so that only a small sliver of his eye and his arm were revealed, he threw the flashlight up as hard as he could muster. 
Crashing into the window, it did not shatter. Montgomery watched as it came back down, bouncing off of the steering wheel and under the seat just beside him. There was a heavy crack and several smaller ones just around it. 
“Son of a bitch.”
Reaching under the seat, he grasped the flashlight once more. Repeating the process, he slung it harder this time, leaving much more of his body exposed. Glass rained down. He pulled the blanket across his face. But in the aftermath, shards hung in the folds his jacket. 
Shaking himself miserably, he threw the blanket up over the open hole. He gripped the edges of the window mount and pulled himself up, groaning.
It wasn’t much of a pull-up, but one nonetheless. 
And it was a painful one at that. 
The wind was blowing hard now. 
Visibility was minimal. Crawling across the top of the overturned vehicle, the cold seeped into his entire being. The road was masked by the blowing snow. Blacktop disappeared beneath a blanket of white. He stood, his body swaying, muscles twitching. The howl of the wind amplified in his mind as he felt the spreading pain at the base of his neck. 
He knew that it would be some time before the tow truck arrived. Erickson’s was a mile; a mile and a half down the road at the farthest. 
He weighed his options. It was below zero. Blowing winds and snow made it at least ten degrees colder, maybe more. He was wearing three layers and a thick wool cap. Tow truck would be there in forty-five minutes, an hour maximum. Reaching down, he grasped the flashlight that he had used to break the window. Clicking it on, he peered into the snow bank just beside the entrenched squad car. 
A column of attenuating light extended up into the torrent of snow. Pulling his coat around his neck and ducking his chin down into the heavy lining of the warm fabric there, Montgomery stalked off into the frigid night. 
  
            
THE NIGHT MANAGER LOOKED AT Lauren like she was insane. “There is something in the factory. A creature?” he asked slowly. Like many of the men in Locke, he wore a heavy beard and his brown eyes were hazy with confusion. The green jacket he wore bore the Erickson’s logo with a nametag that read simply: Jeff. 
Dominic was visibly frustrated. “There are two dead men by one of your dock doors. Have you not heard about the murders in town?”
Jeff looked at Dominic with a blank expression. “I don’t get home much, mister. I picked up this late shift ‘cause they cut my hours during the day, see. I have a mortgage and a new baby, hey. And as far as killings, I heard some rumors, but I don’t watch the news much ‘ese days.”
“How many people do you have here?”
“Handful, I ‘uppose,” Jeff answered, trying to recall the actual number. 
Dominic looked at him in disbelief. “You do not know how many employees you have working the night shift? Are you not the night manager? Is not your particular responsibility to know something like that?”
Jeff looked at him with cow eyes. “What is with this guy? Sounds like he should be on BBC, hey.”
Dominic shook his head, throwing up his hands as he paced away from them. 
“You now have two fewer workers than you had. We have to shut this place down. Get your people out,” Lauren demanded, brushing past the man and pushing back her coat to reveal her holstered weapon. Many of the men were lingering about, talking to one another and pointing at the two new people. “Gentlemen, may I have your attention?”
Some whistled. 
They were mostly men, except a shrew of a woman in a far corner busily folding something. Another hooted. There were comments about what they would like to give her other than attention. Jeff, the night manager, stood by and held a hand over his mouth as he chuckled, no doubt sharing some of their off-color sentiments. 
“Well that was lovely. Now that I have your attention, I would like you to evacuate the factory in a calm manner. A person of interest is loose in the building and we need to apprehend him. Your presence here would impede his capture,” she announced. 
There were murmurs within the small gathering. One of the men, an anorexic with acne, spoke up. His voice was like helium in a vacuum. “Person of interest? What the sweet fuck does that mean?”
Lauren sighed.
Dominic stood back, arms crossed. “A killer is roaming in your factory and we need you to leave immediately so that you do not become his next victim. Is that a satisfactory explanation?”
The man’s head bobbed. “Right, then. I guess we should be getting the fuck out of here.”
Lauren turned to the night manager once more. “Get these jokers out of here, now. Not in an hour, not after you’re done. Right. This. Second. Do you understand me?”
Jeff nodded, moving past her without another word. He ushered his people out, impeded by the head-turning and strange glances directed at the Lauren and Dominic. After the workers had evacuated, the factory seemed a much quieter, lonelier place. Machinery wound down, walls creaked. 
Dominic walked to the edge of the darkness, just beyond the area where the workers had been standing moments before. “He was here.”
“When?”
Dominic looked at the air. “Not long. Minutes perhaps.” He moved into the shadows. Lauren heard the sounds of crates being pushed aside, glass breaking, and then his voice once more. “There is some blood here. It must be a gaping wound.”
At that moment Lauren saw a pair of eyes watching her from deeper within the darkness. A dead gaze fixated upon her. She drew her weapon. He ran, eyes disappearing into the labyrinth of shadows. 
She ran. 
Dominic heard footsteps as he continued to inspect the ground. He could smell that Lauren had dispersed, her scent drifting away from him. Moving around the side of the stacked materials, he saw only empty space. 
He did not need to call her name. 
His eyes blazed, a howl trapped deep within his chest. Back arched, his fingers spread out on the floor. Steam rose from his back. There was a loud tearing sound as the back of his shirt gave way; a jagged movement as he sat upright. Grasping the front of his shirt with uneven, growing fingers, he tore it free. The saturated fabric splattered against the floor. 
Predatory eyes too large for his face stared out. 
His skin darkened and tufts of silky fur erupted across his body; legs kicked out as muscles expanded, tearing through his pants, splintering and shredding the denim. The growl was terrifying, throaty and primordial. He stood at his full height, pants in tatters. Looking toward the darkness, he lunged and disappeared with a single movement. 
 



  
Chapter XXII
  
  
  
Lauren weaved through the factory, dodging past cold machinery. The smell of chemicals permeated the air, something used to treat the materials she reasoned. The deeper she chased the creature, the darker her world became. Assembly lines of steel ringlets were stacked against one another for storage. She slowed as she reached them, a kind of industrial maze of wares and wires. 
An overturned spool of black wire, half her size, stood just before of her. Her gun was extended out in front of her, reinforced with her other hand. Pressing a shoulder against the spool, she brought her weapon closer to her body, free from attack. 
Her breath felt heavy in her chest. 
She struggled to control her heartbeat. 
Machinery restarted, thumping powerfully, reverberating within the thick walls of the factory. Lauren looked around in haste. The lights did not return, but automatons returned to their trade, their impotent waltz. Her mind raced, a thousand thoughts colliding like a brilliant fractal of alternating colors. 
Her eyes watched the space just ahead of her. 
The assembly line stretched far out into the distance. Boxes of varying size were stacked beneath it, creating a path through the surging symphony of manufacturing sounds. A shadow dashed, disturbing the relative monotony of the factory’s percussion. 
She followed the sound with her gun. 
The barrel did not shake, but was held firm. 
Looking beyond it, she saw the winding hall of stacked mechanized goods. “Come out,” she called, looking down the sides of the rows of materials formed alongside her. “I know that you are here.”
Something moved just above her. 
Looking up, she leapt aside as a heavy box collapsed on the ground beside her. A shadow catapulted itself across the tops of the crates. Lauren fired, a round splintering another crate, spitting chips of wood and plastic into the air. 
She could hear the creature flee. 
His footfalls were not careful or deliberate, but haphazard. He fell, colliding though a plate glass window that was suspended by heavy straps. Bouncing off, the glass exploded into tens of thousands of pieces held together by a purple gel, near translucent even in the darkness. Like molasses oozing down a tree, the glass wobbled and slunk down the frame. The creature was on his feet in a few shuffling, stumbling steps and then back into the darkness once more. 
Lauren fired a shot into the dark. 
There was a heavy sound of impact. 
Not the muffled sound of striking flesh, but the deep sound of steel. There was a low growl, a hurt sound, and then dragging: a limp leg, a wounded appendage. Her feet were quick as she kept her weapon trained out in front of her.
Low light hid dark stains that were the creature’s blood. The hair on the back of her neck stood up as she approached the broken pane and a mosaic of the creature’s fluids brushed across the floor. 
Some were from victims past, some fresh. 
“Give yourself up, Mr. Winston. We know what happened. It doesn’t have to end like this,” she called, attempting to reason with a shred of humanity that might still exist within his mind. 
But there was no response.
The factory was a funhouse without clowns or trick mirrors. Instead, she was answered by the haunting sounds that seemed to resonate from every corner, every inch of the stone building. Footfalls sounded as if they were right next to her. The trail of blood wound through darkened towers of bubble wrap and tightly wound plastic zeniths of indeterminate materials. 
Icy winds assaulted the outside of the building; a chilling sound that echoed through the empty enclosure that was the expanse of Erickson’s. Her eyes watched the world above her, the very tops of the boxes forming an uneven skyline. 
It was then that she felt the stinging sensation rip across her back. She fell forward, her hand colliding with the ground. Lauren watched as the gun spiraled out of her grip. Reaching back with one hand she felt the viscosity of her blood between her fingers, a thin gouge along her back. 
The creature’s breathing echoed; it was close. 
Gooseflesh traced her body. 
She scrambled forward, arching her back despite the splitting pain that radiated throughout her body. Reaching out a hand, she felt a weight push down upon her back. An acrid odor filtered from the creature, the man once known as Briar Winston. She struggled, but the hot breath, reeking of vomit and blood, filled her senses. 
  
            
MONTGOMERY LOOKED AT THE FRONT DOOR of the factory through a thin slit where the fabric and wool hat had not obscured his face, as if he were an arctic explorer. The temperature had slowly dropped. 
The walk would have been leisurely at any other point in the year. As he approached the door, he could feel the pain in his left knee. It was an old injury that was clearly not thrilled with his little wintry excursion into the night. 
He tried the door: locked. 
Pulling his gun free, he crashed it through the glass above the handle. Reaching in through the newly formed opening, he turned the lock. Once inside, he pulled the fabric from around his face, peeling back the wool cap on his head so it revealed his haggard, tired features. 
The interior was simple. 
A long white desk with a clipboard on the counter created a valley behind which the receptionist would sit. It was the illusion of an office. He approached it, pushing it aside and sitting down in the receptionist’s black leather chair that was situated there, slightly off-center. 
Grasping the handle of the phone, he began to dial. The line clicked several times and then Mrs. Meadows answered. “Locke Police Station.”
“This is Montgomery. I am at Erickson’s. I want all available officers to meet me out here,” he began. And then clearing his throat, he continued. “I want a transport vehicle out here as well in case we take this thing alive.”
“We were worried, sheriff. The tow got there and said you weren’t in the car. We thought maybe you crawled off and died.”
“Glad to know you think I would crawl off and die. Westlake and wolf-boy are probably here already. They might need back-up.”
Mrs. Meadows paused. 
“I am not sure they need much help with Dominic…”
He hung up the phone. 
The good sheriff was quite miserable.
Just beyond the counter stood a set of double doors with round submarine windows that led into the factory floor. Pushing himself up from the chair, he grimaced. His knee had begun to throb angrily. 
Limping, he drew his weapon again and pushed his way through. He saw cement floors with painted lines leading far off into the distance. Stacks upon stacks of materials, like cardboard and plastic buildings, obscured his view. 
The factory was quiet. 
He did not hear screams or wild shots as one might expect. As he stood there, he realized that the silence was much worse. 
            
  
LAUREN TRIED TO MOVE, but the creature proved much stronger. He turned her over so that he sat on her chest. His weight was suffocating. 
The smell made her gag. 
His face was sliding free, the stitching no longer able to hold the ghastly visage of Wayne Joyce. The one eye that was exposed was bloodshot and dry as if he had been caught in a sandstorm. 
“Get. Off. Of me,” she struggled to speak, huffing. 
He loomed over top of her. 
Touching her face with his mangled hand of garden tools, she closed her eyes and tried not to think of the disease that had dried upon the rusted metal. Shears and tearing tools were roped together tightly in a frightening glove of sadism. 
He breathed on her as he lowered, the dried skin that he had stitched into his face dropped, almost touching her skin. His breath was hotter than it should have been and acidic like he would vomit bile at any moment. The skin continued to sag, the thread unraveling like an old ragdoll. He stuck out his tongue, puss-covered and bleeding, and licked her cheek. 
She screamed, shaking her head, hair whipping around her face. Thrashing like a bull released from a chute, the creature held her down, driving the clawed hand through her shoulder. Her scream intensified and the man who had been Briar Winston recoiled. Half a face of revulsion and horror looked down at her. 
A shadow collided with the creature. 
A throaty snarl that made Lauren’s skin crawl echoed in the factory. She turned quickly, pushing to her feet and grabbing her gun. As she angled it at the shadow, she watched as it grew to nearly twice the height of the creature. The creature slashed out with the gnarled, tool-entrenched hand. Grasping the creature’s arm, the shadow lifted Winston into the air. 
Taking a step toward Lauren, she recognized it immediately. She had seen it on the highway with Montgomery. It had saved her from the lake: the monster that desired to be a man. 
It was Dominic in wolf form. 
Standing there, holding the thrashing maniac, he looked enormous. He did not look at Lauren, but instead opened his mouth, revealing rows of sharp teeth. The movement was quick; his jaw snapping around the smaller man’s neck and then the creature was no more. Briar Winston’s foray into insanity was ended in a moment. 
Dominic stood, chest heaving. 
Dark eyes watched Lauren as she stared, gun still extended toward the pair. Winston lay at the werewolf’s feet. Arms splayed and legs curled underneath in a manner only consistent with death, when flexibility mattered no longer. The black threads that held together his incomplete metamorphosis hung loosely, elasticity diminished.
“Dominic.”
He continued to watch her as he bent, his form collapsing. The majesty of girth and silken fur replaced with a half-naked man covered in sweat. Cerulean eyes looked at her once more and his fists flexed, angry lines of muscles tracing their way up and down his arms. 
Her voice returned to her slowly. 
“I can’t believe…”
Dominic took a step forward. “I had to end it. I began this cycle of pain, of sadness. Too many have died because I was selfish. I wanted something that I know now I cannot have.”
She lowered her gun finally. 
Pulling off her outer jacket, she extended it to him. He wrapped it around his shoulders. Though too small, it adequately covered the necessary parts. “I would have found a way. You didn’t have to…”
Dominic grabbed her hand gently, looking deeply into her eyes. “You are hurt.” Looking back toward the darkness, his head tilted. He smelled the air. “Montgomery will be here soon. You will have that wound tended to.”
She squeezed his hand. 
“You saved my life.”
“I never had another choice. The instant that we met I knew that I would give anything to stand beside you, to share a moment with you, no matter how brief. And for that I am grateful, Lauren.”
A bewildered look crossed her face. 
“Brief? What are you talking about?”
He let go of her hand, his face slipping back into the shadow. “They will always need the monster, Lauren. I am not forgiven. Briar Winston is dead. The creature he became is erased from this world, but his deeds are not. I bear responsibility for those deeds.”
Lauren shook her head. 
She could feel him slipping away. 
“That isn’t true. He is responsible. Not you, Dominic.”
“Would you blame a rabid dog after it has been put out of its misery? Or would you search for what bit it, ending the cycle? That is what they will want next. Maybe not Montgomery, but someone will seek to fix what I have done.”
There were footfalls in the distance, the sound of excited voices. Dominic turned as he heard them. Lauren sensed his desire to flee, his posture that of a frightened animal.
“No, I don’t want you to leave. I…”
He moved forward quickly, his movements smooth. Touching her face, he pressed his lips against hers gently: the last kiss they would exchange. She closed her eyes, kept them closed even after she felt him move away. Continuing beyond the sound her coat made on the floor and then his fleeing footsteps. She touched a finger to her lips, pressing it firmly when his lips had just been. 
A part of her sunk into misery. 
When she opened her eyes again, she saw the coat laying over Briar Winston. Montgomery’s voice rose from the distance. “Agent Westlake.”
His voice was near breaking. 
She did not respond. 
Instead she bent down, retrieving her coat slowly and examining Briar Winston. He had truly been a masterpiece of horrific proportions: a living nightmare. 
A breathless Montgomery snaked through the stacks, his gun drawn. He slowed to an abrupt halt as he came upon the body of Briar Winston. He deposited his revolver back into its holster along his waist. 
“Agent Westlake, are you okay?”
Lauren wished to tell him no; that it could never be okay. She had begun to feel something with Dominic, something powerful. A deeper connection than she had felt in her life. And now it was gone. The circumstances that had brought them together had become their undoing. 
“A minor wound,” she spoke coldly. 
He knelt too, producing a pen and pushing back the flap of skin that had been sewn into Winston’s face. It had already begun to unravel; the bruised and infected flesh beneath was the color of desert sand. 
“What a thing,” he marveled. 
She nodded and stood as more men stormed in. They carried heavy shotguns. Lights filled the room as someone had flipped a master switch somewhere deeper in the building. One of the officers came forward, only to be repulsed by the sight of Winston, or perhaps the smell. 
There was vomit nonetheless. 
Standing, she looked down at the coat and grimaced. With a graceful swing, she placed it upon Briar Winston’s body, covering his face and torso as best she could. “I suppose all your murders will be of the normal variety from here on, sheriff. Drunks and the such.”
Montgomery crossed his arms. He heard the edge in her voice, the irritation. “Did I miss something, agent? Is this not a cause for celebration? We got our man.”
Lauren stalked away, Montgomery quickly at her heels. Her veneer had returned: cold Lauren Westlake, here for the job. “We did indeed. But at the cost of a great many lives.”
He did not argue that point. He had lost a dear friend in the deputy. “What about your rug? The wolf man? Where is he at? Flew the coop?”
She restrained the strong desire to be less than cordial with the sheriff. “He felt it was in his best interests to move on.”
Montgomery could not hide the relief in his face. 
“Good riddance.”
Lauren did not respond and continued to walk on, past the throng of officers and workers who had re-entered early for their shifts. There was commotion and questions of the strangest sort, but she had seen enough that night. The cold early morning air slapped her face briskly. All she wanted to do was to get her wounds treated and return to the relative comfort of her hotel bed.
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When the sun rose a few days later, Lauren was already up. Dressed and hair pulled back into a ponytail, she sat on the edge of her bed. Her thoughts were collected, organized. The case had been closed. Creature dispatched and mystery solved, yet it did not feel completed; it was quite the opposite. 
She touched the bandaged area of her shoulder and grimaced. The wounds on her back and shoulder would heal, but the one left by Dominic would not. There was a lingering, shooting pain that radiated down her arm, but she would endure.
The screeching brakes of the sheriff’s patrol car rang in the early morning. The hotel was deserted save for a few sleeping residents. There was little sound except the breaking cold as ice gave way under enormous weight in the distance. Her bags were packed. Carrying them with her good arm, she shuffled toward the door. 
The brisk morning stung her eyes. The sun had risen in the distance, a spectacular visual feast that she had not witnessed since first coming to the sleepy little town. Now, her time was done. She had returned her keys in the drop box when it was still dark out, while Locke still slept. 
Montgomery was half in and half out of the squad car. Gloved hands, missing fabric in some places, gripped the top of the door. “You ready to get out of Locke?”
She opened the back door of the cruiser and gingerly placed her bags inside. “I think it is time for me regardless of wanting to get out. My cell has been inundated with calls from back home. Certain cases that need to be investigated. As strange as it sounds, this was a vacation.”
They sat together in the car for a moment, the engine sputtering in the cold. He looked at her and she looked ahead. Montgomery sighed and buckled in, moving the shifter with his other hand. 
Backing up, Lauren watched the barren town pass her by, struck suddenly by what was buried beneath the calm and serenity of Locke. What other madness lay dormant? “He feared what the world would do to him,” she said after a time. 
Montgomery looked at her sideways. He knew very well who she was talking about: Dominic. “Is that the last thing you want to talk about with me before you leave Locke? Last thing we say to each other?”
Lauren looked out the window, watching the cold earth pass beneath. “No. I wouldn’t.”
Montgomery cleared his throat and changed the subject. “Nice of Erickson’s to fly you out of here though.”
She nodded bleakly. 
Montgomery turned the car onto the road leading up to Erickson’s. Without the blowing snow and blanket of night, the massive building appeared as it truly was. A well-paved road snaked around the back of the main building. 
He maneuvered the cruiser onto it. 
There were snowbanks pushed back and a small-engine plane sitting in an open field of cement and painted lines. Montgomery parked a distance away, shutting off the engine. He reached into the back seat as Lauren grabbed the handle of the door, opening it so that the cold wind outside crept in. “Wait a moment, Lauren,” he said. 
She turned back, one foot out the door. 
He held a brown package in his hand. There was neat black writing written on the front. It was addressed to Agent Westlake via the Locke station. 
“What is this?” she queried as she took it from him. 
He shrugged. “Came in a couple days ago, Mrs. Meadows didn’t think about it until this morning. It was addressed to you from a field office in California.” He paused, thinking. “Thought you were commissioned out of the Midwest somewhere?”
Lauren touched the packaging, reading the return address. It was from an office in San Francisco. Not a federal office, but a private one: no name, just an address. 
“You don’t know anything about this?”
Montgomery shrugged. Lauren pushed open the door, retrieving her bags from the back seat. The sun was in full array, wide arcs of sunlight licking the last remnants of the lingering night. The engine of the plane hummed in the distance. 
Montgomery leaned against the car. 
“I guess this is goodbye then,” he spoke slowly. 
Lauren set her bags on the cold ground, laying the package on top of them. Taking a few steps, she gave the sheriff a hug. Montgomery’s eyes were glossy. Everyone became either a son or daughter to him these days. Pushing her back with a wry smile, he cursed himself for being an old sentimental. 
“Thank you for your hospitality, sheriff.”
He waved a hand dismissively. 
“Think nothing of it. Wish I had a few more like you up in these parts. It’d make being a sheriff easier. I should thank you for coming all this way to help. Hell of a thing you did. I won’t forget it.”
Lauren smiled wanly. 
“I suppose it is my turn to say think nothing of it.” 
They both laughed. Lauren looked at the plane, stairs descended, and a well-bundled stewardess waiting for her. Montgomery looked as well. 
His heart felt heavy. 
“If you are ever back this way…”
She smiled tightly. “I will certainly look you up. Hopefully, it will be under happier circumstances.”
And again they stood, uncertain of what to do next. Lauren grabbed her bags and Montgomery shifted, crossing his arms once more. Nodding at him, she started forward. 
Up the stairs, the stewardess smiled broadly. Lauren did not look back. The interior was nicer than any flight she had ever taken. Plush seats adorned each side of the aisle. She sat into one, grateful for the cushion. The stewardess grabbed her bags with another manufactured smile and disappeared into the back of the plane. 
The package sat on her lap. Lauren traced her fingers over her name and then the address. She didn’t know anyone in San Francisco. Turning it over, she slipped a finger between the seal and broke it. There was a manila folder, clips and bindings holding bundles of sheets together. 
Placing the empty brown envelope beside her, she opened the folder. The stewardess came back past, asking about a drink before take-off, which the agent politely declined. There were glossy photos of grisly crime scenes. 
Page after page of typed reports narrated a vicious crime. But, it was three words that jumped out at her: vampiric activity, bloodletting. Closing the file, she sat back into the seat as the plane began to taxi. Perhaps a trip to California would not be such a bad idea after all. 
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The hotel resembled an Andy Warhol painting. The colors were bright and the décor was clearly meant to convey more than a passing resemblance to the 1960’s motor lodges that were shelters to middle-class families looking for the American Dream on the open road. 
Lauren set her suitcase on the bed, opened it, and sighed. There was something about the symphony of braking cars, staggering voices, and the rhythm of the city that put her at ease. As she was taking the taxi from the airport, she could not help but be relieved by the steady parade of lights that greeted her––rain-drenched and sparkling like constellations in the night. 
Her suitcase was mostly empty. The trip to Locke had been sudden and her meager wardrobe reflected such a kneejerk decision. Leaving her clothes undisturbed, she took an opened brown envelope out of her suitcase and slid out its contents. She had looked at the crime-scene photos and crisply written reports several times on her private flight to Minneapolis, and then her connecting flight to the Bay. More than once a fellow traveler had looked over her shoulder to see what she was reading, only to be disgusted and revolted by the grisly photos and cryptic narrative of the crimes. 
The package’s return address still caught her attention. 
She had never been to San Francisco and knew no one in California, save for an aunt she rarely talked to who lived in San Diego on the beach somewhere. Not being familiar with the city, she walked over to the room’s nightstand on top of which sat a trendy lamp––which was painted a garish green that obscured the muted light.
Opening the drawer, she found a folded and refolded city map, a testament to a time before computers and navigation software. Pushing her suitcase aside, she spread the map out on the bed and read the address on the envelope to herself: 865 Union Street. Tracing a long finger across the faded map, she found the motel’s location along Fillmore Street. Following the street back to the long line that represented Union Street, she tapped an indistinct place corresponding to the return address. 
She headed for the door and grabbed her coat from a hook to the left of it. As she wrapped the coat around her shoulders, she adjusted the firearm in her side holster, ignoring the lingering feeling in her stomach that she might need the weapon during the night’s excursion. 
Fog stung the night air. 
And cold condensation covered the metal railings of the staircase and the fence that separated the walkway from a central area where the still waters of a swimming pool and a slightly swaying hammock waited for the light of the day. 
Reaching into her pocket, Lauren pulled out a wool cap. The air was not as cold as it had been in Minnesota; her mood sunk as she recalled Dominic and the macabre killer who had stalked the cold woods of Locke. Pushing the thoughts from her mind, Lauren lowered her chin under the collar of her coat and walked briskly up Fillmore, then turned the corner onto Union. 
  
  
THE OVERPASS THAT SEPARATED the yuppie, hipster youth of the city from its poorer denizens was indistinguishable from any other place in the city.
Benny squatted under the comfort of its concrete shelter to avoid the light drizzle that had replaced the evening fog. His grizzled features and unkempt salt-and-pepper hair might have been construed as charming if he were not several shades of crazy and hungrier than a feral cat. He remembered when he could wink and say a few smooth words and a beaming waitress might swoon––regaling her with stories about his gigs around the city and the promise of a little danger. 
In the late 70s Benny had fancied himself a musician, playing the tall bass with a few friends; it was tough for Benny to think of them as friends now. What passed for a friend on the streets was someone who would not steal your blankets or chase you out of a rat-infested hole with a taped-together shiv made from broken bottles and pieces of fenders from stalled-out cars. 
The 70s had not been kind to Benny. Cocaine had gone from recreation to lifestyle to death-style. As his other bandmates started lives, as accountants and family men, Benny spiraled deeper into despair. 
His friends lost his number. 
It was not long before he did not have the money for electricity, and then he lived his life in darkness. From there it was a short hop to not being able to pay rent and the streets became his home. After enough time wandering the cold pavement, he became too volatile to bunk in the homeless shelters. 
He had become a creature of the streets. 
He made a strange sort of existence for himself under the overpass. Newspapers were arranged like a well-manicured lawn. Boxes, crushed and water-damaged, were the wings of his great destitute estate. The barrel at the center of it all, burning brightly like a lighthouse on rocky shores, was full of the wisdom of Western society: newspapers, magazines, and various novels. 
Grumbling angrily and unintelligibly to himself, Benny dug through one of his grocery carts filled to the brim with postmodern junk; he was looking for a broken umbrella amidst the sea of garbage and treasure within his cart. As Benny extricated the battered object of his desire, he was startled by a voice. “I do enjoy these brief moments of gentle rain. Do you find them as soothing as I do?”
Turning, Benny was immediately irritated by the man’s presence. Dressed to the nines––with angular, symmetrical features––there was something unreal about his figure. 
“I don’t want no trouble.”
The man smiled. “Nor do I. But I wonder, Benny, what is it that you are looking for?”
Benny looked at the streets and saw cars zip past between the concrete dividers that obscured his shelter from view. It was the main reason why he stayed there: it had become his island, his cabin in the woods.
“Mister, I’m hungry. Do you have any food?”
The man smiled again, disarmingly. “I must admit I am a bit peckish myself. Though I have no food, at least nothing that you would find satisfying, Benny.”
Benny was struck by the disconnected nature of their conversation, as if the man were not talking to him at all and instead reading from a script. This feeling became more surreal as the man stepped past him into the darkness of the overpass. His features were adulterated by the shadows there: his dark hair made darker, his gray eyes disappearing. 
There, in the darkness, Benny heard something move. 
“Watch out, mister, there are rats back there. I catch them sometimes and cook them up.”
The man chuckled but did not respond, turning his back to Benny. When he spoke again, his voice had changed; it seemed bloated and distant. “They never look for the wretches, Benny. Give me your poor. Give me your hungry. Those are just words. I am hungry as well….”
The sound came again. 
There was no mistaking it for a rat this time. 
It was bigger. 
Hollow, deliberate steps haunted the shadows. A tremor crept across Benny, rising from his toes like acid reflux from his stomach after he ate from the dumpster behind the Korean restaurant a few blocks away. 
“I don’t want no trouble,” repeated Benny, his voice quaking as he took a few steps back. 
“You won’t have to worry about trouble any longer. I will take your fear. Feed on your fear….”
Benny thought to run. 
Panic gripped him, but his muscles would not respond. He wondered if the lady doctor at the center had been right: Was he crazy? Was he chasing shadows in the dark?
Looking at his bin of junk, he saw the broken pipe that he had taken from a rundown building in the Tenderloin. He had taken it, thinking it was copper, but it turned out to be rusted and useless like him. 
Gripping it like he was Babe Ruth waiting at the plate, he watched the darkness. The well-dressed man had disappeared, but his voice drifted on the air like a spirit. 
“Why fight it, Benny? Is this really worth living for, this sad little life?”
Benny’s fear turned to anger. 
Gesturing with the pipe, he shouted into the dark.
“How do you know my name?”
The laugh sent shivers down his spine. 
Something in the darkness tripped and fell, collapsing the third and fourth cardboard bedrooms of his sprawling street estate. A figure emerged in the darkness: something frightening beyond words. 
“We know all about you, Benny.”
As it took shape in the half-light of the passing cars, Benny held his breath and swung the pipe as hard as he could, lurching forward as it connected with thin air. With a gnashing maw, it blotted Benny from view and pulled him back into the darkness. 
  
  
LAUREN WAS SURPRISED by the number of people who milled about in the night despite the rain. Most walked with their heads high; a few carried umbrellas. Union Street was filled with upper-middle class crowds of men and women in their twenties or early thirties. The volume of the music playing over loudspeakers faded in and out as she passed several sets of stairs that led into darkened bars that sounded like equal parts J-pop video and a monkey cage at a zoo. After a few blocks, the noise diminished and bars and nightclubs gave way to quiet residential buildings stocked with sleeping occupants and empty homes waiting for their drunken stewards. 
Her destination was a nondescript building surrounded by the two-story homes and apartments that lined the vacant streets. Its front door was set back from the luminance of the evenly spaced streetlamps, and the name on the mailbox was chipped away, as if someone had been fiddling with it out of nervousness. 
As Lauren approached the home, she noticed immediately that the front door was slightly ajar. Heat flushed her chest as she saw the creeping darkness of the interior of the home. She paused next to the door and knocked. Her voice was gravelly as she called into the darkened interior. “Hello? Is anyone home?”
Silence answered. 
Pushing on the door, it groaned as it swung open. Lauren peered into the darkness, her hand reaching to her side holster and drawing her weapon as she stepped inside.
The front hall was narrow despite the size of the home; a cluttered table sat next to the entrance. Hanging on the wall opposite, a round mirror reflected the light from the streetlamps, creating surreal shapes in the darkness. 
“The door was open,” called Lauren. 
No answer. 
Silence permeated the space, for the home’s thick walls absorbed the sound of her footfalls. Her steps were further muffled as she stepped on the giant rug in the center of the hall. With a cautious step, she brushed past the rug’s upturned corners and peered down the hall and out the open window on the far side; the drapes lifted and contorted like a specter. 
“Is anyone home?”
Seeing a faint light coming from a doorway to her left, she crept toward it.
She entered a large open room. Across from the doorway stood a refrigerator whose door was slightly ajar, its bright bulb creating a line of light that sliced across the kitchen floor and ceiling and past the high bar that separated the kitchen from the living room.
In the dim light Lauren saw that the kitchen was a mess. The cabinets were thrown open and drawers had been pulled out over the runners; knives and spatulas were littered across the floor along with broken dishes and large pieces of stylish plates. The high bar was covered with broken bottles, whose liquid pooled on the stacks of papers that lined the countertop and oozed over the edges and dripped onto the floor. She noted an unusual pile of crushed pieces of ceramic.
Being careful not to crush the broken glass and ceramics strewn about the floor, Lauren approached the pile and kneeled over it.  Lauren examined the pile and saw that it was shaped liked the heel of a shoe.
She paused and looked around. There were several similar piles of ceramic and glass shards leading past the bar and into the living room. Lauren followed the shards until they were just glimmers in the carpet at the foot of a staircase; stairs, shadowed and steep, led to another floor.
Taking a last look around the living room, she noted another open window, then sighed and started up the staircase. 
As she mounted the stairs, she could not shake her thoughts free of what happened in Locke and dispel the apprehension that had gripped her at the Lavender house. It was not the loneliness or the danger that frightened her: it was the possibility of losing control, of not being the one who decided her fate. Lauren could hear sirens in the distance, but could not be sure from which direction they were coming. 
The room at the top of the stairs encompassed a large unencumbered space. A massive dark rug lay across the center, though this one appeared undisturbed except for a wrinkle here and there. At the opposite end of the room stood a heavy desk and chair––spun so that its tall back was facing away from her. The top of the desk was in disarray; papers and books were strewn about. As Lauren approached the desk, she pushed back her coat and replaced her service weapon. Standing beside the chair, she inspected the papers with a squint as a small desk lamp cast the only visible light. She picked up some of the books, flipping through the pages idly before putting them back down. 
As she tried to move the chair from beneath the desk, she noticed that the front wheel was catching on something. Crouching beside the chair, she inspected the area around the wheel, moving her hand back and forth across the rug until she felt a slight bump. Pushing away the chair, she lifted the corner of the rug and reached underneath. Stretching out her fingers, she felt the hard spine of a book and fished it out of a recess in the floor. 
Lauren touched the cover and then pressed her hand against it; she could spread the fingers of her left hand over the entire cover. The book’s unevenly cut pages were bound with a hard substance bent into crude rings. Something about it did not seem of this world. 
Exhaling and closing her eyes, she tried to visualize what had happened. Someone had been here. That much was certain. They had been looking for something. An altercation had broken out in the kitchen and led the assailant, or the thief, upstairs…looking for this book. 
Tucking the book into the long folds of her coat, she moved back down the staircase, her mind still trying to formulate what had happened. If the intruder had entered the home through the window, then why was the front door open? What had happened here?
Lauren paused mid-step in the kitchen as she heard a long scraping noise coming from the front hall. Removing her service weapon, she steadied it and took slow, deliberate steps toward the noise. Weight leaned against the open front door, and then released. Lauren recognized the distinctiveness of the movement; it was not the Bay winds playing tricks on her. She realized that this was not her home. This was not her jurisdiction. Had she been led astray, down some phantom path?
The new arrival could not hide the heaviness of his footsteps.
She stepped into the hall and commanded. “This is an active crime scene. I’m a federal agent. Lay down your weapon and get on your knees.” 
There was a cough and a short exhalation of air. Lauren adjusted her grip as she spoke again. “I am going to take your pause as evidence that you are not breaking and entering. Police or private security?”
“SFPD, ma’am.”
Lauren holstered her weapon and sighed. “I’m coming out.”
A disco of police lights penetrated the darkness and flickered through the home as more footfalls echoed near the front door. Three figures milled about outside, while a freshly-shaven, uniformed officer waited next to the door.
It was going to be a long night.  
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Lauren looked at the desk sergeant with about as much patience as she could muster after enduring hours of administrative humdrum with the sullen policeman. The man was rotund, but powerfully built, with dark circles under his gray eyes. He had the appearance of a man who was not in the habit of looking in a mirror when he dressed.
She easily figured out the reason for his unkempt appearance and grating demeanor: a recent divorce. “The world is full of willing and honest women, sergeant,” mumbled Lauren as she leaned back in her reasonably comfortable chair.   
The sergeant’s eyes narrowed. “Excuse me?”
“Did you do something that requires an apology?”
“Huh?’
Their verbal sparring over the past few hours rejuvenated Lauren as the night wore on. “You said excuse me, which would lead me to assume that you’ve done something blameworthy; therefore, requiring a pardon.”
The sergeant just looked at her, stale coffee churning through his tired and murky mind. “Why would I care about willing and honest women, agent?”
Lauren smiled and sat up in her chair. “The worn circle around your ring finger, the lack of care taken in personal grooming, and a general, shall we say, irritation, makes me think that a woman might have recently broken your heart. I just wanted to ensure you that there are still plenty of kind women in this world, sergeant.”
He reddened visibly, his mouth opening to release his pent-up frustration. But his impending tirade was interrupted by the appearance of a wide-shouldered officer with a long beige trench coat, rich ebony skin, and amber eyes. The newcomer touched the sergeant on the shoulder gently. “I’ll take it from here, Mickleson.”
Mickleson took another look at Lauren and then stormed off. Lauren watched the man go with a laugh; though she felt a stab of regret about goading him. She took a quick survey of the dapper interloper: he was hygienic and he carried himself with great confidence.
“Homicide, I’m guessing.”
He smiled, revealing very little of his teeth. “Very good, Agent Westlake. I’m quite sorry about the delay, but contacting someone to corroborate your credentials proved difficult. Everything is in order now.”
Lauren smiled back as she stood up; she had not realized how tall the man was. He was nearly a head taller, and he towered over her. He leaned down to shake hands before Lauren could stand. “I’m at a bit of a loss. You know who I am, yet I don’t know your name.”
“Detective Lawrence. Please, call me Richard.”
“Let’s keep it professional, detective.”
The detective grabbed the chair behind the desk, carefully placed it in front of Lauren’s, and sat down in a smooth movement. “May I ask why you were at 865 Union Street?”
“It’s a long story.”
“I have time.”
Lauren sat down and leaned back. “Well, not long so much as confusing. I was working a case in northern Minnesota until a few days ago. Serial murders. I doubt it made headlines out here in California.”
Richard shook his head.
She gestured knowingly. “Anyways, as I’m leaving town, the local sheriff, Montgomery, hands me a package. Says it was delivered to the station there in Locke.”
Lauren paused, allowing the memories of her time spent in Locke to wash over her. Would she have made the trip to San Francisco if she had not first braved the cold of Minnesota? A question gnawed at her, the possibility of something looming in the distance. 
Lawrence remained attentive. 
Lauren continued. “Sorry. Either way, this package led me here. It was postmarked from your beautiful city with the return address at the aforementioned 865 Union Street.”
The detective touched his face, rubbing his chin and cheek absently. “Why would you investigate a package sent to a rural police station? Why wouldn’t you return to your central office and file a report?”
Lauren didn’t care for his tone, but she could not fault his line of questioning. “What are you getting at, detective?”
Richard seemed to stiffen, a subtle movement that did not go unnoticed by Lauren. “You misunderstand me, agent. I’m only curious why you were at that home. I’m not insinuating any culpability in the crimes committed there.”
“What then are you implying?”
The detective leaned forward, bridging the distance. “A crime was committed at 865 Union Street. We can agree on this, right?”
Lauren nodded. 
“The crime remains a mystery. There is evidence of a scuffle and perhaps theft, but we have no bodies or a clear understanding of what transpired. CSU is turning the place inside out as we speak, but I’m not sure what we’ll find.”
“What does that have to do with me?”
“That, Agent Westlake, is the right question.”
  
  
KEN HAD BROUGHT HIS FRIEND into this part of the city for his birthday for two reasons: booze and babes. The Tenderloin district was home to dive bars, a serviceable music scene, and alleyways that would best be walked in the light of day––and even then in a large group.
Ken reeked of corporate preening. He was a senior investment executive at NeuroTech, a conglomerate of small companies that serviced the tech sector.
Davis, smaller and much louder than his friend, staggered drunkenly out from an alleyway. His pants were cinched up around his waist and he leaned to one side as if his right shoulder had become too heavy. Whiskey poured off him like mist from the harbor.
“That was not the bathroom,” he slurred. 
Ken looked at his friend and smiled. While he was tall with wide shoulders and wide hips like his Norwegian ancestors, Davis was reed thin with shaggy brown hair that was in disarray by this point in the night. 
“By the gods, I think you’re right.”
Davis leaned against the wall, taking deep breaths as if he had just finished a marathon. Even though Davis worked with Ken at NeuroTech, their positions within the company could not be more different. As a computer engineer, he managed servers and built hosting applications for the various companies with which NeuroTech contracted.
“About ready to call it a night?” 
Davis looked at his friend, reaching out with a hand as if to brace himself as he leaned forward. “Did you know your eyes are blue?” he asked––the words distant and elongated. 
“I believe I’ve noticed once or twice when looking in the mirror? How are you feeling?”
Davis stumbled forward, finding his feet amidst a drunken waltz. The bright lights of a pizza place across the street drew his attention. “I want some pizza.”
Ken reached for his friend’s arm, but missed as Davis lurched to the side and crashed into a homeless man sitting next to a shopping cart, dislodging a pile of overturned boxes. The homeless man glared, not saying a word. 
 “You gonna die,” murmured the burlap-covered mass of hair and torn clothing. Beneath all the rags and smudges, human eyes peered out. “I hear the whispers. Can you hear the whispers? They’re talking about you, boy.”
Ken did not want to engage the man, but Davis had other ideas. He plopped down next to the homeless guy and started rooting through his belongings. 
“Davis, I thought you wanted pizza?”
Davis looked up at his friend with glazed bewilderment. “Yeah, grab me a couple slices….”
Ken looked at him and felt a pang of worry. Would this weird street person shank Davis in the time it would take him to cross the street and elbow his way through drunken hipsters to recover the ambrosia that was dough, cheese, and burnt flesh?
A moment of clarity seemed to cross Davis’ face. “He isn’t going to stab me.” Then turning to the homeless man, he posed the question with a wide grin. “You aren’t going to stab me, are you?”
The homeless man continued to glare at Ken as he shook his head slowly. It was not exactly a vote of confidence. 
Davis, unperturbed by the possible danger, raised his voice and addressed the entire street populated by inebriated and glittering youth. “Hey! This homeless gentleman here is harmless. He isn’t going to be stabbing anyone. Anybody wanna do some blow? Come one, come all! Enjoy the bright lights of…”
Ken reached down and grabbed his friend’s arm, giving it a hard squeeze. “Stay here and don’t wander off. I’m going across the street. I’ll be back in a moment.”
Davis nodded and waved his friend away. 
Without another look, he turned back to the homeless man and returned to his idle chatter. Ken hesitated a moment longer before crossing the street and walking through the brightly lit doors of the pizza parlor.
  
  
LAUREN COULD NOT RECALL her apartment in Oak Park with great detail; it seemed like it was a million miles away and decades ago. Spending time in hotels had become a home of sorts. She waved at Detective Lawrence inside his cruiser as he sped away from the trendy hotel.
Crossing the hotel’s courtyard, Lauren walked around a small, deserted swimming pool––not unusual given the time of night and the chill in the air––then passed some tables just beyond the swimming pool’s iron fence. Bundled in fashionable sweaters and wool caps, the couples sipped wine. They tipped their glasses and offered salutations as she walked by. Not wishing to be rude, Lauren smiled politely, then ascended the stairs to the second floor and entered her small sanctuary for the night. 
Locking out the world, she reached into her jacket and retrieved the book. It felt odd. The texture felt coarser than paper. Lauren could not place it, but the book smelled different as well. Throwing it onto the bed, she surveyed the room: a single desk sat opposite a bed and nightstand. Lights from the street shone through the darkness of the bathroom at the back. Walking around the bed, she pulled a beaded string and the lamp on the nightstand fluttered to life. 
“When was the last time I ate?” she grumbled to herself. 
She opened the nightstand drawer and removed a glossy pamphlet with local sights, then lifted the phonebook free. She liked using phonebooks. She supposed that a smart phone could do the work much quicker, but it lacked the scavenger hunt feel that leafing through white, then yellow, pages created. 
She decided on Chinese food, and twenty-three minutes later there was a knock on the door.
Taking a box of chow mein and a pair of chopsticks out of the takeout bag, she looked at the book. She had not yet opened it, uncertain whether that would be a good idea. 
Part of her felt like she had been careless in Locke. 
She had almost given up the most important thing: control. 
Looking at the strange book and the depression it made in the covers of the bed, she could almost hear the whispers of obsession once more. As she dug into her chow mein, she paced the small room, mentally sorting the details of 865 Union Street and the circumstances that had brought her from suburban Illinois to the cold forest of Minnesota and finally to San Francisco. She had always been fortunate to be able to connect disparate pieces of information into a web that made sense––that afforded her some level of control.
Placing the chow mein on top of the nightstand, she approached the bed the way she would a rattlesnake. Instinct told her that there was something in this book that was dangerous. 
Opening the front cover, she held her breath.
Scrawling script, each in a different hand, covered the pages of the journal. Some passages were written in English, while others looked like Latin and Greek. However, there was one piece of legible handwriting that she did recognize––and for the life of her, she could not imagine why he would have written in this book.
  
  
WHEN KEN RETURNED to the street corner, Davis was gone. It did not come as much of a surprise given his friend’s intoxicated state. Rounding the block, he noticed a trail of trash and torn parcels of newspaper leading away from the spot where he had left his friend. The homeless man was nowhere in sight and Ken had a pretty good idea where Davis had gone: back to the motel.
They had stayed in the Tenderloin at a rundown motel to create the illusion of a vacation. If he were being truthful, he could not remember the last time he had taken a vacation. NeuroTech had been working them day and night for the past eight months in preparation for the launch of a massive, new program, whose details were only known to the top executives. 
Sighing and grabbing a piece of pizza from the box he carried, Ken munched absently as he crossed the street and started up the next block toward a bed and some relative quiet––unless, of course, Davis had skipped straight to the throwing-up portion of the night. 
Most of the stores were still illuminated from the inside. 
Ken looked inside at the patrons wearing wrinkly jeans, odd-looking boots, and the worst throwback coats and sweaters one could imagine. As he turned his gaze back toward the sidewalk, his eye caught the reflection of a woman standing under a streetlamp across the street. Beautiful with long legs, accented by a tight shimmering dress, she seemed to be looking right at Ken. He looked around, wondering who might be standing near him. Perhaps she was looking for someone in the establishment behind him?
After doing a series of jerky turns, he finally settled on the obvious: she was looking at him. Ken was no slouch with the ladies; in fact, he was known as quite the Casanova around the office.  
However, this woman was beautiful. 
Beautiful the way rare art or a pristine sculpture in MOMA is beautiful, and he could not fathom why a woman who looked like that would be walking alone.
He pointed at himself and mouthed a few unintelligible words. 
She smiled and wrung her hands nervously. Waving ever so slightly with one hand, she shook her hair with the other.
Ken did not need more of an invitation than that. He looked both ways, then jogged across the street, all thoughts of Davis abandoned for lust. 
As he got closer, he realized that his estimation of her beauty had not even scratched the surface. Her features were perfect. Captivated by her unblemished skin and her blue eyes, he struggled to find the right words.
“Pretty night,” he managed with a stupid grin. 
She grabbed his hand gently; Ken allowed himself to be pulled down the street by her. He could not help but stare, mesmerized by something beyond her elegant beauty. 
He felt enraptured, caught in the web of her being. 
They rounded a far corner. Only her porcelain skin was visible in the light as he followed her through the streets and into an alley. His heart thundered in his chest, and he began to sweat in anticipation. 
Ken stopped abruptly as the woman disappeared and the alley was plunged into darkness. “Hey, where’d you go?”
He heard shuffling farther up the alley, but could only make out a shadowy figure. As he craned his neck forward, something viscous struck him in the face. Reaching up with one of his hands, he wiped away the discharge and rubbed it between his thumb and forefinger, but could not figure out what it was. 
Did she just expectorate on me?
“This isn’t funny….”
He blinked, feeling disoriented. 
As he opened his eyes, he could feel hot, fetid, breath on his face. He thrust out his arms and felt something hard and unyielding in front of him. Horrified, he pushed away from it, stumbling backward. 
Looking around, the world was still. 
There was no movement of any kind. 
“What’s going on here?” he mumbled. 
His tongue felt heavy in his mouth. 
Did she drug me?
Suddenly, there were four women right in front him, their faces contorted in irritation. The words from their mouths were labored and bloated, like a record that had caught a groove and was lengthening out each syllable with a frightening syncopation.
He closed his eyes. 
After a few moments, he opened them again, but the women were gone.
He staggered aimlessly as he looked around. Several cars were stopped in the streets; their drivers looked ahead with doll’s eyes. As he brushed up against a car, he felt a deep pain in his hip and side. He stumbled a few more steps, and then collapsed to the ground. He breathed heavily and fluttered his eyes, watching as the cars disappeared and the woman he had followed into the alley appeared across the street. 
Her long legs were distorted by the darkness, giving them a bowed and carapace-like appearance. Her blue eyes looked like darkened globes. A street light illuminated the flawless skin on one of her hands as it rested against a wall; but as her arms became consumed by the darkness, they changed––morphed into something frightening. 
Fear crawled down Ken’s spine.
Something was wrong. 
Looking from side to side, the world became a series of jagged images without real motion. People stood in stasis, trapped mid-motion only to have changed position after he blinked. 
He could not stop looking at the woman. 
She moved across the street in a series of jagged, surreal, movements. Her features alternated between ethereal and nightmarish as she slipped in and out of the false lights of the city. She moved in a disjointed and frightening manner, as if she were walking on two legs and then many legs. 
It couldn’t be real. 
Crab-walking into the alley behind him, he could feel that his heart rate was slowing despite his fear. His head began to spin as numbness spread across his chest and into his left arm. 
Am I having a heart attack?
Something bumped against his leg. As he turned to look at it, he saw an overturned garbage can; pieces of trash were scattered all about the alleyway, appearing in sudden clumps and piles. 
Even though his vision had betrayed him, his hearing had not. 
He could hear the heaviness of the woman’s breathing. He jerked his head around, then stared wide-eyed as he saw it.
Looking down on him was something terrifying, something drawn from nightmares.  
 



  
III
  
  
  
  
  
Lauren had not slept well. The lingering thoughts of sleep clung to the edges of her mind, as the alarm in her room droned on. She looked at the desk across the room and grimaced at the open takeout containers and the small glass with a murky liquid on the bottom. The presence of familiar handwriting in the odd book had made a few fingers of the brown stuff a necessity. Beside the glass lay her cell phone, undisturbed. It did not surprise her. Very few people had that number and she was not particularly keen on letting just anyone have it. Although, there was one person she wished would call. 
With a groan, she pushed herself from the bed and made it with as much enthusiasm as a teenager on the weekend. She then trudged to the small bathroom, hoping there would be a tub so she could have a relaxing soak, but her hopes were dashed when she saw there was only a tiled shower with opaque sliding doors.
After pulling her hair back into a tight ponytail, she undressed. She turned on the faucet and let the hot water run as she opened the window that overlooked the busy street below. Steam soon filled the room and Lauren resisted the childish urge to write things on the bathroom mirror. 
Stepping beneath the warm water, she let the flight and her time spent in San Francisco thus far wash off her. This was not what she had envisioned when she thought about visiting California; she had imagined more jazz clubs and brunch by the ocean.
The room telephone blared over the drone of the water. 
Lauren ignored it, content to imagine that it was the striking detective with an update or a new series of questions about her presence at the house on Union Street. The little piece of information that she had yet to share weighed on her mind. 
The journal was an enigma. 
Aside from the individual entries of hundreds of different scribes, the book contained references to things that Lauren was not yet certain she understood. There were disconcerting symbols and unintelligible diagrams of machines and phylacteries as well as a massive narrative written by a single author that catalogued a recipe or an incantation. She knew what happened on Union Street had something to do with this journal. 
She turned off the faucet and toweled herself off slowly. Rubbing her face until she saw stars, she walked over to the nightstand and stared at the phone. A throbbing red light pulsed: apparently, a message waited. Picking up the receiver, she depressed the button and listened as Detective Lawrence’s voice, crisp and succinct, let her know that he would be coming by. 
He wanted to discuss the case.
Lauren busied herself with getting dressed, donning a white blouse, black pants, and a beige vest. She pulled her dark coat around her shoulders and looked over at the journal on the desk. She could not risk losing it, not when she had yet to discover what it was about the collection of writings that mattered. 
Stuffing it into one of the long pockets of her jacket, she surveyed the room one last time before shutting the door behind her. Clouds created a gray ceiling overhead and a brisk wind assailed her as she lowered her head and marched into the enclosed stairwell. 
A few tourists sat at the outdoor tables, beginning their day with mimosas and little baskets of breads and muffins. Feeling a distinct grumble in her stomach, she made her way to the lobby. A table was laid out with fresh coffee and little bins of stacked pastries and breads. Squeezing between the other guests crowding around the table, Lauren grabbed a hefty muffin and took a satisfying bite. As she munched away without thought, a voice startled her. 
“Good morning, Agent Westlake.”
Detective Lawrence stood behind her, though at a comfortable and unintimidating distance given his size. In the station he had loomed large, but in the small hotel lobby he appeared even wider in the shoulders. His smooth face and well-developed muscularity belied his age. If Lauren were forced to guess, she would have placed him in his mid-forties. 
“Detective.”
Motioning outside, the detective smiled warmly. “If we can be on our way, I have something I would like to show you.”
Lauren looked at the complimentary breakfast spread and decided on a cup of coffee. She grabbed a quick cup and sipped it as she followed the detective out the door to his dark sedan. 
Rounding the driver’s side, Lawrence got in without a word. Lauren opened the passenger door and slipped in, continuing to munch on the muffin. “So where are we going?” she asked as she grimaced at the flat taste of the coffee. 
Lawrence was a serious driver. Despite his relaxed demeanor, his hands remained firmly on the steering wheel and he did not take his eyes off the road as he pulled out of the parking lot. “I made it a point to check out the local papers in northern Minnesota. Your case made a front-page story in several of the local publications.”
Lauren felt anxiety creep over her. Her stomach turned, banishing any thoughts she had of finishing her muffin. “Oh yeah?”
“It seems you have an interest in the weird.”
Lauren looked out the window. “You could say that.”
“What would you call it?”
She sighed, an irrational irritation building inside her. Something about Lawrence’s demeanor made her ill at ease. Perhaps it was his inquisitive manner, constantly digging and questioning. Lauren could relate, even if she did not like being on the receiving end.
“I like cases that are a bit off the beaten path.”
Lawrence smiled. 
“I believe I might have something for you then, Agent Westlake.”
  
  
THE TENDERLOIN LOOKED very different during the day. Lawrence parked behind a beat-up early-90s Corolla. A crowd of people stood outside a perimeter of sawhorses with SFPD printed on them. 
Lawrence turned off the engine and looked at the crime scene. “Homicide. One of the strangest I have seen here in all my time with SFPD.”
“How can I help, detective?”
Lawrence sighed. “Your interest in odd cases and your presence at our unsolved case on Union Street presents an interesting opportunity for me.”
“How so?”
“I believe this homicide is connected to another murder.”
Lauren looked around the area. “From the looks of this place, I imagine your two deaths were drug related.”
“That’s not a bad guess.”
“I’m guessing you think it’s more than that.”
He nodded. “The other body was found in a different part of the city, but the circumstances and manner of death are quite similar.”
Lauren squinted as she looked farther down the block. Several gawkers were standing at the edge of an alley, taking pictures with their cell phones. “I’m still not certain how I can help, detective. San Francisco is not my city. I would imagine that my presence would muddy the process, not make it easier.”
“Federal involvement does come with a certain level of muddiness. But, I’m not looking for the Bureau’s help. I’m looking for your help.”
Lauren opened the passenger door and stepped out. 
The air had grown steadily colder. The gray sky threatened rain. Looking at the crime scene, she wondered if this murder, or the other murder Lawrence mentioned, had anything to do with her being in San Francisco. 
She knocked on the windshield as she spoke. “You coming?”
Lawrence exited the car as Lauren traversed the short distance to the perimeter of yellow tape and sawhorses. She flashed her badge. “Agent Westlake. I was invited here by Detective Lawrence,” she added, pointing at the approaching detective.
The uniformed officer looked confused. “Agent Westlake?”
Lauren cocked her head. “That’s what I said.”
Pushing back his cap and revealing curly brown hair, the man scratched his head. “Did they send two of you?”
“Two of me?”
“Uh, there’s already an Agent Westlake here.” Pointing into the alleyway, he continued. “Got here right as we were setting up. Said he was sent by the field office to investigate because of some federal case.”
Lauren lifted the yellow tape and marched past the officer, ignoring his protests. As she headed in the direction he indicated, she marched past several plainclothes officers in addition to some beat cops who were talking to lingering bystanders. After turning into the alley, she saw a figure standing alone.
“Agent Westlake,” called Lauren.  
The figure turned, revealing short sandy blonde hair and sharp blue eyes. His angular features and strong facial muscles contorted into a boyish grin. He was wide in the shoulders, but not more so than Detective Lawrence. 
“Lo?” he asked, the smile on his face growing wider. 
Lauren closed the distance and looked at the man. He was dressed in a similar dark black coat with a white shirt and loose tie. Instead of dress shoes, he wore dark polished combat boots. “Billy, what in the hell are you doing here?”
It did not seem like his smile could grow wider, but it did. He scratched his head self-consciously, revealing a holster along his side. 
“Well, big sis, I’m investigating a murder…”
“As Agent Westlake?” she interrupted.
He laughed now, looking up the alley at the approaching figure of Detective Lawrence. “Can we do this later, Lo? Seems like your entourage has arrived.”
Lawrence stopped at Lauren’s side and sized-up Billy. “Another federal agent in our midst. To what do we owe the pleasure?”
Without missing a beat, Billy extended his hand. 
“Agent William Westlake from the Sacramento office.”
“Westlake? Any relation?”
Lauren remained quiet. The truth of the matter was that William Westlake––Billy as Lauren had called her little brother for most of his life––was not an FBI agent from the Sacramento office, nor was he an agent from any federal office.  
Holding her breath, she opened her mouth to speak, but Billy beat her to the draw. “No relation, Detective….”
“Lawrence.”
Billy continued. “I’ve crossed paths with the other Agent Westlake on a previous occasion. Cheyenne, wasn’t it?”
Lauren held her breath and nodded, feeling equal parts irritation and fear toward her brother. 
Lawrence ignored the comment, either unconcerned about the coincidence or storing the information until it was useful. “Why send someone from the Sacramento office? We generally liaise with Agent Phillips from the field office here in the city.”
Unperturbed, Billy continued to shovel his mountain of bullshit. “Phillips doesn’t work the weird ones like us Westlakes.” He flashed another smile.
Lawrence smirked and gestured to the scene. “So, what do you say about our little slice of weird?”
Happy to have moved on from the increasingly stressful situation, Lauren moved past her brother to examine the heap of flesh and bones propped up against a sliding hill of refuse. She turned to Lawrence and spoke in an even voice. “Not your garden variety of weird, I’ll say that much. What has CSU recovered at the scene? Do you have an ID?”
Billy smiled again, ever the showman. “Appears our unfortunate friend here was named Ken Marlowe, an investment executive for NeuroTech.”
As Lauren crouched closer to get a better look at the late Ken Marlowe, she scrunched her nose in revulsion. “What’s wrong with his skin? It seems like all the elasticity is gone.”
Lawrence strolled away from the Westlakes toward a cluster of men with CSU branded on their coats. Billy took the moment to sidle up to Lauren. 
“What are you doing here, Lo?”
“I asked you first. You answer my question first.” Three minutes with her brother and she was already arguing with him like they were little kids again. “Do you realize the position you have put me in?”
Billy smirked and rubbed his cheek thoughtfully. “I didn’t think you were going to pop in, Lo. What’s the likelihood of you showing up in San Francisco? I figured your name would open most doors. And if anyone went snooping, you are a federal agent after all.”
Lauren stood up and jabbed a finger in his chest. “But you aren’t, Billy. Impersonating a federal officer is a felony. If any of these city cops suspect that you are conning them, then you are in trouble, brother o’ mine.”
His smirk diminished and he gave her his best puppy-dog eyes. “You won’t let them take me away, will you?” He waved his hand and stepped onto the trash heap, inspecting something that was on the wall. “Nothing’s going to happen, Lo.”
“Famous last words, Billy.” Lauren watched as her brother took out his pocket knife and held up a Ziploc bag as he scraped something from the wall, depositing little flakes into the container. “What could you possibly need that for?”
“There are more things on heaven and earth than are dreamed of in your books….” His muttering trailed off as he jumped down and placed the bag in one of the long folds of his coat. “How did you catch this case?”
Lauren rolled her eyes. She felt overwhelmed; she already had so many questions about the case and Billy’s presence at her crime scene only multiplied their number. Civil, if innocuous, conversation would be the order of the day until she could corner him away from prying eyes.  
Lawrence returned as Lauren was about to speak. 
He looked at the siblings and narrowed his eyes. “Finding anything, Agent Westlake?”
Billy turned. “Nothing of consequence yet. I heard that SFPD pulled a similar body on the other side of town.”
The detective looked at Lauren and grimaced. 
“It seems word travels fast in the Golden State.”
“Has the M.E. been over the other body?” asked Lauren. 
Lawrence nodded. “He has. What about the late Mr. Marlowe?”
Lauren leaned over the body. Rigor mortis normally rendered the body tougher and harder, but Ken’s muscle tissue was pocked and seemed to sag, as if under some great weight. His face was hollowed and sallow and there were dark circles around his eyes. The heavy bruising around his throat and neck made it appear as though he had been strangled. 
“It’s like he has been sucked dry,” mumbled Lauren. 
“I imagine it was his intention, though with a decidedly different outcome,” commented Billy, which earned him a glare from his sister. Looking to Lawrence, the big detective did not seem amused. 
Lauren stood up and walked past the two men. Looking out of the alleyway and into the street, she surveyed the surrounding neighborhood. 
“Someone saw something,” she spoke contemplatively.
Lawrence moved with grace despite his size. “Witnesses say they saw him stagger from the alley over there.” He pointed across the way, where another section of an alley was taped off. “He crossed the street, bumped into some cars, and then disappeared into this alley.”
As Lauren crossed the street, she held up a hand to a car trying to maneuver though the two police barriers. Ducking underneath the yellow tape, she moved into the alley, which was identical in its urine-scented aroma and collection of overturned garbage barrels. 
The detective and her brother trailed behind her. 
She examined the scene with Locke on her mind. When she had first looked at the facts of the serial murders in northern Minnesota, her mind did not immediately drift to a supernatural explanation. As she looked at the walls of the alleyway, she noticed something at about eye level––something that the victim might have seen. 
Billy was at her side before she could react––his knife in his hand and another plastic bag in his free hand. He scraped globs of what looked like mucus off the wall and into the baggie.
“Looks like we have a spitter,” Billy commented absently.
“Spitter?” queried Lawrence, his hands thrust into his pockets. 
Looking over his shoulder, Billy motioned to the remnant of the stain on the wall. “Looks like someone spit on the wall.”
Lawrence nodded, unconvinced. “What now, agents?”
Lauren chanced a look at her brother and could not help but smile at the mischievous look he managed despite being a grown man. “I believe we need to learn a bit more about Ken Marlowe.”
  
  
NEUROTECH WAS NEITHER as large nor as pristine as Lauren had anticipated. Stuffed in between other monoliths of reflective windows, the company hid in plain sight. Inside its double doors the welcoming area of NeuroTech was populated by a young woman behind a large round desk and two unfriendly looking security guards. 
As Lauren, Billy, and Lawrence entered, she noted the high-wattage bulbs that bathed the two wide-shouldered guards flanking the double doors in a healthy dose of white light. 
The woman behind the desk had a genuine smile and bright amber-colored eyes that seemed to sparkle underneath the artificial light. “How may I help you?” she chirped. 
Lauren looked past the reception area and into a narrow hallway. Again, it was brightly lit––not a shadow to be seen. She removed her badge as she spoke. “Agent Westlake. FBI. We need to talk to Ken Marlowe’s supervisor.”
The woman glanced down at her computer screen, her fingers scurrying over the keyboard. Her voice was downright bubbly. “You can find his supervisor on the 4th floor.”
“Thank you,” responded Lauren.
The receptionist touched the Bluetooth on her ear and began to chatter away, ignoring the trio. Billy flashed the young woman a sly smile. She batted her eyes and blushed ever so slightly, then pointed down the hallway.
Lawrence looked at Billy with a neutral expression 
“You don’t seem like law enforcement.”
Lauren tried not to react. 
Billy, ever the conman, was unfettered by the question. 
“We can’t all be serious like you, Draper.”
Lauren smiled and Lawrence puffed out air, and then followed the siblings toward the two elevators at the end of the hall. She depressed the ovular button and watched the illuminated numbers tick down. 
The elevator opened and the three of them stepped into its silent interior. 
As the doors opened to the 4th floor, the sound level skyrocketed. A cacophony of voices intermingled to form a kind of white noise punctuated by bits of phonemes crashing together. Lauren exited first and looked around at a long corridor divided by rows of gray and white cubicles. Emerging from an office at the end of the corridor, a man marched toward them. As he approached the trio, Lawrence noted the Westlake siblings’ reaction: a subtle shifting of the hips and crossing their arms across their chests. 
There was something boxy about the man who approached the trio that made the tight suit he wore seem like an encumbrance. He extended his hand with a fake smile. “Carl Whittington at your service.”
Lauren shook his hand, noticing that the man had a light grip. 
“What’s your position here at NeuroTech, Mr. Whittington?”
He cleared his throat and adjusted his tie. His forehead sweated profusely as he reached into his pocket for a brown handkerchief, then dabbed his face with it. “I’m the Department Supervisor for Investor Relations. It’s a fancy way of saying I manage investor schedules and the executives who work on this floor.”
“That’s a sharp suit, Mr. Darcy,” said Billy with a grin.
“Whittington, sir.” 
The younger Westlake shook his head and touched the department supervisor on the shoulder. “Did you manage any clients for Ken Marlowe?”
Whittington looked at Billy’s hand and swallowed heavily. 
“Has something happened to Mr. Marlowe?”
Lauren looked around the office as she spoke, noticing some vacant stares directed her way from employees hiding behind their gray walls. “Mr. Marlowe was found dead this morning. We can’t talk about the details. On-going investigation, you understand.”
The man looked startled. “Mr. Marlowe is dead?”
Lawrence had wandered off from the siblings. He stood in front of a bulletin board tacked with notices at proper angles, in order. In fact, there was nothing about the department that appeared disorganized in any way.
“I take it you didn’t manage him,” spoke Billy. 
The supervisor nodded. “Of course not, Mr. Marlowe was a senior investment executive. He had an office on this floor, but he rarely used it.”
“Can we see his office?”
“Certainly,” stammered Whittington, extending his arm and gesturing for the Westlake siblings to lead. “It’s just at the end.” 
Lauren watched the faces of the other employees as she passed. Most wore headsets, or a Bluetooth, and were busy talking to nothing––their voices carrying on what sounded like a one-sided conversation. 
“What does this department do exactly?” she queried.
“We serve as customer representatives to the companies and private parties that NeuroTech has contracts with. Many of them are overseas, so we have employees from all walks of life. Being multilingual is a very valuable skill around here.”
As he sauntered along, Billy winked at a receptionist, who smiled and looked away. “What kind of contracts are we talking about? Are you exporting something? Importing? Trading secrets in dark rooms?”
Whittington stopped and looked around nervously. 
“Was Mr. Marlowe killed because of government secrets?”
“I don’t know, was he?” returned Billy. 
The robust supervisor did not seem to process the question. “I don’t think so.” He pointed at a closed, see-through, glass door with the late executive’s name stenciled in black blocky letters. “Here’s his office.”
Billy pushed on the door and motioned for Lauren to enter first. Part of her thought he might be playing a trick. When they were kids, he would often hold the door open and then quickly duck inside, knocking her off balance. 
As they waited, Lawrence ambled past. “Thank you, Agent Westlake,” he said as he entered the room. Billy shook his head and walked in, followed by the sweaty supervisor, making Lauren the last one to enter.
The room was what one expected of an executive who rarely used it: tidy. A long desk whose top was made of a single heavy sheet of glass overlooked a nice view of San Francisco amidst all its cloudy glory. A comfortable chair was pushed underneath the desk and a bookcase, several shelves high, showcased awards and pristine-looking books––the kind that spoke of power and influence, but were never opened. 
“What can you tell us about the victim?” asked Lawrence, pressing his hands onto his sides and pushing back his coat. 
Whittington seemed uncomfortable with the entire situation. It was not a killer’s remorse kind of nervousness, but instead a general anxiety that seemed to buzz about him like a hornet’s nest. “As I said before, he wasn’t in the office very often. What would you like to know?”
“Did he have any enemies?” asked Lawrence as Lauren inspected the books more closely. “Had there been any threats? A bad break-up recently?”
Whittington shook his head. “Not that I know of. He hung out with one of our more promising engineers, Davis Coolidge. I believe it was his birthday last night.”
“Last night?” asked Lauren as she touched the spine of The Art of War. “Do you know if they did anything for his birthday?”
The supervisor nodded again. “There was a party on the third floor for Davis. I think he and some of the other techies went out for drinks after work.”
  
  
FIVE MINUTES AND ONE floor later, Lauren sat across from a haggard-looking Davis Coolidge. Needless to say, he was not taking the news well. 
“Ken is dead?”
The four of them were stuffed into a cramped room. A single desk stood in the center surrounded by blank walls and a slightly opaque window that separated the room from the rest of the office.
“I’m afraid Mr. Marlowe was found in an alley in the Tenderloin. Do you know why he was in that area last night?”
Davis nodded––great bulbous tears welled in his eyes. “He took me down there for my birthday. We hit the Theater and then some of the trendy dive bars.”
“The Theater?” parroted Billy. 
Lawrence cleared his throat. “It’s what locals call the strip club at the edge of the Tenderloin. Gets a lot of traffic.”
“Might have to drop by,” began Billy with a smile, “for some routine questioning.”
The detective ignored his comment.
Lauren leaned forward sympathetically. “Did you see anything last night? Do you remember someone following you around?”
Davis shook his head. “I was pretty drunk. The last thing I remember was talking to a homeless guy and Ken going to get some pizza.” He ran his hands through his hair and sighed. “I woke up the next morning in a motel and then grabbed a cab back to my apartment.”
“What about Mr. Marlowe?” pressed Lauren. 
“He wasn’t in the room when I left, but I didn’t think anything of it. Executives don’t have to punch a clock.” Davis paused and wiped his face awkwardly, pushing away tears. “I’ve known him since college. He was my friend….”
Lauren suddenly felt claustrophobic. She touched her coat pocket and felt reassured that the book was still tucked away. Why did she care so much about those bundled pages? There had not been time yet to thoroughly investigate, but part of her knew that Billy was involved somehow and that this murder was a piece of a much larger puzzle.
“I’m sorry for your loss,” offered Billy, his characteristic smile wiped from his face. He placed a card on the table and pushed it in front of Davis. “If you can remember anything else, please give us a call.”
Lauren looked at her brother as she stood. Who had he become? Almost ten years had passed since she had seen him at their parents’ funeral. He was still a grifter and a conman, but something else seemed present: conviction, a sense of purpose. 
Lawrence opened the door as Davis exited. 
“You said something about another case?” Lauren asked.
The SFPD detective nodded. “A transient was killed near Golden Gate Park.”
Lauren nodded, digging her hands into her pockets. “I would like to see the reports, and the body, if that’s alright with you, Detective Lawrence.”
“Whatever time is convenient for you, agent.”
“First, I would like to have a discussion with my colleague here about the specifics of the case from the Bureau’s perspective,” she continued.
Lawrence hesitated, but nodded all the same. “You can meet me at the morgue. I’ll bring along the case file. How long will you and the other Agent Westlake be?”
Billy smiled again, compassion and empathy abandoned. “Don’t get up in arms, Shaft. I’m not going to abduct her. You can still spend plenty of time following her around.”
The detective glared at him evenly.   
Lauren looked aghast. “Billy….”
Lawrence waved away her mortified surprise. “I believe you have misjudged the situation. Agent Westlake is not exactly my type.”
“You don’t like beautiful women,” challenged Billy, a sudden need to defend his sister’s honor bubbling to the surface.
Lawrence stood up straight, taking a step closer to Billy. The size difference was pronounced. “I can appreciate beautiful women. However, women are not exactly what revs my engine.”
Billy stared for a moment. Blinking his eyes several times, he started to speak and then stopped. Pointing at Lawrence, he spoke again. “You don’t like women?”
The detective pressed his hands into his hips and looked at Billy.
Billy stammered. “Then you like…men?”
Lawrence smiled. “You are quite the detective.”
Lauren stepped in as Billy continued to stare like an idiot. 
“We’ll come by in an hour. Could you text me the address?”
Lawrence nodded, then pushed through the door, shaking his head and mumbling to himself.
Her eyes wide, Lauren turned, the irritation that would seep into her voice evident on her face. 
She gave Billy a push. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
“I didn’t mean to insult him….”
“Could’ve fooled me.”
He shook his head and chuckled. “I think I like him. He’s got a certain je ne sais quoi that makes me wonder.” Billy looked at her and pointed out the open door. “Did you have any idea?”
“I had an inclination.”
  
  
CHLOE RICHARDS LOOKED at her editor, Raymond Thomas, with a wry grin.
Even though she wasn’t the most senior reporter at the SF Weekly, he knew that she would not give up on a story––no matter how mundane it might be. He looked over the notes that Chloe had placed in front of him. He already heard the news of Ken Marlowe’s death and knew that NeuroTech was getting a lot of press attention, both locally and around the globe. In particular, its aggressive negotiations for Chinese and South Korean software contracts had dominated the financial blogosphere, as well as the traditional brick-and-mortar news outlets. 
 “What am I looking at exactly?” he asked, sitting back and sipping from a plain, pearl-colored coffee mug. “What’s the story here?”
“That’s just it: I’m not sure where it goes yet.”
He leaned forward with a jerky movement, spilling some of his coffee on the pile of uneven sheets of paper scattered across his desk. “You know how this goes, Richards. You come to me with something printable, or at least actionable, and I’ll give you some rope––even some per diem if the story calls for it.” He gestured to the pile of notes. “But a few pages of notes and uncertainty about the viability of a story gets you exactly dick in terms of leeway.”
Chloe reached forward and grabbed her papers. 
She would not be deterred that easily. 
“Just because I don’t know where it’s going, doesn’t mean I don’t have some idea of where it has been. Over the last six months or so, NeuroTech has been purchasing property all along the bay and gobbling up small landholding agencies and investment firms. Something is going on.”
Mr. Thomas placed his cup down and pointed a pen at Chloe and then spread his hands wide. “Maybe, but you said you had no idea where this was going. What exactly do you want here?”
Chloe sifted through the notes, selected a specific page, and placed it in front of Mr. Thomas. She pointed to a single name: Lauren Westlake. “See this name here?”
“Yeah, so?”
“Lauren Westlake is not a local officer. She came in on a flight from Minnesota by way of a federal institution we’re both familiar with. Why would the SFPD call in a fed for a corporate murder?”
“Insider trading? Corporate espionage? There are a million reasons why the feds get involved. What’s your point?”
“I think the murder of a NeuroTech employee and NeuroTech’s unusual real estate purchases and business acquisitions, not to mention the presence of a federal agent, warrant a little more digging––and, possibly, a first-page lead.”
Mr. Thomas huffed and took another sip of his coffee. “Don’t even have a story yet and you’re already dreaming of a front-page byline.”
Chloe waited while he contemplated what he would do. 
“Alright, I’ll give you 72 hours to put together a preliminary story. If it warrants a first-page byline, then I’ll give it to you; otherwise, I’m burying it with advertorials and sex ads. You got me?”
Chloe nodded, collected her papers, and hurried out of the room with a broad smile on her face. She didn’t want to linger and jinx the ever-changing mood of the perpetually gloomy editor-in-chief. As she walked through the newsroom’s bullpen, her smile morphed into a look of deep concentration. 
There was work afoot. 
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Billy insisted on barbeque. Lauren acquiesced given her lack of real hunger. She wanted nothing more than to be curled up with Dominic again. It might seem silly to people who knew her, especially given her track record with men. 
But she missed him.
Her brother snapped his fingers a few times to get her attention. 
“Where’d you go, Lo?”
She glared at him, frustration permeating her tone. “What are you doing here, Billy?”
William Theodore Westlake was exactly one year younger than his sister. If you were being really technical, it was not quite a year; it was three hundred and sixty-three days and fourteen hours to be exact. However, this did not impede Lauren from acting the part of a wiser, older sibling. 
Billy frowned at her tone. “Well, what’re you doing here?”
She smirked. “I asked you first.”
“Setting down the schoolyard rules. I like it, big sis.”
Lauren could not help but let her smirk grow into a smile. The last time they had spoken to each other was at their parents’ funeral, a dark day punctuated by a smoldering summer storm that ruined the somber affair. 
“The last I heard of you, you were involved in a real estate scam in Vegas.”
Billy pretended to look hurt. “I’m on a different path now.”
“Different how?”
He took a bite from a rack of ribs and then wiped his face with a napkin, which quickly became gummed-up with grease and barbeque sauce. “It’s difficult to explain.”
“Given the situation, I think you should give it a try.”
He sighed and threw down his napkin. 
“You’re not going to believe me.”
She motioned for him to continue. 
Seriousness overtook his demeanor. “It all started in Vegas. Nine years ago. I was working an angle with another conman I knew, Brown Gareth. It wasn’t a real estate scam as much as it was…”
Lauren interrupted him. “Let’s pretend for a moment that one of us is a federal officer and leave out the implicating details of past crimes.”
“Right, right. The con fell through and I ended up in a bad way with some worse people. It turned out Gareth had a side operation working. He was using the money we scammed in a kind of money-laundering scheme for some tweakers in north Vegas.”
He paused. 
“I’m guessing it didn’t end well.”
Billy shook his head. “No, it really didn’t. They found him a few days later and set him on fire in the desert. But that was after they figured out that I had been working with him on another scam. So they offered me the same deal they’d offered Gareth. I declined.”
A waitress came by, a water pitcher in her hand. 
The siblings shook their heads. 
Billy sighed and then continued. “They didn’t take no for an answer. Turns out they weren’t exactly…human.”
Lauren felt her stomach tighten––not from hunger, but from anticipation. Had Billy been the one who sent her the package? Was he tied to this somehow?
“What do you mean?”
He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. 
“What I’m going to say will sound…strange.”
Lauren looked at him expectantly.
Billy looked around. “They were warlocks.”
A beat passed, and then another. She simply stared forward, uncertain how to proceed. “You mean witches?”
Billy shook his head. “I meant what I said.”
“And what exactly is a warlock?”
He sighed. “Contrary to popular belief, warlocks are not simply male witches. Male witches are still called witches. Warlocks are…it’s difficult to explain.”
“Try anyway.”
He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. “This world I’m talking about isn’t populated by those goofy witches from Hocus Pocus. I’m talking serious people with some serious power. Witches are generally peaceful. They live in tune with the earth. They’re hippies and tree-huggers for the most part. You get the occasional rogue witch, a malum unus, who goes off the reservation and uses their Spidey powers for evil.”
Lauren’s thoughts drifted to Locke, to Dominic.
But she didn’t want to talk about those things with Billy.
And yet he was blabbering away about his foray into the supernatural. 
“And a warlock?”
The younger sibling picked at something in his teeth. “Most are humans just like you and me, but they’ve started down a path of no return. Their power is borrowed from an idol of considerable power. Because their moral compass starts out spinning in every direction, they’re kind of like thugs for hire in the supernatural world.”
“Supernatural world?”
Billy made circles with his hands, trying to find a way to explain it. “There’s the world of the blind, the world that humans inhabit. Then there’s another world that exists just behind this one. Anyways, these particular warlocks were avatars of something quite frightening.”
“And?”
“They worked me over pretty good. Had it not been for Seventeen, I might not be telling this story….”
“Seventeen? Was he a Borg?”
Billy laughed. “No, she is a soldier of an order older than time.”
“Doesn’t she have a real name?” Lauren paused. “Was this one of your ladies of the night?”
“No, they give up their names when they join the Order. Most are born into it and never have given names.” He paused, a small smile on his face. “Some do have stripper names.”
“So what happened? Are you part of this Order now?”
Billy shook his head. “Not really. I’m more of a freelancer.”
“Meaning what?”
He leaned forward and pressed his hands into the table. 
“I was sent here to find someone.”
“Who?”
The nervous look returned to his face as he took a deep breath. 
“He is called the Stranger. It’s complicated.”
Lauren smirked irritably. “Sounds very ominous. Alright then, Rockford, why San Francisco?”
“What do you mean: why San Francisco?”
“What does the Stranger have to do with this city? With my investigation?”
Billy quieted. 
“Did you send the package?” Lauren asked
“Package? What package?”
Lauren rubbed her temples and looked around the restaurant. 
Watching a man and woman sit silently at a table, she noted that their interpersonal distance was all wrong, that each had a depression on their ring fingers, and that there was bright women’s underwear peeking above the man’s waistline. She deduced that they were a married couple and that he had started an illicit relationship with a transvestite.
She looked away and cursed herself. She was always doing that, picking up on the smallest details and creating a story, a narrative to describe the world around her.
“You asked why I’m here,” began Lauren. She leaned back and laced her hands behind her head and chewed on her lip. “Have you ever seen a werewolf?”
Billy’s eyebrows lifted. “Have you?”
“I came here because of a package sent to me while I was in Locke, Minnesota.”
“Minnesota?”
Lauren nodded. “I was investigating a string of murders that were eerily similar to another cold case that had crossed my desk. At the time, I didn’t think too much about how the file got to me….”
“But?”
With a weary sigh she slouched her shoulders and continued. “Now, I can’t be certain of anything. What I saw up there was…impossible. Well, it felt impossible for a while.”
Billy was listening intently. 
“What hunted that little town was a monster. Well, not exactly a monster, but something frightening born from the…supernatural.”
“So, you’re saying you saw a werewolf?”
Lauren nodded. 
They sat silently for a moment, lost in their own thoughts. 
Billy took a sip from his water and looked absently out the window as he spoke. “What do you think killed Ken Marlowe?” 
“I don’t know. I really don’t know.” She paused as she recalled the contents of the package. “But the package had crime scene photos from unsolved murders. And whoever sent it had identified the wounds as appearing vampiric in nature.”
“Vampires,” mused Billy. 
“What do you know about them?”
Billy looked nervous. “Nothing much really. A tribal species by nature, pretty reclusive. I’m not really a PhD in all things spooky and odd, Lo.”
Not sure how to proceed, Lauren reached into her coat, took out the journal, and placed it on the table between them. Billy did not recognize it, which was neither a good nor a bad omen. “Do you know what this is?”
He shook his head. “Do you?”
“Nope, but I think it might have something to do with what’s going on here.”
“Here in SF?”
“I think it can explain why I was put on this trail in the first place. From the moment that cold case touched my desk, I’ve had this feeling in the pit of my stomach that something was coming.”
The restaurant quieted around the siblings, creating the sensation that everyone was suddenly listening in on their conversation. No one looked in their direction, yet they found it difficult to shake the feeling. 
“Have you read it?” asked Billy. 
“Kind of. I flipped through, but a lot of it was gibberish. There were a few entries that made sense….” She drifted off as she recalled the short passage whose handwriting she had recognized. 
It was his handwriting.
Billy picked up the book and opened it. He ran his fingers across the first page, his lips moving without sound. He flipped through the pages and touched entries here and there. “This is one of the seven books.” 
Lauren looked at him expectantly.
He searched for the words.
“The Order created seven books that chronicled the second darkness and the creatures that were born from it.” 
“Second darkness?”
“Patience, Lo. The second darkness is what the Order calls the breaking of the gods and the emergence and proliferation of creatures, both light and dark. Humankind, as well as supernatural beings, populated the earth and the ancient ones were exiled.”
“Exiled by whom?”
Billy shrugged. “It’s mythology, who knows….” He paused, and then placed his hands on the book. “All I know is this book is one of those seven.” 
Lauren leaned back and tapped her fingers against her cheek. “The return address on the package led me to a residence on Union Street. It looked like there had been a struggle, but there was no body. This book was under a rug in the office on the second floor. Why would it be there? What does this have to do with the Marlowe murder? Or Locke?”
“I don’t know.”
Lauren sighed and crossed her arms. 
“Something is coming, Lo. If there truly are vampires in the city, then this is no mere coincidence. The book was put in your path for a reason.”
“That’s what I’m worried about.”
  
  
LAUREN STOOD NEXT TO A TABLE where the body of Ken Marlowe was partly uncovered and looked around a sterile and dimly lit room. Her life revolved around death, yet she felt an unusual sense of comfort around the macabre even after all the time she had spent at crime scenes and morgues. 
Lawrence and Billy were chatting quietly a few steps away.
Her brother had a knack for contrition. 
The medical examiner stood at the end of the table. He was a frighteningly thin fellow, whose voice was soft and scratchy. “Ken Marlowe had a heart attack.”
“Heart attack?” parroted Lauren as Lawrence and Billy joined her beside the table. They seemed to have been sharing a joke, for the serious demeanor of the detective had cracked into a smile. 
The M.E. nodded and continued. “The victim has wounds all over his body at the joints. It also appears the bone marrow was forcibly removed. And there are several broken bones that were the result of pressure post-mortem.”
Lawrence moved closer to the body. 
“Are we thinking medical-waste thieves? Is there some kind of black market for bone marrow?”
The medical examiner frowned, seemingly unwilling to speculate. “There are several countries around the world that use organs and bone tissue for non-traditional supplements. However, the marrow was removed after death, which is very unusual. Organ harvesting, for medical treatment or some other nefarious black market purpose, generally requires extraction of the materials before death.”
“Like kidney thieves,” offered Billy. 
The examiner looked at him with irritation. “Quite so. Organ thieves are known for leaving their victims to suffer and die after they’ve removed what they wanted.”
Lauren examined Ken Marlowe’s corpse. He had a Nordic look about him. Handsome with strong features, his pale skin was a reminder of the brief existence granted to humans. “Was there anything else?”
The M.E. leaned over the corpse and gestured with a blue-gloved hand. “We found a strange residue on his face. The toxicology report indicated its closest match was Marcaine, though it would be difficult to explain why he had so much of it on his face.”
“Marcaine, like the anesthetic?” asked Billy. 
Lauren looked at her brother with a smile. She wanted to josh him a bit for knowing something so technical, but worried about being too friendly with him in front of Lawrence. 
Lawrence eyed them suspiciously. 
“Could that have caused the heart attack?” spoke Lauren.
The M.E. remained aloof as he shook his head. “Based on the residue pattern, I suspected there might be brain damage, so I performed a craniotomy and found numerous lesions on the striate cortex.”
“Meaning?” asked Billy with a huff.
“The striate cortex is the area of the brain involved in vision and motion perception. Damage to this area has been linked to a variety of visual agnosia symptoms, like motion agnosia.”
Billy stared ahead blankly as Lauren walked over to an adjacent table. “What about the other victim?”
The examiner covered Marlowe, moved to the slab beside Lauren, and lifted the sheet like a matador. “Benny Phillips died of a heart attack as well and has wounds at the joints similar to Mr. Marlowe’s, but he also has various defensive wounds on his arms and chest.”
“Did you find the same residue on this victim?” asked Lauren.
The M.E. shook his head.
“What do we know about him?” she continued.
The detective’s voice was somber as he spoke. “Benny was a well-known member of the local homeless population. We’ve picked him up a few times for solicitation and public drunkenness.
“A history of violence?” asked Lauren. 
Lawrence shook his head. “He was a musician a while back. Drugs dragged him down, and the economy kept him there. Haven’t been down to the local shelter yet to see if anyone knew what Benny had been up to.”
Lauren saw why Lawrence had suggested the murders were similar. Even though the transient had defensive wounds, both victims had their bone marrow drained. “Perhaps we should head over there.”
  
  
THE SHELTER WAS NOT far from the overpass where Benny had met his unfortunate demise. Weather-beaten and in desperate need of repair, the St. Francis Community Center was not exactly going to be featured in any architectural magazines. However, to the thousands of runaways and transients within walking distance, it might as well have been the Taj Mahal.
A homeless man, his dark brown coat too large for his emaciated body, watched the siblings and Lawrence approach. Even from a distance, Lauren could hear him mumbling. As they got closer, his voice became more agitated, his words faster. 
“They aren’t watching. They should be watching. Ain’t ya watching?” rambled the man. His gray eyes were clouded and the dark circles beneath them made his sunken stare even gloomier.  
Billy and Lawrence walked past, but Lauren stopped in front of the homeless man. Opening her wallet, she removed a twenty-dollar bill and pressed it into his shaking hands. 
The transient looked at the money and then at Lauren.
“They’ll come for you too,” he said with authority. 
The momentary clarity of his speech frightened Lauren and she took a step back. “Who’ll come for me?”
“You can only see them for what they are in the darkness. When you’re looking, they find you. Watch or you’ll weep alone in the shadows. Coming. They’re coming for us all.”
Noticing that his sister was not following, Billy returned. “Grizzly Adams, take a step back.”
The transient looked at the younger Westlake and grinned, revealing his broken and mangled teeth. The man’s voice was rapid as he spoke again. “Mirror, mirror on the wall, reveals things both large and small. Mirror, mirror on the wall, only then can you see them fall.”
“I think Dr. Seuss is trying to tell us something,” chided Billy. 
Lauren smiled at her brother. Lawrence remained a few steps away, watching the exchange with a mute expression. “Did you know Benny?” she ventured. 
“Everyone knew Benny,” the transient answered lucidly.
Detective Lawrence stepped closer. 
“Do you know anything about what happened to him?”
“They took him.”
“They?” asked Billy with a frown.
“The man in the suit and the crawlers.”
The younger sibling threw up his hands and marched away, mumbling about the ridiculousness of the dirty little man. Lawrence took another look at the disheveled man before following Billy. 
Lauren lingered. “Do you know what we’re talking about?”
“Do you?” he challenged. 
“What year is it?”
The man looked at her sternly. “1973.”
“What’s your name?”
The man smiled proudly. “Paul McCartney.”
Lauren smiled sadly. “Well, thank you for your time.”
Pushing aside one of the heavy front doors of the St. Francis Community Center, Lauren noted the bars on the windows above the double doors; a chain hung through their handles in case of a lockdown. As Lauren entered the building proper, she curled her nose at the sordid stench that sifted through the Center’s musty interior. 
Billy had already moved out of her view. 
Lawrence stood in front of an enclosed reception counter and was chatting through a small opening in the Plexiglas with a robust woman wearing thick glasses. “Is the resident supervisor here?”
The woman’s voice was exceptionally shrill. “Anthony is in group right now. They should be done shortly.”
Lawrence smiled––an expression that disarmed Lauren immediately. His voice softened slightly as he spoke. “Perhaps you can tell me if a man named Benny Phillips stayed here. You would be doing me a big favor.”
Lauren moved closer so that she could see the receptionist’s face. 
The woman’s tight-lipped grimace turned into a smirk as she started leafing through some papers out of Lauren’s vision, her pen tapping as she searched. “Looks like it.”
“Could you tell me who else was staying here that night?”
The smirk started to fade. “I’m not sure if I should….”
Lawrence smiled wider. “I don’t want you to feel pressured. I can certainly wait until the resident supervisor returns.”
As if on cue the doors that led deeper into the building swung open.
But it was only Billy. He pointed back the way he came. “Did you know there are tons of homeless people just sitting back there? Two of them were just going at it. I’m not sure if I’m disgusted or aroused….”
Lauren gave him a dirty look. “You’re disgusting.”
“I know you are, but what am I?” he whispered. 
Lawrence turned at the exchange, but did not comment. 
The doors opened again and the man who stepped through looked like he might have been homeless himself. He wore a ripped flannel shirt that covered a gray t-shirt with a faded print and ragged jeans. His untrimmed beard made him look old and haggard despite his youthful voice. 
He traded pleasantries with the trio.
“I’m afraid I can’t tell you much about Benny. He stayed here a few nights when the weather was pretty bad. We have a lottery system to see who gets the beds. Times are tough.”
“I imagine if you had unlimited funds, you still couldn’t house them all,” offered Lauren. “Was there anyone who knew Benny? Perhaps someone who bunked with him here? Or under the overpass?”
Anthony thought about it for a moment. “Benny never really spent much time here unless the weather was really rough outside. And he didn’t take advantage of our outreach programs. The only person I can think of who spent more than a few moments with him was Willie.”
“Was he a salesman?” joked Billy.
Lawrence frowned. 
The resident supervisor just looked confused. “Maybe before he ended up on the street. I don’t know much about him.”
Billy opened his mouth, gesturing absently. 
Lauren bailed him out. “Do you know where Willie is?”
Anthony was slow to respond, for his attention was distracted by a stack of papers that the receptionist slid toward him beneath her small window of defense. “Another local who doesn’t take advantage of what we have to offer. He and Benny would share the same area, not much fighting between those two.”
Looking out through the small barred windows of the front doors, Lauren could see that a storm was coming. Gray clouds, bulbous and pregnant with thunderous precipitation, loomed just above the skyline. 
“Thank you for your time,” spoke Lauren as she offered him one of her cards. “Please call me if you can remember anything else.”
Anthony took the card without looking and nodded, mumbling the usual monosyllabic goodbyes.
As Billy returned to the white noise of the city, the door lingered open from an upstart zephyr. Lawrence caught the door and took a last look around before exiting. 
Lauren joined them outside and watched people scurry about with heads lowered and coats turned up to battle the wind.
“Do you know where Benny’s overpass is?” she asked as a gust of wind swirled past.
Lawrence nodded. 
Starting forward, Lauren’s voice was carried behind her by the wind. 
“We better hurry if we want to find Willie before the weather gets worse, detective.”
 



  
V
  
  
  
  
  
Willie McCormick had never read or seen Death of a Salesman, but he would have laughed at Billy Westlake’s joke if he thought it would lead to charity. Pushing aside the dilapidated remnants of the late Benny Phillips’ cardboard manor, Willie did something unforgivable––had Benny still been alive, of course. He overturned the shopping cart that overflowed with useless trinkets and served as the Phillips estate. As he sifted through the mound, Willie glimpsed something glistening amidst the landslide of boxes and litter at the edge of the pile.
Forgetting the cart, he dug into the refuse and lifted the glimmering treasure from the slick ground beneath.  Turning it over in his dirty hands, he wasn’t certain what it was. In the meager light beneath the overpass, he inspected the thumb-sized sliver, which glowed white like an ivory crystal.
Hoping to see it more clearly, he stepped out of the shadow of the overpass.
Darkness filled his vision, the light dispersing like rats from a sinking ship. 
The object changed.
Putrid and decaying, it felt moist to the touch. 
Willie let it fall from his hands with a panicked gasp. As it tumbled down the sidewalk and into a storm drain, he felt a lump grow in his throat. He knew Benny had been killed, but that was life on the street. One day you were mumbling to yourself and the next day it was lights out. 
Thunder echoed in the distance. 
Grabbing bunches of blankets and stacks of paper, Willie hurried to make himself a shelter before the rain and wind came ripping through the tunnel. 
  
  
THE SKY OVERHEAD RUMBLED like the hungry stomachs of the gods and lightning crawled across the darkened clouds as Lauren stepped out of Lawrence’s car. Her thoughts were preoccupied by the journal. She had not been satisfied by her discussion with Billy; his answers had only deepened the mystery.  
Having parked some distance away from the overpass, the trio trekked along a desolate section of road toward their destination. On their left a chain-link fence created a barrier between the road and a Catholic school, while the other buildings lining the street were painted in pastel colors with bright doors and small garages that disappeared below the street. 
Lauren wondered how those lower levels fared with the rain. 
Another jutting tendril of lighting crawled across the sky.
The storm would be upon them soon enough. 
They increased their pace as the overpass came into view. 
A fat raindrop landed on Lauren’s coat. She looked up, scrunching her eyes as she surveyed the skies overhead. Another drop hit her face, which she wiped away with her gloved hand. “I think we should find shelter, gentlemen.”
No sooner had the words escaped her mouth did the heavens open up. Rain poured down, obscuring everything. The trio dashed beneath the overpass; a general cursing and shaking of coats followed. 
Lauren looked around at the ramshackle cardboard and newspaper enclosures. “We’re looking for Willie,” she called. 
Billy snickered. 
She flashed him an angry look. “We’re not here to arrest you. We just want to talk.”
Lawrence poked around the makeshift shelters, pushing back entrance flaps.
Suddenly, one of the mountains of refuse stirred and an irritated Willie bounded forward, hands in a flurry of motion as he spoke.
“You can’t just enter my house, man. This is private property. Don’t you need a warrant or something,” he slurred.
Lawrence strode into the smaller man’s path and Willie backed off. “This is city property. We don’t need a warrant to come down here.”
Willie grumbled some more and pulled up the sleeves of his overcoat, which was several sizes too large. The dark skin on his forearms was marred by interlaced lacerations and faded tattoos and brands. “Well it sure as shit ain’t polite. No sir, it ain’t polite at all.”
Lawrence cocked his head and pressed his fists into his hips. 
“Looks like the trashcan man doesn’t like you very much,” joked Billy as he looked past Lawrence at the curtain of blustery weather outside the tunnel. 
Lauren stepped forward. “I’m Lauren. Are you Willie?”
Willie looked at her and nodded, his mumbling subsiding. 
“Can you answer some questions for me?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Lauren lifted her shoulders so she could warm her face and neck in her coat. “Did you know Benny?”
The transient nodded. 
“Do you know what happened to him?”
Willie shook his head. 
“Can you show me where he lived?”
Walking over to the now-overturned shopping cart, Willie pointed at the area he had ransacked just a little while ago. “He kept his stuff here. No one came to take it away….”
Lauren looked around the area. 
“I took some of his stuff ‘cause he’s dead,” he offered solemnly. 
She looked at him sympathetically. “There’s no shame in surviving, Willie. I understand why you did it.”
Willie sniffled and stepped back as Lauren knelt down and pushed some of the newspapers and boxes away. A clear spot on the ground, or rather an area unencumbered by garbage, was covered by a viscous layer of coagulated fluid with a small indention in the middle. 
Lauren traced the indention, but did not touch the fluid. 
“What was this?” she wondered out loud. 
Willie chewed his lip and twisted his coat in his hands. 
“It was shiny, ma’am. I didn’t mean anything by taking it.”
Lauren stood and looked toward Billy and Lawrence who were inspecting the shelters on the other side of the overpass. “What did you take?”
He pointed to the storm drain where he had dropped the object. “It changed in my hands.” Willie looked down. “It couldn’t have been real….”
She walked toward the drain and squatted down. Craning her neck, she peered into the darkness. “What exactly did you find?” she called over her shoulder. 
The man looked around. “I don’t know.”
Lauren stood up, rubbed her hands together, and looked around.
Graffiti lined the sloping walls beneath the overpass; the scrawling script was both artistic and vulgar and danced in intermingling lines of neon paint and faded shadow. As she scanned the graffiti, one of the symbols seemed out of place.
Something about it looked familiar. 
She walked toward the scribbling to inspect it more closely. Pushing aside the boxes piled against the wall below it, Lauren scampered up the slope and leaned her entire weight against the wall to stay balanced. She leaned her head forward and tried to read it, but it was not in a language she understood. “What do you have there?” Billy’s voice startled her. 
Running her free hand over the symbol, she tried to recall where she had seen it before. “I saw something odd written here. Thought it might be pertinent.”
Billy crossed his arms over his chest as he watched his sister examine the wall, while Lawrence stood a few paces away and interviewed Willie, scrawling illegible notes in a small notebook. “I find it difficult to imagine that a man was killed in this overpass with so little physical evidence,” muttered Lauren as she committed the symbol to memory. 
Billy held her arm steady as she slid back to the ground. The younger Westlake looked at the walls. “What do you think the symbol means?”
Lauren shrugged. 
“Do you think our sad clown over there saw anything?”
“I doubt it. He did find something though.”
Billy raised an eyebrow. “Oh yeah?”
She pointed at the storm drain. “Says he dropped it down there.”
Billy moved over to the drain, took a flashlight from his coat, and crouched as he shined the flashlight inside. “I see something all right, big sis.”
Lauren looked back at Lawrence, who seemed preoccupied enough not to have overhead Billy’s verbal slip. “Be careful with that. Remember, he might be all smiles right now. But if he finds out you’re a plastic badge, things aren’t going to be pretty.”
“Plastic badge? Don’t try to be clever, Lo. It’s not your strong suit.”
Lauren waved his comment away.
Ignoring the dirt and grime on the ground, Billy laid flat on his stomach and craned his neck so he could get a better look. “I think I can reach it….”
“You’re going to stick your arm into a drain where a man was killed?” asked Lauren with a serious look. 
Billy smiled. “Afraid a monster might get me?”
Lauren pressed her fists in her hips and pushed back her coat slightly in a defensive posture. “Have you forgotten what led us both here?”
He downgraded his smile to a smirk. 
He slid his arm into the drain until his arm disappeared completely and his shoulder was pressed against the opening. He strained as he searched in the darkness for the shiny sliver. 
“Wait, what’s this?”
Lauren stepped closer. 
Billy made a horrified face. “It’s got me. Lo, it’s got me.”
He tried to pull his arm back, but he appeared to be trapped against the opening.
Lauren crouched beside him, grabbed his other arm, and tugged.
Billy snickered, and then rolled onto his back as he continued to laugh. 
Lauren slapped him hard on the chest as she stood, and then stalked away. “That’s not funny. I thought something serious had happened.”
“Couldn’t help it.”
Lawrence walked toward the siblings, placing his notebook into one of the many pockets of his long coat. “I imagine I missed something.”
Lauren glared at Billy. “Agent Westlake thought it would be good fun to joke at a crime scene.”
Billy stood, dusted off his pants, and opened his hand. “I found what our miserable miscreant was mumbling about.” In the light, unencumbered by looming boxes, the shard was iridescent.
“What’s that?” asked Lawrence, stoicism abandoned. 
Willie scrambled behind the trio. He fidgeted as he tried to look past the broad shoulders of Detective Lawrence. He had seen the shaving first. Even though it had frightened him, he found that he wanted it back.
“I found that,” he grumbled. 
The trio turned and looked at the hunched figure. 
“Huh?” Billy looked perplexed. 
Willie pointed at the shard in Billy’s hand. “That’s mine. I found it fair and square in Benny’s stuff. Finders keepers, man. Rules of the street….”
Lawrence stepped closer to Willie so that he loomed over the transient. 
“Willie, this is evidence. I’m afraid you can’t have it.”
Undeterred, Willie reached out to grab the object. Billy pulled it out of his reach and moved it into the shadow of his body.
Light was replaced with darkness as the sliver’s solid crystalline exterior became viscous and smoky. Billy did not notice the change; he was too busy playing keep-away from Willie. It did not look like a crystal shaving at all. 
It was moving. 
Mortified, Lauren took a step back.
“Billy, look at it. Look at it.”
Billy felt the crystal change in his hand––the game of keep-away quickly forgotten. 
“Shit!”
He dropped it. 
Falling and then bouncing on the ground, its appearance changed from light to dark, ethereal to horrifying. Willie chased the object with a manic glee, grasping at it as it tumbled down the sidewalk until he had sprinted out of the overpass and into the rain. 
“Well that escalated quickly,” spoke Billy. 
“What exactly was that?” asked Lawrence. 
Lauren watched the transient’s shadow disappear into the thick sheets of precipitation. 
  
  
THE CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER OF NEUROTECH looked through the glass walls of his dark office and watched Carl Whittington approach past a series of small conference rooms and a restricted laboratory area. 
Whittington had visited the top floor only twice during his tenure at NeuroTech and he did not relish either meeting with the CEO, Michael Eddings. He shuffled his feet like a student going to see the principal as he entered. His face was puffy and he sounded slightly out of breath as he addressed his superior. “Mr. Eddings…”
Michael found the lack of confidence irritating. 
“What is it, Whittington?”
The man swallowed as he surveyed the room. 
The CEO’s office appeared bucolic by design. A large glass table faced the hallway and two black leather couches with thin golden trim acted as a bottleneck from the door to the desk. Enshrouded in the far corner, a large Japanese lily appeared ghastly in the muted light.    
Michael stood at the floor-to-ceiling glass wall that overlooked the city below. 
“Speak, man. I don’t have time for you to stutter.”
Whittington swallowed. “I’m sure you’ve heard about…”
 “Ken Marlowe’s death. Yes, I have. This is my company, Whittington. What of it?”
 “Two federal agents and a SFPD detective came by and asked me some questions about him. They wanted to know if we knew anything about the circumstances of his death.”
Michael sighed. “This sounds fairly routine, Whittington. I’m assuming you’re going to get to the point: the reason you’re wasting my time.”
“I didn’t mean to waste…”
“Your stammering apology only compounds your error, Whittington. Why are you here?”
Whittington attempted to collect his thoughts. He looked around the room as he tried to summon some confidence.
A glimmer caught his eye. 
A man sat on the couch and then, as if he were smoke, he disappeared. The outline seemed to linger, like when you rub your eyes too hard and the bright outlines of the world persist. 
“Whittington?”
“Sir?”
Michael sat down in the plush chair behind his desk and leveled an emotionless glare at his subordinate. “If you have nothing more to say, I would prefer that you were on your way.”
Whittington continued to stare at the couch, mesmerized. 
“It was a call, sir.”
“A call?”
Whittington nodded.
“What does this have to do with Marlowe?”
“It’s the Meyer Group, sir, the firm Marlowe was working with.”
“Very well. What about the Meyer Group?”
“They’re coming in this afternoon and wanted to meet with Marlowe. I didn’t know what to tell them,” replied Whittington, slowly moving his gaze from the empty place on the couch to the seated CEO.
“I will meet with them. Send them up when they arrive.”
“Yes, sir.”
“And Whittington?”
“Sir?”
“A phone call will suffice next time.”
Whittington took another look at the empty space on the couch before exiting the room without another word. Michael watched him go and then stared at the same place on the couch as Whittington had.
Lightning crawled across the sky and rain sluiced down the perfect panes of glass. 
  
  
LAUREN WAS HAPPY to get out of the rain. She watched Lawrence disappear into the downpour as she settled herself into the cold seat of her brother’s drafty, white Challenger. Billy slammed the driver’s side door shut, started the car, then turned the heater on full blast, the air bursting forth muffling the 90s rock blaring from the speakers. 
“Still have her, huh?” asked Lauren. 
Billy touched the steering wheel, tracing it with his hands. “It was his. Seemed like a waste to let a cherry car like this go to pasture.”
“So, what’s really going on?”
“What do you mean?”
When they were little, Billy would always play dumb. Her parents would ask: who broke the window? His reply: the window is broken? There was something going on that he was not telling her. 
“Tell me about vampires.”
As the cab started to warm, Lauren slipped her hands out of her deep coat pockets and touched the dashboard. She sighed. 
“I told you already…”
She interrupted him. “Yeah, I remember. But that isn’t everything. Why are you lying to me?”
“You’re a psychic now?”
She smiled. “Just immune to your bullshit.”
It was his turn to sigh. He leaned back in his seat and straightened his arms out as he held onto the wheel. “I know about your case.”
“Meaning?”
He continued to stare forward. “I know about Locke. I know about the package. Being here and finding the book is no coincidence.”
“Would you care to elaborate?”
“How about something to eat? Eating makes me a better storyteller.”
“I don’t want to hear stories, Billy.”
His boyish smile dissipated. “Not fairytale stories, sis. I’m talking about the story: the one that explains why you went to Locke and why you are here.”
“Here in San Francisco?”
Billy turned to look at her finally. “Here on this earth.”
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Having lived in Chicago for a good portion of her life, Lauren was picky when it came to pizza––especially the kind of pizza that came via delivery. While they waited for the pizza to arrive at her hotel room, she begrudgingly agreed to let Billy watch Sportscenter. 
After the boxes were open and the cheesy slices were served, Lauren clicked off the TV and sat into the uncomfortable chair at the desk. “So tell me why I am here? Did you send me that package?”
“You asked me that already.” Pointing to the screen, he gestured. “Can’t we at least watch the Top 10?”
Lauren shook her head.
“Fine. Where do you want me to start?”
“The beginning will do nicely.”
“After the formation of the Order following the second darkness…”
“The beginning of my involvement, jackass.”
Billy smiled and took a big bite of his pizza, and then proceeded to talk with his mouth full. “The Westlake name is very old. It means a lot more than you know. We are descended from a very powerful family.”
“What exactly does that mean?”
“You want me to tell the story or what?”
“By all means, proceed.”
Billy stood, grabbed a two-liter bottle of orange soda, and drank directly from it. It was easy to act out his adolescence with his big sister present. “We are soldat. Hunters from the old world.”
“I’m a federal agent and you’re a conman.”
“That’s what we do in this world. Our family was soldat long before man walked out of the darkness and into the light. Soldat is not what we do; it is what we are, Lo.”
“So, I’m Buffy the Vampire Slayer then?”
Lauren started to giggle. It was too ridiculous.
“Buffy was a TV show, Lo. Plus, she was a vampire slayer. We’re soldat. Completely different thing.”
Lauren continued to giggle, her eyes turning glassy as she looked at her brother. “How so? Because I carry a gun instead of a pointy stick?”
Billy did not seem to find her response funny. 
“You asked me to tell you what was going on….”
Lauren stood and paced the small room. The mirth in her voice swum with venom. “I did indeed. And what a story you’re telling me.”
“There is a silent war waging, Lo. The darkness wants this world back and it will do anything to make that happen. I told you that I was following a being called the Stranger. That is only part of the story.”
She looked at him seriously, her humor evaporated. 
“As bad as you might think these vampires are, the Stranger is a thousand times worse. He is the king daddy of all that goes bump in the night.”
“So the devil? Lucifer?”
Billy shook his head. “Nothing like that. We aren’t talking about denominational religion here, Lo. We’re talking about ancient, massive beings that held dominion over this universe long before apes started walking upright and naming things.”
“So ancient ones? Lovecraft mythology?”
The younger Westlake grabbed another piece of pizza and devoured it. “Of a sort. The Stranger is an avatar, a vehicle for something very old that’s trying to crawl its way back into this world.”
“What does that have to do with Marlowe’s death?”
Billy shrugged.
“Or vampires?”
A shrug redoubled. 
“What do you know?”
Billy looked at his sister in mock astonishment. “As I recall, I was going to tell you what was what. But, you decided to derail us because you haven’t learned how to wear your patient pants.”
Lauren threw up her hands and resumed her seat by the desk.
“As I was saying, being a soldat is sacred. There are very few of us left, even among the Order. We are given a rare gift: the ability to see the patterns of the world. To solve the great puzzles of human existence.”
“We are sages?”
Billy shook his head. “You’re a detective, a sleuth. You see how the pieces go together, how people think, and then bring the people responsible to justice. I was a conman. I could read people. I knew what they wanted and how to make them think it was their idea. Good or bad, it is the ability to see the patterns that defines being a soldat.”
“No super powers? I can’t fly or see through walls?”
Billy smiled. “You’re immune to bullshit, as you so succinctly put it. Might not be straight from Krypton, but it’s more than most of the blind masses can claim.”
Lauren smirked. “Let’s say I believe this soldat nonsense, and that is still a big if, what does this have to do with Locke and the package that brought me here?”
“Dominic McManus,” began Billy. 
She felt her heart leap––and then sink into her stomach. 
“Dominic?”
“Werewolves are among the wisest and noblest of the supernatural realm. Their tribal leaders are well known among the Order. When the Order requires counsel, the eldest werewolf is sought. Dominic, while not the oldest among his tribe, was a friend to the Order. He had taken a sabbatical from his kind and, well, you know the rest of that I imagine.”
Lauren nodded. 
She could feel warm tears spring to her eyes. 
Billy looked at her in sadness. “I don’t know everything that happened, Lo. I just know about him. He’s a good man.”
Lauren’s voice was softer now. “Do you know where he is now?”
He hesitated. “Somewhere in the Pacific Northwest.”
Her eyes brightened. “So, he could be close?”
Billy nodded and shifted uncomfortably on the bed. “I don’t know where, Lo. All I know is that he’s still looking for something. The Order communicates in plain sight, through classified ads and in publicly traded media.”
“He could just get a Facebook account….”
Billy smirked. “I think that might be a bit obvious for a secret organizations older than time, sis.”
Lauren could feel irritation creeping in. “What about the vampires?”
“Like werewolves, vampires are widely misinterpreted thanks to popular culture, fear, and anecdotal evidence. Calling them vampire is akin to calling anything with scaly skin a lizard. They are known by their clan affiliations, which are based on who was the first of their clan and during which era of darkness that being was born.”
“So what do we have going on here?”
Billy shrugged. “It’s difficult to tell. They don’t transform per se.”
“But they do have some kind of camouflage.”
“Yes.”
Lauren was walking around now. “We have two murders in two different locations with two very different victims. Both were drained of their bone marrow, which is to put it simply, strange. They were attacked in the darkness. The vagrant makes sense, as no one would come looking for him. Marlowe, however, was a latte-sipping member of the corporate elite. Someone would notice if he went missing.”
“So?”
She looked at her brother with a stern gaze. 
“For a hunter in a secret Order, you can be quite slow, brother.”
“Meaning?”
“Ken Marlowe made six figures a year and partied with the wealthy. He would not stumble into an alleyway without provocation, without something that would draw a man of his station into the darkness.”
“He could have been held up at gunpoint.”
“But he wasn’t killed with a gun. No, there is something else here. Who can lure a man of means and status into a darkened alley in one of the roughest neighborhoods of San Francisco?”
Billy reached down and grabbed the last piece of pizza and sat back against the pillows on the bed. “It’s a brain teaser, Lo.”
“Tease?” She parroted, her hand rubbing her chin as she paced back and forth. “Beautiful women.”
“Yeah?” Billy looked up. 
“Don’t you see? Beautiful people.”
“Beautiful people what?”
 Lauren continued to pace, her face lighting up and her hands moving in quick circles as she spoke. “Beautiful people, especially beautiful women, are very rarely questioned. A man like Ken could be lured in by beauty.”
Billy sat up. “Even a beauty in ruins….”
“What?”
Her brother’s demeanor became serious as he threw the half-eaten slice of pizza into the box. “I’ve never had the displeasure of dealing with a vampire, of any clan. But I know of one lineage that fits that description. They are called Decor In Fragminis in the old texts…or just the Fragminis.”
“Beauty in ruins.”
  
  
CARL MOFFAT HAD BEEN IN TOWN on business for exactly five hours before a liaison from NeuroTech convinced him that it would be a wonderful idea to have a night on the town. At first he was reluctant to take up the offer because he still felt jet-lagged from his flight from Topeka, but he was starting to enjoy the perks of his new jet-setting lifestyle. He was glad to get away from the daily grind at the musty headquarters of the small tech company where he worked.
After a few drinks and some dancing in a low-lit bar, he found himself following a woman through the streets to a two-story house in an unfamiliar part of town. The streets were empty, though the discordant sounds of people still partying into the night could be heard in the distance. Infatuated with her beauty, he continued to follow her as she walked ahead of him at a short distance and turned onto the walk leading to the house.
He couldn’t recall her name as she pushed open the door and stepped into the darkness of the house. Brandy? Rachel? Sandy? Michelle? Did it matter?
His heart raced in his chest as he looked into the open door. 
Like most men, he was susceptible to the thrill and possibility of something new. He pushed the thoughts of the pale redhead who was at home waiting for him out of his mind and stared after the woman who had silkily moved into the shadows. He was ensnared by her dark lustrous hair and voluptuous figure that could not be contained by her tight dress. 
Swallowing the hard lump in his throat, Carl stepped over the threshold and closed the door behind him. 
His eyes had not adjusted to the darkness, and the swimming fog of inebriation added to his sense of disorientation, making his stomach turn. 
He heard footsteps, soft and purposeful, in the distance and thought of calling out to her, but felt like an idiot because he could not remember her name. 
“Hello.” He chanced the generic greeting.
Carl inched forward, but still tripped on a bunched-up rug and stumbled into a long table with a lamp on it. He fumbled for the dangling beads just below the lampshade and pulled them, but the bulb did not turn on. 
His pulse raced as excitement crawled across his body. There was something daring about following this woman into the darkness. 
“Are you hiding from me?” he called out. 
As he navigated the darkened hallway, the features of the home became more pronounced. The living room was expansive. A large sectional couch lay directly in front of him and was facing a flat-screen television that reflected some of the light coming in through an uncovered window at the far end of the room. 
As he took a few tentative steps toward the couch, he thought he saw the back of her head. She was sitting facing the television, even though it was not on. 
Odd, he thought. 
Thinking it was all part of a game, he snuck forward and placed his hands around her head. She was cold. Carl held his breath as he dropped his arms and crept around the couch so he could see her. As he stepped around the couch, he felt the presence of something lurking in the darkness, a bloated shadow yet to take form. 
He suddenly felt frightened. 
The faint light from the window illuminated the woman on the couch. She was not the siren who had lured him down back alleys to this strange home. 
This woman had no face.
Her dark hair was pulled back into a bun that accentuated the horribleness of her face. It was a crater––a yawning abyss. She sat neatly, as if she had been posed there.
Carl turned then, recalling the shadow beyond the couch. 
“Hello?” he croaked. 
There was no sound whatsoever. 
He reconsidered his position. 
Perhaps a dangerous night was not what he wanted after all. 
He started to retrace his steps, his eyes finally beginning to adjust. The room took shape. The kitchen was off to the side; pots and pans hung from the ceiling on heavy hooks. 
And there, in the darkness of the kitchen, the shadow took form. 
A bulbous torso without color crawled along the tiled counter that separated the kitchen from the dining area. As it slithered over the bar, long claws rolled off of it like rain droplets. Digging into the floor of the home, they sounded like the heels the woman had worn earlier. 
He froze in place, paralyzed. 
Shiny globes emerged from the form. 
Stifling the banshee’s scream in his throat, Carl turned to run. His heart raced and he could feel bile churning in his throat as he stumbled into the hall and fell on his back. Reaching his arms out in a series of sporadic movements, he clawed at the rug and chanced a look over his shoulder to see his nightmarish pursuer, but nothing was following him. 
He heard nothing. 
But, he felt something. 
He looked around the narrow hallway and saw only darkness. Flipping onto his stomach and drawing his legs beneath him, he looked toward the front door and saw only a dim light beneath it. 
Where had it gone?
Carl stood abruptly and lunged for the door. As he fumbled with the handle, he looked back into the shadows and could smell the fetid stench of death. It was at that moment that he realized why he could not see his pursuer. 
It was above him. 
 



  
VII
  
  
  
  
  
Lauren looked out the window of the Challenger as it pulled beneath the overhang of the police garage. The skies remained gray and listless as rain trickled down, sprinkling the hills around the city.
She knew it was going to be a long, irritating day when she woke up with a burning feeling in the pit of her stomach––probably caused by the delivery pizza––that was only worsened after listening to a voicemail from Lawrence that had been more cryptic than an ancient Masonic scroll.
Billy shut his door and then grimaced as Lauren slammed hers. 
“Come on, sis. Treat her with some respect.”
“Her?”
“You’re surprised I call my car her?”
She smiled. “I suppose not. Perhaps I had expected more.”
They passed a few uniformed officers, who nodded and went about their day. As they walked up the incline toward the basement entrance, Lawrence’s voice boomed in the enclosed space. 
“Agents Westlake,” he called. 
The Siblings Stupid, mused Lauren to herself.
She turned and smirked, her best attempt to hide the anxiety that swam in her stomach and flowered in her chest. 
“Detective Lawrence, I got your message. I assume it’s something important,” began Lauren. 
Lawrence seemed to bounce as he walked.
Billy noticed the uncharacteristic swagger and smiled broadly. “Our good detective got lucky last night.”
Lawrence’s restrained jubilance was replaced with a grim line, though a hint of a smile remained. It appeared his joy was difficult to hide. “My personal life would blow your mind, Agent Westlake. That I can assure you.”
Billy scoffed. 
“Are we staying in, detective?” pressed Lauren. 
Lawrence shook his head and motioned behind them toward the vehicles. “Someone called in a missing person. We sent officers to the last known address and found him.”
“That’s good news, isn’t it?” offered Billy. 
Lauren shook her head at her brother. 
“How long has the victim been dead?”
“We don’t know yet. CSU is at the scene. I thought you might want to check it out yourself,” replied Lawrence, and then motioning to Billy. “You and your fellow agent.”
Billy’s smiled downgraded to a crooked grin. 
“One car or two, detective?”
  
  
THREE POLICE CARS had cordoned off the street. Yellow police tape had already been walked around the length of the home. Lawrence stepped out of the Challenger, then reached back to pull the seat forward. Lauren smiled politely as she took the detective’s extended hand to steady herself while exiting the car. 
Several uniformed officers stood at the edge of the police barrier, where a few onlookers were trying to get a better view of the scene. Among them were a couple of photographers and several reporters who chatted incessantly with anyone who would talk to them.  
The possibility of media attention worried Lauren. 
Locke had afforded her relative anonymity while she conducted her investigation, but now she was involved in a high-profile case in a metropolitan area, which could stir up problems at headquarters. 
As the trio approached the police cordon, she lifted up the collar on her coat to shield her face.  One of the officers there lifted the yellow tape for them and they made their way toward the house. 
It was an old brownstone. 
The seven steps leading to its large oak door were lined with burgundy stones set into white marble. Lauren ascended the steps slowly, carefully taking in the scene.
She was struck by the fact that the front door was closed. 
She turned to Lawrence. “Is it gruesome?”
“Why do you ask?”
“The door is shut.”
The detective opened the door for her. “I wanted to leave the scene exactly as it was. We were waiting for you, so CSU has not swept the location yet.” 
“For me?” She paused for a moment, digesting the implications. “This has something to do with the vagrant’s death. And Marlowe’s.”
Lawrence nodded. The grim look on his face intensified as they entered the home. “It certainly seems that way. Though the circumstances around this murder are a bit odd.”
Billy looked into the open foyer and then through the double doors of the dining room. “I don’t see anything,” he mused. 
“How very perceptive, agent,” admonished Lawrence as he shut the door behind them. “The body is upstairs.”
Lawrence gestured toward a winding staircase to the left of the entryway, then started up it, followed by Lauren. Billy lingered for a moment in the foyer, examining a few items on a table near the door, before joining them. 
The stairwell led to a large room dominated by a four-post bed with a long desk attached at the foot of it. The body was lying face down in the middle of the floor. Standing a few paces from the corpse, a man in a thin, blue sterile suit was taking pictures. He looked up as they entered. 
“Give us a few moments, Ray.”
The CSU attendant, Ray, nodded and disappeared down the stairwell without protest. Lawrence knelt beside the body and pulled out a silver ballpoint pen. He gestured with the pen. “Will you help me turn him over, Agent Westlake?”
Both of the siblings stepped forward. Lauren waved her brother forward with an annoyed sigh. Together with Lawrence, they turned over the victim. The body looked a lot like Marlowe’s; same viscous phlegm on the face, same pattern of wounds at the joints. 
“What do we know?”
Lawrence stood and pressed his fists into his hips. “Middle-aged male, approximately 195 pounds, around six feet tall. We found a badge with a name on it: Carl Healy.”
“Where was the badge from?” asked Lauren.
“NeuroTech.”
“Interesting. Two of the victims are associated with our little tech conglomerate.”
Lawrence nodded. 
Billy toured the room, stopping at a large window that overlooked the street. “The windows are locked.”
“So was the front and back door.”
Lauren looked at Lawrence grimly. 
“Was everything locked when the officers arrived on the scene?”
The detective nodded. “That’s what struck me as odd, agent. And why I thought you might be interested. This man was murdered in the exact same manner as Ken Marlowe, but there are no signs of forced entry. Every window and door was locked and bolted when we entered.”
Billy looked at Lauren. 
Lawrence caught the look and cleared his throat. 
“Agent Westlake, what do you think happened here?”
Lauren surveyed the room. Simple art hung from the walls and the windows were covered with thick curtains that muted what little sunlight crept through the cloud cover above. “I’d like to look around more first before I say anything, detective.”
She continued her visual inspection. There were only two windows in the room: the large window where Billy was standing and a small one set up high on the adjacent wall. Looking up, she saw a small skylight. 
“What’s that?”
“What’s what?” retorted Lawrence. 
She pointed at the skylight. 
“Can you grab me that desk chair?” 
Lawrence obliged and Lauren stepped on it. Reaching up, she could barely touch the skylight with one of her long fingers. Pressing with all her might, she managed to open it ever so slightly before the latch caught. 
“I think we found how our killer entered….”
The detective did not seem convinced. “Through a small opening in the skylight? Do you think a malicious fog killed the late Carl Healy?”
Lauren shook her head. “You asked what I was thinking.”
“That’s true, Agent Westlake.”
“Lauren,” she corrected. “Otherwise, you’re going to be repeating yourself a lot. I’m Lauren, he’s Billy, and you’re Lawrence. And what we need to figure out is why two NeuroTech employees have been targeted by our killer.”
“I think the good detective is owed an explanation, Lo.”
Lauren looked at her brother irritably. She did not want to explain anything. She would prefer to keep him in the dark until she could tie everything together.
Detective Lawrence seemed unaffected by Billy’s suggestion. “There is a small café a couple of blocks from here…Lauren. I’d like to hear this explanation, as your colleague so succinctly put it.”
She hesitated, still wanting to search the crime scene. Her eyes scanned the room rapidly, settling on a thin, black notebook lying on the desk.
She marched across the room to the desk as both Billy and Lawrence awaited some kind of response. She picked it up and leafed through it. Names and dates, places and purposes: it was indeed a well-used planner. Pocketing it, she turned back to the men. 
“Fine. I could use some coffee anyway.”
  
  
THE CAFÉ DID NOT DISAPPOINT. It was not nearly as close as Lawrence had implied, but it was close enough to the ocean for an errant zephyr to carry the scent of the sea. Lawrence had ordered an espresso and an egg-white omelet, while Billy had ordered a kind of dock worker’s fantasy: eggs spilled over pancakes, flanked on both sides by thumb-sized sausages and crispy bacon. 
The black coffee in front of Lauren smelled wonderful. 
“What do you want to know?” she asked. 
Lawrence took a sip of his espresso and looked away from Lauren as he spoke. “I looked up your case in Locke. Talked to a Sheriff Montgomery there. What he told me was illuminating to say the least.”
She could tell that the detective was trying to draw her out, get her to explain the ridiculousness of the story––or fill in the gaps left by Montgomery. 
“What did he have to say?”
“He said you were invaluable in the capture of Briar Winston, the psychopath who mutilated so many citizens of Locke. There was also a bit of vitriol when I pressed him about a man named Dominic McManus. The sheriff was adamant that this man was responsible for everything.”
“Is that so?” she queried.
Billy continued to eat, shifting his gaze from sister to detective.
“Mr. Winston is now a resident of a psychiatric clinic in Sioux Falls. He has no recollection of the murders and says a werewolf attacked him and changed him.”
“A werewolf?” she parroted. 
Billy chewed more slowly and then swallowed. 
“You don’t believe in such things, do you, detective?” countered Lauren, warming her hands on the coffee mug. 
“I think your suggestion that the murderer snuck in through a crack in a skylight makes me question what you believe.” He paused. “You and your brother, Billy.”
“My brother?”
She felt her stomach tighten as she looked at Billy. 
His face steeled and she saw him reach toward his belt, a terrible move if there ever was one. “Billy, I told you this might happen,” she spoke quickly. 
Lawrence remained motionless, smiling pleasantly. “While I was taking the time to research your previous case, Lauren, I checked out the other Agent Westlake. Needless to say, he doesn’t exist.”
“What do you plan to do with this information?” returned Lauren. 
“That depends. Impersonating an officer is a very serious offense, but I have a feeling that his presence here isn’t nefarious. I think Billy wants to help.”
All of the boyishness seemed to drain from Billy and he looked his age for the very first time. He pressed his hands into the table and sucked at his teeth, summoning something to say. “I’m hunting someone down, someone bad, detective.”
Lawrence nodded, but remained quiet. 
“I don’t think you really want me to elaborate.”
“I’m not certain you have any idea what I want, Billy.”
Lauren sighed. 
Her irritation and fear blended into a kind of manic anxiety. “You want to close cases. You want to know why I’m here in San Francisco. Most of all, you want to catch whoever did this.”
“Quite so. However, an explanation is in order.”
“How much of an explanation?” asked Billy. 
Lawrence waited. 
“Are we talking about a breaking-the-Hobbit-into-three-parts-when-it-didn’t-need-to-be kind of explanation, or the cliff notes that let us know there was a dragon, a ring, and some spiders?” continued Billy with a smirk. 
“Let’s go with whatever will keep me from reporting you for impersonating a federal officer,” retorted Lawrence.
“It was a werewolf,” interjected Lauren. 
“What?”
Lauren drained the rest of her coffee and motioned for the waitress for a refill. “You wanted all in? That is about as all in as it gets. When I went to Locke, I was looking for a serial killer. Some kind of monster that killed in a cyclical pattern. What I found changed my life.”
Lawrence stared at her incredulously. “You want me to believe…”
Lauren cut him off. “You wanted answers. Well, this is it. I came here because I received a package containing crime scene photos and an assertion that vampires were involved.”
“Vampires?”
Billy chuckled.
The SFPD detective turned to him. “You mean pale European dudes with fangs and hard-ons for teenagers? Are we talking about Dracula?”
Lawrence looked at the siblings in confusion. “Werewolves and vampires?”
Billy addressed the detective in a serious tone. “And all manner of creeping, crawling, slimy creatures that go bump in the night.”
The siblings quieted and exchanged pensive looks. 
“We need to find out where the victims spent their time,” said Lauren after a few moments. “What we do know about vampires is that they are tribal by nature. The bloodline that we think is hunting these streets will have familiar territory.”
“So you think they are territorial?”
Billy snickered.
Both Lauren and Lawrence glared at him.
“I was thinking of that part in Jaws when he talks about territoriality and the chief just pours a glass of wine. Classic.”
Lauren shook her head and continued. “So what now?”
Lawrence looked at her as he opened his hands demonstratively. “We check out where they worked, where they played…”
“No,” she began. “What now about all this?”
“Ah, you mean the vampires here in San Francisco and your brother posing as a federal agent.”
Lauren nodded. 
“I still have more questions, and I wonder about the efficacy of an investigation that includes your brother,” he replied. “However, even if I don’t believe what you’ve said, there’s still a strong connection among these murders that even a skeptic would be hard-pressed to ignore.”
She felt relieved––or as comfortable as anyone could feel when confronted by a murderous clan of supernatural creatures and potential federal charges against her brother. 
 “Let’s go see a man about a drink.”
 



  
VIII
  
  
  
  
  
Chloe sat in front of a small café in a plaza across from one of the Academy of Arts universities scattered around the city and frowned at the printed pages in front of her. She was having trouble concentrating amidst the midday bustle.  People crisscrossed the plaza like a schizophrenic manically clicking through the channels. A young man in a parked Lexus shouted to a young woman leaving the café, the entire conversation in Arabic, while a middle-aged woman with heavy thighs and calculated breathing scuttled by––preparing for a marathon in the near future if her sweat-drenched t-shirt was any indication––and Art students wearing copious amounts of plaid and punk hurried past carrying pictures tucked away in leather cases.
Puzzling over the details of the investigation, Chloe looked at a grainy photo of Lauren Westlake––the only remaining lead in her investigation into NeuroTech. Her inquiries into Agent Westlake had been fruitful but left much to be desired.  
Chloe had learned, after a few phone calls to Westlake’s home office, that Lauren was not here on Bureau business and that she had recently taken a leave of absence. Further inquiry revealed that Westlake had arrived from Locke, Minnesota, where she had been linked to a murder investigation. Scratching her head with a pen, she could not get a pair of questions out of her thoughts.
Why was Lauren Westlake in San Francisco? And what was her connection with NeuroTech?
Her attention was distracted by the arrival of a barista, who plopped her coffee on the table and left without a word. 
Sipping the hot java, Chloe contemplated reaching out to Lauren, but neither the San Francisco field office nor the Midwest field office was willing to provide Westlake’s cell number. She clicked her pen irritably, wondering how she could get Lauren’s number. 
Then it came to her.
She jerked out her smart phone and after a few jabbing touches and a long dial tone, the nasally voice of a desk sergeant of the SFPD grumbled warmly. “Homicide.”
“I’m looking for a federal liaison officer working with the SFPD. She was…”
The male voice on the other end of the line interrupted her. “Lawrence?”
“Westlake is the agent’s name.”
He seemed irritated by the entire exchange. “Detective Lawrence is liaising with Agent Westlake. They’re not available. Would you like to leave a message?”
Chloe contemplated the best way to go about this. 
“I’d like to leave a message for Agent Westlake.”
“You can leave a message for Detective Lawrence.”
“Fine. My name is Chloe Richards and I’m a columnist…”
He cut her off. “Press? You know the rules. Contact our press secretary and submit a formal media request.” 
The desk sergeant hung up before she could ask another question. 
Sitting there sipping her coffee, she smiled. 
Now, she had a name. 
  
  
THE EXTERIOR OF THE SPIRITS EMPORIUM WAS covered with colorful stickers and acid-etched gang signs that were indecipherable in the steadily dwindling day that slid behind the tops of the apartment buildings surrounding the drinking establishment.
Lauren turned up her collar and shivered. Even though she had spent time in northern Minnesota, where cold took on a whole new meaning, the subtle bite of the ocean winds gave her a chill.   
The interior of the bar looked like a hollowed-out cave. Its old, stone walls were spray-painted with impressionist art: murals of swirling colors, misshapen heads, and unreal landscapes. The bar was mostly empty, its few patrons scattered around the room.
The bartender, a scruffy-looking hipster with a gray flannel, pressed his hands into the bar. “What can I get you?” His voice had the quality of an intermittent smoker, the kind who only smokes when he drinks. 
Lauren flashed her badge, the motion reminding her of the first time she walked into the Locke police station. “We’re investigating a murder in the neighborhood. Would you mind if I asked you a few questions?”
He smiled. “Only if I can get you a drink.”
Lawrence was wandering around the room, looking at the tables and the walls. Billy had disappeared. Had he even entered the bar? She couldn’t recall. There was a slight pull in her chest, a sense of anxiety, as if he were eight years old again and she was supposed to be looking after him. 
The bartender was still looking at her expectantly. 
“Let’s start with a name and an Old Fashioned,” she replied. 
“Kyle.”
She pulled out some photos of the three murder victims and placed them on the bar in front of Kyle as he began to peel an orange to go into the bourbon. “Have you seen any of these men?”
He stopped for a moment and scanned the images. 
His shrug lacked assurance. “Maybe.”
Lauren noted how well lit the front area of the bar was. “Do any of them look more familiar than the others?”
Having finished making the Old Fashioned, Kyle slid a dark black napkin in front of Lauren and placed the drink on top. He leaned forward and scrutinized the photos. He touched the one in the center––Marlowe’s. “This guy. He was in here a couple nights ago.”
“What about him?”
“Tall, well dressed. He seemed a little out of place here.”
“Do you remember him talking to anybody suspicious?”
Kyle shrugged and busied himself about the bar. “A lot of people come in here. It’s tough to keep track of who was talking with whom….”
Lauren smiled at the attention to grammar and knocked on the counter. Picking up her Old Fashioned, she walked over to Lawrence and plopped down into a rickety chair next to him. Now out of earshot of the lanky bartender, she grimaced. “This place is kind of a shithole.”
Lawrence nodded and sat down across from her. He wiped his hands over the top of the table and brushed the flakes off on his pants. “Par for the course, I’m afraid. Learn anything useful?”
“The pretty boy over there makes a decent drink,” replied Billy, referring to the bartender.
“Anything case related?”
Lauren shook her head and took a long drink. It warmed her face and chest. She was by no means a heavy drinker, only enjoying an occasional glass of wine or cocktail when she was out with friends. 
“Our victim, Marlowe, was here. Kyle…”
“Who?”
Lauren pointed back to the bar. “The bartender.”
Lawrence nodded. 
“He saw him come in, remembers him because he was so well dressed. Doesn’t recall who he was talking to or who he might have left with.”
“So what’s the plan?”
She looked around. “Have you seen my brother?”
“No, I imagine he found something shiny.”
Lauren smiled tightly, but could not argue the point. Billy was impulsive and brash––reasons that had often gotten him in, and out of, trouble on more than one occasion.
“We wait.”
“Huh?”
Lauren finished her drink and signaled Kyle for another. “Someone must have seen something. This seems like the kind of place where the regulars pile in every night and trade rumors about secret shows for their favorite bands and complain about corporations.”
Lawrence fixed her with a quizzical glance. 
“I don’t care what their politics are, Lawrence. I only care that they care about it so strongly. It means a corporate shark like Marlowe wouldn’t have gone unnoticed.”
  
  
HAPPY HOUR HAD COME AND GONE without luring a crowd into the Spirits Emporium. It seemed that the allure of inexpensive drinks was not sufficient to attract the bar’s youthful patrons. By 10, the bar was full. Vests, poorly maintained moustaches, and discussions about world affairs were soon the soup du jour.
Lauren and Lawrence were working the room from opposite sides, while Billy was lost in the crowd, flirting with doe-eyed hipster girls wearing handmade shawls and yoga pants. 
Lauren approached a portly fellow with greasy hair, long and slicked back, who was leaning against a support beam near the back wall. His blue eyes swam as he saw Lauren coming toward him. He gave her a cheesy smile as he adjusted his look with as much care, and as little abandon, as he could muster. 
“Hey, bright eyes,” he slurred. 
Lauren could smell the alcohol from his breath. She smiled tightly. “What’s your name?” 
“Everyone calls me B-Mic,” he managed.
“B-Mic?”
He leaned in closer to explain. “Brian Michaels, but no one calls me that….” He hiccupped and covered his mouth, a gesture for which Lauren was quite thankful. “You look like a cop.”
“I am a cop, a federal agent.”
His eyes steeled and then softened, as if a fleeting moment of sobriety had rung a bell of comprehension––but was quickly drowned out by a wave of alcoholic stupor. “You look like a cop,” he repeated. 
Lauren held up the picture of Marlowe. 
“Do you recognize this man?”
B-Mic got in close and squinted his eyes. “That’s the guy who told me I should drink less. Who is he to tell me that? I mean….”
Lauren waited, but after a few moments it became clear he was not going to say anything else. “Did he talk to anyone here? Maybe leave with a woman? A man?”
The man looked around and then back at Lauren. 
“I have to go to the bathroom.”
B-Mic turned and raced toward the bathroom, bumping into a series of people––some of whom seemed unperturbed and others who glared at him indignantly. Lauren sighed and started toward the throng of young people creating a cacophony of muddled musings. 
Billy emerged from the crowd with a woman on each arm. They were both wearing tight halter tops with a larger shirt covering it. Over the shirts, the taller one was wearing a leather bomber jacket, while the other wore a wool coat that featured the entire color wheel. Their dark black hair and oversized glasses hid their facial features.
“Lo, meet Daphne and Susan,” began Billy. 
Lauren smiled, though she felt irritation creeping to the surface. Even though her twenties were not that long ago, she felt old among the woefully directionless youth around her. “Nice to meet you. Can I have a moment, Billy?”
Billy smiled and kissed Daphne’s hand, and then Susan’s. “Ladies, I will be but a moment. What is a moment when compared against the infinite and unyielding…”
Lauren yanked on her brother’s arm, his sonnet punctuated by a gulping sound. The surprise on his face dissolved into a smirk. “Poetry? I thought we were soldat? I thought we were supposed to be hunting this rare clan of you-know-what?”
“That’s what I’m doing. What’re you doing?”
“Investigating.”
“Well, clearly, we have different methods, Lo.” As he continued, Daphne and Susan wandered back into the crowd. “The Fragminis are beautiful. Male or female, they’ll be the most attractive people in the room.”
“So we’re looking for models?”
“Yeah, of a sort. Every woman here is ninety percent hipster and ten percent I-have-daddy-issues-and-I-might-strip-to-find-myself. We’re looking for someone with unnatural confidence who’s playing it a bit coy.”
“Fantastic.”
The two siblings surveyed the bar again. 
Most of the patrons were as Billy had described. 
As the night crawled on, Lauren could feel her patience being stretched thin, while Billy seemed very much at home, getting numbers from a few boozy women; even Lawrence seemed to be enjoying himself as he chatted up a tall young man with a wide smile and dreadlocks. 
Nursing her third Old Fashioned, Lauren watched the sea of bodies roil back and forth, their voices and the ambient noise joining to create a jagged symphony without rhythm or melody. 
Then, she saw it. 
A woman––tall, statuesque, and underdressed for the weather outside––emerged from the crowd. Her blonde hair, messy by design, danced between different faces as she moved through the ocean of plaid and flannel. Lauren pushed a young man aside as she started to follow the woman through the tangled mass of arms and legs. 
As Lauren passed Lawrence, she tapped him on the shoulder to get his attention, not taking her eyes off the blonde woman who was making her way for the exit. They sidestepped and shuffled toward the door, snagging Billy away from the throng of women who surrounded him. He followed reluctantly as they emerged onto the street. 
Huffing, Lauren looked left and right. 
“What’s going on?” queried Billy. 
Lawrence stood behind them stoically. 
Seeing a wisp of blonde hair turn the corner just ahead, Lauren dashed down the street in pursuit. She could hear her breath in her head as she raced past industrial buildings intermingled with neighborhood markets and signs that warned against drugs; the rush of blood in her veins warmed her as a cold wind slapped her face. 
As Lauren rounded the corner, her eyes darted up and down the street, searching for the blonde-haired woman. But she was nowhere in sight.
Lauren slowed her pace and paused in front of a ramshackle building that was several stories tall. She turned her head from side to side, sweeping the mostly deserted street with her eyes. Farther up the street, she could make out several people loitering around a dimly lit building. Ignoring them she looked back the way she had come expecting to hear Billy’s and Lawrence’s footfalls. But no one was following her. She sighed. Had she plunged ahead without back-up again?
Memories of Locke returned to her: the forest and the cabin. 
Shaking the memories away, she breathed in deeply and focused her senses.
Suddenly, she heard creaking footfalls in the building looming behind her. She looked up and saw a glint of golden hair through a broken second-story window. Drawing her weapon, she moved to the building’s entrance and ducked her head as she negotiated her way through its obstructed doorway. 
Her weapon trained in front of her, Lauren paused and let her eyes adjust to the darkness. There was little light on this side of town; and even less filtered through the building’s boarded windows, forming broken shafts of light that made the shadows into muted Picasso paintings. She heard sounds in the distance as the wind whipped through the dilapidated structure, shaking its wooden rafters and rattling its walls. She proceeded with caution, inching forward down the hallway toward the stairs at the end. As she ascended the creaky stairs, she wondered where her brother and Lawrence were. Had this thing doubled back and gotten to them?
Having reached the second-story landing, Lauren called into the darkness, her voice quavering slightly. “I just want to talk.”
She heard something skittering in the room to the right of the stairs. 
It sounded like rats. 
Lauren entered the room. In the far corner a sliver of light came through an open window. A figure stood just at its edge. 
“I’m a federal agent. Step into the light.”
The figure did so and Lauren immediately recognized its face. It was the woman she had seen in the bar. Entranced by her beauty, Lauren could not keep herself from staring. The woman had the clearest eyes she had ever seen and her long legs and porcelain skin made her look like a living doll. 
“We’re not your enemy,” the woman spoke in a husky voice. 
Lauren lowered her weapon ever so slightly and cocked her head. “Let me be the judge of that. Do you know who I am?”
The woman shook her head. 
“What’s your name?”
“Alexandria.” She paused. “Father calls me Alex.”
Lauren took a deep breath and showed Alex her weapon. “I’m going to extend some trust here, Alex.” She holstered her weapon and stepped closer to the woman. “Why did you run?”
The younger woman looked out the window. 
“You were chasing me….”
Lauren pressed her hands into her hips and pushed back her coat. “I was chasing you on a hunch. One that seems to have paid off. Do you know what I am?”
Alex nodded. “Soldat.”
Lauren nodded. “Seems you know a bit more than I do. If you know that much, then you know why I’m here.”
Alex nodded again. 
“I’m a federal agent as well. It’s my job to investigate murders, supernatural or otherwise.”
The younger woman fidgeted at the use of supernatural. 
Lauren continued. “Are you Fragminis?”
Alex ducked into the shadows and Lauren saw that her figure bloated and changed horrifically. Lauren drew her weapon, adrenaline ruling her senses. 
“What just happened?”
Alex stepped back into the light, fright filling her eyes. “Please, don’t hurt me. I’m sorry. We don’t like being called Fragminis. We are not ruined….”
Lauren nodded and then holstered her weapon again. “What would you prefer to be called?”
She smiled. “Alex.”
“Alright, Alex, I need some answers. Why were you at that bar? Did you have anything to do with the recent murder in the Tenderloin?”
Alex sat hunched on the window sill. She was smaller than Lauren had thought initially. Without her heels and perfect posture, she looked fragile. “He was nice. I didn’t want to do it….”
“Are you saying you killed Ken Marlowe?”
She shook her head. “I just lured him into the alleyway.”
“Why?”
Alex stood up and walked forward, staying in the light. 
“We were told to. We had orders.”
“Orders?”
Alex sighed. “There is this man. He told my father he would protect us if we did what he told us to do.”
“Who?”
“I don’t know.”
“What can you tell me?”
“Not much. My father takes care of us as best he can. We don’t want to hurt anyone.”
“What about Benny?” 
“Who?”
Lauren stepped forward again. “A homeless man who was killed beneath an overpass. Was killing him an order as well?” she asked, antagonism thick in her voice. 
Alex looked around in a panic. “No.”
“I need more than this, Alex. You have admitted to luring Marlowe to his death. I could haul you in on that alone.”
With a sudden movement, the young woman slipped back into the darkness. Lauren watched as she transformed into a frightening shadow that no longer resembled something human. It scrambled up the walls and flattened against the ceiling. 
A bloated voice carried across the room. “I’m sorry.” 
Lauren could hear the shadow escaping, its tread rattling the wooden rafters. She charged after it, the sound of her own heavy breathing and footfalls echoing along the dark, narrow halls. 
She turned a corner and ran into something hard. 
She fell back and drew her weapon irritably. 
“Federal agent,” she barked. 
A figure stepped forward and smiled. 
“Calm down, sis. It’s only me.” 
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