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            Dog-Gone

         
 
         Once Upon a Time, I missed the first part. This was the part where two Alaska state troopers pulled up to a large three-story house that looked like a wooden palace in the middle of nowhere. And I mean nowhere. The nearest town was Swelling, Alaska, five miles away and not so much a town as a truck stop with a glandular condition. The state troopers were responding to a 911 call from one Anna Sharpe, who claimed to be trapped in her attic by a bear that had broken into her house and killed her husband.
 
         The reason I gave a damn was that one of the responding officers, Bob Franklin, was the son of Lily Alguvuk. Well, technically I suppose her name was Lily Franklin, but there are legal names and real names. I should know; I have several legal names on several legal driver’s licenses, but my real name is John Charming. That’s right, Charming. You know all of those stories about guys named Prince Charming who were always rescuing maidens and getting tangled up with witches and slaying some kind of monster or another when they weren’t being maimed or turned into something? Those were my ancestors.
 
         You’d change your name a lot too. Oh, and by the way, I’m cursed.
 
         Anyhow, Bob Franklin wasn’t any kind of tracker, which is ironic since his grandfather, George Alguvuk, had been an Inupiat shaman and one of the most skilled trackers I’ve ever known. In fact, I would go so far as to say that George Alguvuk was one of the greatest wendigo hunters since Jack Fiddler. George was also one of my few actual friends. Bob hadn’t known his grandfather, though. Bob’s mother, Lily, had wanted to find a safe home for her baby, far away from George Alguvuk’s dangerous lifestyle, and she had left her name and her tribe behind when she married Doug Franklin, a white man who owned a lot of small businesses: a pizza parlor, a convenience store that had a gas pump and sold moose barbecue, a pawnshop…those kinds of places. Safe places. Then Lily had eventually left her son and his father too. Bob kind of tangled his mother’s abandonment and her ethnicity all together into one big emotional snarl and silently resented both of them without ever examining why too closely. I imagine Bob’s father, Doug Franklin, was a big help in this regard.
 
         But even Bob, tracker or not, noticed that there weren’t any large animal marks in the snow around the Sharpes’ house. He walked all the way around it just to be sure. There also weren’t any broken windows or doors. What kind of bear breaks into a house and leaves an intact door closed behind it?
 
         Bob didn’t think it was a prank call, though. He had a bad feeling, and Bob trusted his instincts. He was probably wise to do so. George Alguvuk had possessed the sight, and such gifts tend to pass down family lines. Bob took an 870 Remington shotgun up to the front door, while his partner, Andy Wilson, stayed in the car in case there really was a bear in the house. Bob’s partner wasn’t being a coward; he wanted to be ready to call for back-up or get Bob the hell out of there fast if Bob came running out of the house with over half a ton of pissed-off mammal coming after him.
 
         Bob put an ear to the door and heard the faint sound of yelling from somewhere within the house. He kicked the front door open….and saw one of the strangest things he had ever seen. A man was spread out all over the front hallway. On the walls. The ceiling. The floor. And lying right in the middle of the carnage that used to be Ryan Sharpe was a teacup poodle. The dog, small enough to hold in the palm of a hand, was matted with blood and bits, but none of the gore had come from its own body. Upon closer examination, there wasn’t a scratch on it.
 
         The teacup poodle was dead.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         Just to be clear, I love Alaska. I even lived there for ten years, which is longer than I’ve stayed in any one place since I came down with a mild case of werewolf. But Alaska has its dark sides and its dangers like any other place, and some that aren’t like any other place. It is a beautiful state, but there is starkness there, and squalor. I suppose the contrast lies in the fact that Alaska attracts people who don’t like rules, but it is unforgiving of those who lack self-discipline. It is not a place for fools, but what place is without them?
 
         In any case, I could see where Swelling got its name. The town proper, if I can use that phrase unironically, wasn’t more than a half mile by a half mile and looked like a painful bump that had risen on the ass of Alaska. There was a pipeline station to the north, a cannery to the south, and an Inupiat village to the east. Swelling had probably started as a pit stop, become infected by slight success, and then reached its full growth depressingly soon because the places it catered to were largely self-sufficient.
 
         The advent of technology had hit Alaskan towns like Swelling pretty hard in recent years, as soon as the kinds of businesses that housed employees in work dorms realized that paying for Internet connections and flat-screen TVs and coffee bars resulted in less worker turnover. Video stores, bookstores, Internet cafés, radio stations, and local newspapers had all felt the same blow that their kindred in less remote states felt a decade earlier, and the shadow of UPS and online ordering just kept on extending over small businesses and stores.
 
         But maybe I was making too many assumptions. Maybe Swelling had always sucked.
 
         There weren’t many buildings taller than one story, and almost all of them were wood, made from planks, not logs. They all looked old. In fact, the only thing that looked new in Swelling was the highway that ran beside it.
 
         I drove through the town, occasionally coughing and blowing gross gunk out of my nostrils and lungs. Werewolves don’t normally get sick, but the common cold is one of the few diseases that evolves as quickly as the immune systems of my kind. Colds do burn through me fast if I rest and drink fluids, but I hadn’t slept in forty-eight hours. Dehydrated from coffee abuse, I was balloon-headed, tired, and sore.
 
         I found my destination a few miles outside Swelling: a lone, squat, brown bar called The Inn of the Line. Maybe this was a reference to pipeline workers who thought driving this far was worth it if it meant getting away from the eyes of supervisors. Or maybe it was just a rare case of truth in advertising.
 
         The place looked like a dive. Maybe even a plunge. Hell, it was a drowning accident.
 
         I parked my Jeep next to a truck. There were no parking lanes or lot lights, and only six vehicles were present.
 
         “Okay, I’m here,” I told the woman talking on my Jeep’s radio. It was the only radio station that my car was receiving, which was unfortunate because the woman talking had stopped speaking English and lapsed into Inupiat about two hundred miles earlier. That wasn’t unusual in itself, not this far into Alaska. What was odd was that the woman’s voice wasn’t a recording and it sure as hell wasn’t live. Lily Alguvuk had died six years earlier.
         
 
         Every time I thought of Lily, I thought of the last conversation I’d had with her more than thirty years ago. She had been a lost soul as a teenager, and I had been healing and hiding at George’s house. You’re on a bad path, Lily, I had told her, and it’s going to take you to some bad places. You call me when you want to get off of it and you’re too proud or ashamed to ask your father for help, you hear me?
         
 
         I could still hear the dead woman’s voice coming through my radio after I turned the Jeep’s engine off and shut the door behind me. Lily had been a pretty powerful psychic herself.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         I got my guitar case out of the back of the Jeep and reconnoitered. It looked a little strange, but at that point all I knew was that a restless spirit was giving me directions on where to find her son. I had no idea about the why of it, but I knew the what of it was bound to be bad, and walking around a bar at night with a guitar case was a lot less alarming than brandishing a Japanese long sword.
 
         I try to observe local customs when I can.
 
         The bar was a little close to a river, but it hadn’t been that long ago that it was as easy to supply places in this part of Alaska by boat as it was by truck. There was a dock behind the bar, but if there was a boat that went with it, the craft was being stored somewhere else until the waters unfroze.
 
         As I approached the rear of the bar, I heard the sound of large dogs pulling air through their nostrils; not the snuffling noise made when a canine puts its nose to the ground, but the soft sucking hiss of a dog identifying scents in the wind. Something big and dark—no, three big and dark somethings—silently detached themselves from the shadows as I rounded the corner and padded off. Much bigger than wolves, slightly smaller than buffalo. I halted and watched those black forms head for the woods without growls or whimpers. Well, okay, maybe I whimpered a little bit. Don’t judge.
 
         A slice of moonlight cut across one of the things and peeled off a layer of shadow although it was still impossible to be entirely sure where the darkness ended and the creature began. It was a dog. A black dog, as broad as a St. Bernard in the head and the chest but taller, its waist tapering down into muscular legs. The three shapes reached the trees to the west. Two of them lay down and disappeared from view, their forms merging into the shadows, but the last one remained standing, turned, and looked at me. Oddly, the moonlight reflecting off its eyes seemed slightly reddish. Then the third beast also settled its weight low to the ground so as to wait there at the edge of the woods.
 
         Wait for what? Or more likely, for whom? Dogs don’t kill randomly, even supernatural ones; that’s why so many people have seen death hounds over the centuries and lived. Dogs will kill to defend themselves, to eat, to protect territory, or because they have been given a specific scent and commanded to do so. I had the distinct impression that these hunters were prowling around the bar waiting for a particular target.
 
         I bent down and opened my guitar case. Removing the guitar, I pried open the false bottom of the case and considered the katana that I kept there. If nothing else, it would make me feel better, but I decided to leave it be. There was also a flask of holy water, a vial of blessed salt, a small flask of absinthe, a Taoist ceremonial incense candle, a Glock 17, a blowgun, and four tranquilizer darts tipped in different substances. All were bound to the case by Velcro straps.
 
         I took out the vial of blessed salt. There was no way that I was going to try to chase the dogs; they might let me catch them. But I did slowly advance until I could see the place where the dogs had originally been resting, next to several recently split pieces of wood and an ax that had been left embedded in a log despite the harsh weather.
 
         My nose was too clogged up to get a scent and my ears weren’t working much better, but my eyes were fine. The moonlight was dim, but there was snow on the ground and those had been big dogs. There should have been tracks, and there weren’t. Not any.
 
         I looked at the form that was just barely visible there at the edge of the woods, unnaturally still and silently regarding me with absolutely no fear.
 
         Son of a bitch.
 
         Well, probably not, actually.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         The inside of the bar was just as brown and almost as dark as the outside, a man cave, although there were a few women with remarkably poor judgment looking for warmth inside it. There were no pool tables, which surprised me, or wine glasses, which didn’t. Booths against the walls, chipped square tables in between, one huge counter cutting off the back end of the building with truncated hallways on either side of it. Bathrooms to the left. God knows what to the right. The volume on the lone television set was turned down, probably because there was a soccer game on. A Southern rock song I hadn’t heard in decades was playing, but I couldn’t see from where.
 
         I went straight to a bar stool and laid my guitar case on the floor. There was a long mirror against the rear wall, and the guy who stared back at me from it looked like hell: worn down to muscle and gristle, tired, irritable, and struggling to focus. There were dark circles under his blue eyes and a red patch of irritated skin under his nose. Usually he at least tried for detached or insouciant, but now he just looked sullen and miserable.
 
         The bartender ignored me. That was fine. The front plate of my skull felt like an eggshell that my sinuses were trying to crack, and I used the extra time to take in the scenario that was playing out.
 
         My first priority was Bob Franklin, but my eyes were immediately drawn to a vaguely Scandinavian-looking guy in a booth instead. The guy looked like an early short-haired Mick Jagger on steroids, but he only looked young physically. His eyes were old and cold and his clothes were too expensive for this place, but no one was going to give him grief about it. He radiated a kind of dark and hungry confidence that attracts the weak and repels the predatory.
 
         I mentally labeled him “Prick Jagger.”
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