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"The rupture happens during the first night of every full moon. The Beast emerges through its human hosts and preys on those to whom it is drawn..."

Fate follows moonlit roads that converge both through landscapes and dimensions. For Maxell Pierce, David Alma Curar and Doris Tebbe roads converged in 1942, months after the bombing of Pearl Harbor. Max, a U.S. Army captain, accepted the assignment to head the processing center for Tulenar Internment Camp, one of several sites created after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, to incarcerate Japanese Nationals and Japanese Americans.

It was David who tracked him there. And it was at Tulenar where he and Max met Center Administrator Doris Tebbe, who would become their reluctant ally in wresting Max from a force that exists solely for the lust of terror and agony.

The Beast enters our world through many gateways, everywhere and at once, with the renewal of the full moon. Max was one of these gateways, an unwitting host to an evil as old as humankind. David, having once been host to the Beast, knew that taking someone back from the Beast was possible.

To slay a lineage of the Beast is a dangerous and complex undertaking. Success in the kill is rare. Saving those who host the Beast, rarer still. If the host is to have a chance of survival, the killing silver must strike a lethal blow to the Beast's belly or pelvic basin. If the silver kills by a head or chest strike, the host dies with the Beast. Max was saved by a fatal blow to the Beast's belly.

In the eight years since Max's save at Tulenar, a handful of surviving hosts joined him and David to form a band of hunters. Samuel hunted lineages in Mexico and South America. Amy and Paul hunted in Canada. Others, who had not been hosts but understood the hunters' trials, allied with them. David's cousin Mina joined him and Max in New Mexico. Doris, for reasons of her own, followed a different path and remained in California.

David and Max weren't to discover Doris's true motives until after returning from a hunt in the Florida Everglades. There, the Beast slaughtered several before turning its hunger toward a swamp poacher named Millie. The Beast's host had been Millie's son, Jackie. Max and David had not only killed the lineage which the young man hosted, but had saved Jackie and his mother in the bargain. So the hunters were in a celebratory mood when they made it back to their remote compound near the settlement of Tohatchi, New Mexico.

But embarking on the next hunt brought Max and David failure and horror unlike any they had encountered before. An incarnation of the Beast, far more treacherous than any lineage known to the hunters, shadowed them on hunts that often paralleled theirs. Worse still, this was a Great Beast grown grotesque and powerful: a cannibal feeding on the Beast's lesser lineages, biding its time, waiting for the weaker incarnations to feed well on human misery. Then came the revelation that this Great Incarnation was the direct heir of the Beast of Tulenar, which Max had once hosted. And that Doris had been hiding the Great Beast's host from the hunters all these years.

That had not been Doris's original intention. Andrew Mita, a teenaged Tulenar internee, became the Beast's chosen host when she and David saved Max from the lineage all those years ago. Upon discovering that the Beast had found a chosen in Andrew, Doris had adopted the boy, desperately hoping to persuade Andrew to go to the hunters, who were his best chance to survive and be rid of the Beast. 

Andrew was a unique host, able to obtain a tenuous lucidity while the Beast was emergent. Damaged by traumas suffered at Tulenar, desperate to have control over his own destiny, Andrew clung to the vanity that he could become a superior hunter by turning the Beast within him against its own self: the lesser lineages. He disappeared for months or years at a time, only returning to Doris when his loneliness and isolation became unbearable. Guilt-ridden and misguided, Doris always took him in and hoped for the day when he would surrender to the hunters. 

Her hopes collapsed when Andrew followed her and Max to David's compound and began systematically annihilating the hunters. In the final battle, with the survivors trapped within the borders of the burning compound, it was Millie and Jackie who saved the remaining hunters with a shotgun blast of silver to the Great Beast's chest.

For the time being, the Great Incarnation was stopped. But the battle had taken its toll. The loss of hunters Paul and Amy were keenly felt. Samuel was badly injured in the explosion that set the compound's house on fire. Doris lost her son, who could not be saved from the silver that had ripped through the Great Beast's chest. And David, wounded by the Great Incarnation but saved from bleeding out by Max, would now continue this terrible lineage at the next full moon.

Fate follows moonlit roads, once separate, now convergent; soon to meet new ones, merging into the collective path of the surviving hunters and their loved ones.

CHOSEN

Book Three of the

FULL WOLF MOON

Trilogy
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Somewhere in the Colorado Plateau Province

New Mexico

1950

Dawn. Waning Crescent Moon.

Pitch black.

David's head swam. Drugs, he thought, then wondered if it was a head injury instead. His instincts warned him not to call out. He propped on one elbow and probed his scalp, back to front, but found no wound. He swallowed against a metallic taste at the back of his mouth. Just drugs, then. 

He was lying on something soft yet lumpy, like a thin mattress. He reached tentatively to either side and felt a gritty surface. So, he was on a mattress on a floor. But where? And why? In his wooziness, his next thought was of Stanislov. But, no, that couldn't be. That kidnapping happened over twenty years ago, and Stanislov was long dead.

As he struggled with disorientation, his left arm and shoulder began to ache where he had been bitten. He massaged the scars, jagged and pitted, healing preternaturally fast to a tender pink. This brought thoughts of Max. Yes, Max must have drugged me. And if their situation had been reversed, David would have done the same. Did that mean the hunters were waiting for First Night? Or had it already passed? If it had already passed, David must have killed. His stomach knotted and disorientation threatened to ramp into fear.

Calm down. Think.

The pain of his wounds was a gift, helping him orient to time, at least, if not place. It had only been...ten days since he'd been bitten, and the moon was less than half-way through its phases. So he couldn't have killed. Too early for that. Wasn't it?

The drug-induced vertigo muddied his sense of time again. He tried to dredge up a memory, any memory of the past few days, but that was stymied as well. Learn something, then. Puzzling out his surroundings would lessen the daze and anxiety, perhaps jog loose a recollection. He sat up.

The air was stuffy. Musty smell. The floor was dry, and his fingers found chipped places in it: linoleum over a wood sub-floor. When he extended his arms to either side he found walls, so now he knew that he was in a corner of the room. Ahead, perhaps fifteen feet away, a dim slit glowed low to the ground: the seam of a door’s threshold. To his right, seven or eight feet away, more dim slits, four vertical, as if up on a wall: a boarded window, closer to him than was the door. It wasn’t much information but it helped clear his head, if only a little.

He went for the waistband of his Levis, slipped off his belt and climbed to one knee. Sweeping in an arc, buckle end out, he scraped the belt across the floor. Nothing connected. He was still too woozy to stand, so he stayed on one knee as he edged toward the boarded window, sweeping his belt before him. Once there, he followed the wall up to the window and fingered the boards, judging their width and thickness. They were warped, dry and brittle to his touch. Old boards. The stubbornness with which they resisted his tugs surprised him, as if they were newly nailed. He peered through the lowest slits and felt cool air leaking through, could make out shards of a once-intact pane, but the seams were too narrow to reveal anything other than dawn was breaking. Still, each sliver of information helped lessen his confusion. David’s legs felt stronger and he stood.

Cautiously he followed the windowed wall to the connecting one with the door. He tried the knob, turning it as quietly as possible, and found it locked. No surprise. None of the hunters would trust his judgment. He knew he couldn’t trust his judgment, either. Just look at what he was doing, skulking around with more caution than the gloom called for, as if he expected booby traps.

He felt disgusted with himself. This is ridiculous, he thought, just call out. Let them know you’re awake. Instead, he knelt on all fours and peered under the door. The linoleum’s black and white checkerboard extended into another room, but he could see nothing else. He rose and looked around, able now to see dim shapes in the dark, black against blacker.

One thing was obvious. This was not the cabin the hunters had been holed up in since the compound's fire. Had they moved him into more manageable quarters? But why wouldn't he remember if they had? Once more, his sense of time tangled and he wondered if First Night was imminent, or was newly passed. But if either was the case, the room should have a crazy quilt of silver layering it top to bottom, making it impossible for him to budge from where he had just laid. He became as annoyed with the hunters as he was with himself. They could have at least put him on a better bed. They could have given him a little light. Where the hell were they keeping him?

He wondered, again, if he had killed.

He called out, “Max...?”

He heard a man's voice on the other side say, “He’s awake.” It wasn't Max. It wasn't anyone David recognized. A chair scraped over the linoleum and the unmistakable knock of boot heels crossed the floor, stopping at the door. Another man's voice, calm but firm, said, “Before I open, you need to step back.”

“Who are you?” David asked.

“You need to step away.”

“You need to tell me who you are.”

“I will. But, first, you have to step away.”

“Where’s Max?”

A key rattled in the lock. The door opened just enough for David to glimpse a sliver of Navajo features and then he was blinded, his eyes and face aflame in agony. The scald spread to his hands when he pressed his palms against the pain. He stumbled back, screaming.

Silver dust. Someone had blown silver dust in his face.

Several hands caught him, pulled him backward and laid him on his side against the mattress. Cold water washed over his head and hands. Fingers pried his eyes open and water was flushed into them. Someone called for more. David could do nothing but lay, fetal and shivering, pinned against the mattress until the dousing stopped.

Things settled. A scratchy towel was nudged into his hands, but he couldn’t hold it. The after-pain was nearly as unbearable as the initial burst. A few moments more and David forced himself to sit and open his eyes. Through a yellow haze of anguish he made out a man squatting beside the mattress, his face long and gaunt, cheekbones high; hair shiny and black, pulled tight into a ponytail, Navajo style. Late thirties, early forties, maybe. Plaid shirt, Levis and cowboy boots.

The man said, speaking Navajo now, “I’m sorry I had to do that, Teacher.”

Teacher. Realization dawned and all the blood rushed from his scalded face. If David still didn’t know where he was or who was beside him, at least he understood why he was kidnapped.

He tried a bluff, saying in English, “Who are you? What did you just do to me?”

Still speaking Navajo, the man replied, “I'm called Niyol, Teacher.”

David went for the bluff again, testing his captor. Maybe what had been blown into his face hadn’t been silver. Only silver, lethally applied, could kill him, but it wasn’t the only thing that could cause him pain. Any number of chemical mixes could have taken him down, just like a normal person. And if this man fancied himself to be what David was certain he did, he was probably a skilled chemist. 

“Look,” David said, trying to sound worried, which wasn’t hard. “I’m sorry, brother. My Navajo is too rusty. I haven’t used it since I was a kid. Who are you? What the hell am I doing here?”

The man smiled and kept speaking Navajo. “I apologize for keeping you like this. No disrespect is intended. It’s just that we had to move quickly. I’ll have you in better quarters soon. Would you like some water? Or coffee?” Without taking his eyes off David, he called toward the open door, “Mosi, make some fresh coffee."

A woman’s voice, very young, replied quickly and obediently in Navajo, “Yes, Niyol.”

“Can you eat, Teacher, or are you too nauseous?”

David went for the shaken, useless old man effect, putting a quaver in his voice. “Please. I don’t know why you’re doing this. Is it for ransom? I’ll pay. Give me a piece of paper and a pencil. I’ll write a note to my cousin—”

“Teacher.” Niyol leveled a look at David that said enough is enough. “That was silver dust I blew in your face.”

David went silent, gazing into the calm, confident face of his captor. Then David, too, spoke in Navajo. “’Ánt’įįhnii...” witch “...you don’t know what you’ve done.”
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The Hunters' Rented Cabin

Two Miles North of Tohatchi, New Mexico

1950

Early Morning. Waning Crescent Moon.

From the breezeway that connected the cook house to the main quarters, Max watched Doris. She didn't seem aware of him. She stood too still, as if she wasn't cooking breakfast, but standing once again over Andrew's burial pit, unmarked and alone in the desert. Her son forever tangled within the carcass of the Beast.

Her grief was getting the better of her, again. When her perfect stillness gave way to tremors, Max went to her and pulled her into his arms.

“I can't stop thinking,” she said, her voice so tight it was hardly more than a whisper, “I just can’t stop thinking...”

Max held her more tightly.

“Maybe...if I could have seen Andrew in the grave instead of that...Oh, God, Max...”

He lifted her chin, stroked his thumb across the tear tracks on her face and kissed her. “Just hang on. Just hang on to me.”

Movement at the kitchen's doorway caught their attention. Jackie was backtracking, apparently trying to leave after walking in on them. He cleared his throat and said, “Bacon’s burnin’.”

“Shit.” Doris jerked away from Max. She snatched the dishtowel crumpled by the sink, wrapped it around the skillet’s handle and slid the cast iron onto a cold burner.

Millie came through the screened breezeway, making a face and waving the stink of scorched meat away from her. “Merciful Heaven! And you bitched about my Cracker chow back in Florida, Maxwell. What the hell’re you cookin’?”

“Bacon’s burnt,” Jackie said. 

He slid his lanky frame into one of the two the chairs at the little table and pulled the other out for his mother. Instead of sitting, Millie went to the window over the indoor pump and pushed the muntin-barred panes outward.

She gave Doris a quick, awkward glance but avoided eye contact. "Well, how can ya manage cookin' anything on a stove as old this one?" Millie grabbed the dish towel Doris had set on the counter and fanned smoke toward the window.

It had been this way between the two women since meeting two weeks ago. Millie and Jackie had been the ones who ended the battle with the Great Beast at the burned out compound, killing the Beast as it charged Max, and saving them all. But during the battle, there had been no chance to save Andrew from dying along with the creature. The silver slugs had ripped open the Beast's chest, a killing blow that held no hope for the monster's host. In effect, Millie and Jackie had killed Doris’s son.

"Rigged up to propane, no less," Millie kept grousing. "Wouldn’t hurt the landlord to bring this kitchen into the ‘40's, at least. This patchwork cabin's hardly better'n my huntin' camp in the 'glades.”

“Indians got no money, Mama.”

Millie tossed a glance at her son, then turned back to the window and nodded toward the flat-roofed shed several yards behind the cook house. “ ‘Cept for David Money Bags out there, y’mean? Or ol’ Chuli, chief of all Tohatchi?”

Max pulled a tin mug from the shelf over the sink, then squeezed past Millie and Doris, who was picking the burned bacon out of the pan and tossing it into the waste can. Outside in the dusty yard, Buttercup -Millie's big, black bodyguard of a dog- whined at the screen door where the breezeway and the kitchen made an L. She liked sleeping next to the dirt yard's fire pit on nights when the hunters made use of it, the ground nearby made warm. But the smell of the scorched meat had roused her and sent her into fits of unrequited longing. Max rescued a couple of the blackened strips, went to the breezeway's door and tossed them to Buttercup before coming back for the coffee pot on the stove's back burner.

“What was left of our compound when you saw it shouldn't fool you, Millie," he said as he poured. "Before David took it over, that place wasn't owned by anyone from Tohatchi. It was built by a war profiteer who had a Wild West fantasy. As for this cabin, even it's several steps up from the shacks and hogans most people around here have. Chuli's been savvy enough to make the most of any breaks that have come his way, but it’s a long stretch to call him wealthy. And he’s not a chief. He's an elder.”

Doris, still focused on the bacon, added in a brittle voice, “He’s doing us a big favor, letting us rent until Samuel heals well enough to move. Especially considering that he's never liked Max or David.”

"Not without reason," Max acknowledged, leaning against the kitchen door frame. "Granted, what happened at the compound was the worst of it. But it wasn't the first time our being here has caused trouble. You or Jackie ever heard of skinwalkers, Millie?"

Millie kept shooing smoke out the window. "Nope..."

"Sometimes they're called Navajo witches, but not all so-called witches are skinwalkers. Call it a specialty. Legend has it that skinwalkers can turn into animals. So, occasionally, a few wanna-be witches have wound up on our doorstep looking for David."

Jackie looked both interested and nervous. "So you met some of these skinwalkers...?"

Max took a sip of coffee and leveled a don't be stupid look at him. "Every bogey man tale I've ever chased to ground...vampires, abominable snowmen, naguals or chupacabras...has turned out to be a lineage of the Beast. What I'm saying is that a lot of Indians take the witch legends damn seriously, and a few pretenders have found their way to David just often enough to upset the town."

Millie stopped fanning and gave Max a disapproving look. "Don't have to guess why they come lookin', now do I? Who the hell was fool enough to let slip what you do?"

Max held up a hand in mock defense. "The rumors followed David long before I came on the scene. They started right after he was bitten..." The mood in the room sank. Max took a deep breath, then a long drink of his coffee. "The first time," he said. "After the first time."

A clouded quiet followed. It was Millie who finally changed the subject, returning to her towel flapping as she said, “H. Christ, this smoke! I’m just sayin’, since Chuli owns that slop shop in town, ya’d think he’d know what a decent kitchen needs—"

Doris brought the pan down hard on the stove, startling everybody. There was an awkward silence, with Doris’s back to Millie and Max. Finally, Doris asked, “Who checked on Sam this morning?”

The other three looked to each other for confirmation.

Jackie began tentatively, "He was restin' okay when I—"

“I’ll see to him.” Doris grabbed a tin mug off the shelf, poured from the percolator on the stove, then strode out of the cook house and down the breezeway.

No one spoke for a few seconds. Millie rubbed her palms against her broad hips, then cleared her throat and bent to one of the cabinets under the counter. She pulled out a cookie sheet.

“When you got a load of hungry mouths, you can bake a full rasher of bacon on one of these, ‘stead-a fryin’. Saves time.” She shot a quick look at the smoldering pan and added, “But fryin’ up some first is a good way to season the skillet for eggs.”

/ / / /

It was just Max and Jackie in the kitchen, now, sipping coffee. Doris had returned long enough to fill a plate for Samuel then retreated back to the cabin's main house, where Sam was bunking on the patched up couch. Millie took off in her station wagon as soon as she had her last bite, happy to have the excuse of going into Tohatchi to top up their supplies and check on Doris’s car. It had caught a ricochet during the struggle with the Great Beast, the silver bullet punching through the radiator. Millie had loaded Buttercup into the wagon after telling Jackie to take care of the dishes. 

Jackie set the dirty breakfast plates in the wash tub that was sunk sink-style into the counter top, and primed the indoor pump until water spilled over them. He came back to the table.

“So,” he said to Max. “Guess I don't have to ask how Doris is holdin' up this mornin'."

Max shrugged, not seeing much point in talking about the obvious.

Jackie fiddled with his coffee cup a moment, then said, "Seems to me, with ever'body out of our hair for a while, might be a good time for you and me to go over some things. ‘Specially since David and Miss Mina ain’t come in for breakfast yet.”

Max looked at the young man sitting across from him. Jackie was as lanky as Millie was plump, with a languid way about him. It would be easy to mistake him and his mother for simpletons. Until you looked them in the eyes. Thinking of the weeks he and David spent with the two Florida poachers after taking Jackie from the Beast, Max couldn't help smiling. He changed the subject and motioned to the young man's scalp.

“Told you your hair would grow back, didn’t I?”

Jackie smirked and ran his palm over one side of the red, curly hair he’d inherited from Millie. Just a kid, really; not even twenty-five, his face freckled and milk-fresh. But now his hair sported the silvery mark of a former host. In Jackie’s case, it was a narrow halo that arced his forehead from ear to ear. 

Jackie’s mark was more obvious than Max’s had been when he was bitten. His had manifested at his temples. And given Max’s age when he had hosted the Beast, some silver among the black looked natural. Nowadays, just south of fifty, it was looking more natural than ever, as streaks of gray crept in to join it. For that matter, other than Jackie, everybody in their little group of hunters had silver in their hair that had nothing to do with the Beast's mark. David, who had five or so years on Max, was almost entirely white-haired now, with only a few tenacious threads of jet. Mina's black braid was taking on a marbled look of its own. Samuel wasn't more than thirty-five, but he had seen his share of horror beyond what came with being a hunter and former host to the Beast. It wouldn't have surprised Max if Sam's first white hairs had sprouted when he was twelve, seeing an uncle and two cousins lynched by the Mississippi Klan.

Doris was aging the most gracefully, in Max's opinion. Her dark red poodle cut looked like an artist had added a touch of pearl dust. He hoped she'd never get the urge to dye it away.

Damn, Doris, he thought. You and me, David and Mina...we’re too old to be going through this again.

Jackie snapped his fingers at Max, as if to wake him from a trance. “You day dreamin’ there, Mr. Max?”

Max got up to freshen his coffee. “Just wishing I was still a callow youth like you.”

“More like you’re tryin’ to keep me off the subject. How ‘bout we talk a little before Mr. David comes in? Can’t be much fun for you to say what needs to be said in front of him.”

“It doesn’t matter if it’s fun or not,” Max replied, rankling. “He knows what has to happen.”

“That makes him one-up on me, then, since I’m new to all this. Wanna tell me what you’re gonna need from me?”

Max hesitated, then walked back to the table and sat. I can’t believe I’m going to have to do this to David. To David!

“About a week before full moon,” he said, “we’ll confine him in the main room of the cabin. We’ll take shifts being with him around the clock. David’s case is different than any we've gone through. He's been bitten before and that, at least, is to our advantage. He’ll cooperate as much as he’s able. Still, we can’t take chances. I don’t have to tell you what lengths a host is driven to as First Night approaches.”

Max rubbed his morning stubble. “A couple of days before First Night, we’ll silver the entire room ceiling to floor. Windows boarded up and the walls silvered...we have to make every inch too painful for the Beast to touch. At dusk on First Night, two of us will stay inside with him. The door will be boarded and nailed shut. Everybody else will be stationed outside the cabin, armed and ready.

"Immediately after emergence there's a moment when the Beast is disoriented. That’s when we’ll have our best chance at saving David. He’ll be strapped face-up so we can get a clear shot at the belly once the Beast emerges. If I fail with that blow, at least the second hunter will have an outside chance of killing the Beast. If we fail altogether, the Great Beast will have to go through the door or a wall, all silvered, before it reaches the rest of you.”

Jackie nodded, taking a long drink of coffee. "Quick reflexes’ll be important...”

Max knew what Jackie was getting at. “So will experience.”

“Sure, Maxwell, but...ain’t nobody here's had experience huntin’ the Beast ‘cept you, David and Samuel. I’d call Samuel your best pick to be in there with ya, ‘cept he ain’t gonna be a damn bit-a good, with his head knocked so hard and his ribs busted up. As for Miss Mina and Doris, don’t mean to take nothin’ away from 'em. The Good Lord knows they got spunk. But Mina’s got no field experience, and the two bouts Doris had with the Beast were shoved on her all of a sudden. She ain’t had any real chance to hone her skills.”

“ 'Field experience?' Listen, son, I don’t want to take away what you and your mother did for us, either, but I wouldn't call that field experience. What you managed to do a few days ago had as much to do with luck as skill. Both Doris and Mina know a hell of lot more about this than you do.”

“Okay, then, Mr. Max. Which one of the women you wanna lock in the room with you and David?"

Max leaned his head back, not as much in exasperation with Jackie as knowing that the kid was right. Shit. He was the best choice as Max's second. Max was going to have to put him on the front line, a young man who had barely had a chance to enjoy adulthood. If Max failed with the first blow, Jackie would probably die. Just as Mez did, in Luperón. Just as horribly. He had been about Jackie's age, too.

“ ‘Course," the kid went on, "my pick among the three would be Mama, ‘cept no way in hell I’m gonna let her go in that room instead of me...”

“All right, all right. You've made your point.”

“Glad that’s settled.”

Max leaned forward. “Nothing is settled. And nothing will be settled, until we’re all around the table together.”

Jackie shrugged, the way young people do when they've made up their minds and don’t see a point in arguing any more. Max let it go for now and stood up. He needed to get the chainsaw from the shed and stack some more firewood, so he figured he might as well see what was holding up David and Mina while he was at it.

“Get started on the dishes. We'll talk about this later."

As Max left the cook house, Jackie said, "Hey. Mr. Max." His lips quirked into a smile. “Guess Chief Chuli don't know about your plans for redecoratin'."

Max couldn't stop a smile of his own, imagining Chuli's face in the aftermath. "If any of us are left alive, we'll make sure he's compensated."

Max walked out the breezeway to the shed, serving as sleeping digs for David and his cousin. The log cabin –built from ponderosa pine and adobe- had a main area that was open, tidy and airy, with several windows, a plank floor patch-worked with linoleum remainders and spread with brightly woven Navajo rugs. But it wasn't big enough to bunk seven people. The worn couch where Samuel convalesced was to one side of the pot-bellied wood burner. An age-scarred oak dining table, a set of mismatched chairs and a couple of cots were on the other. Those were where Millie and Jackie slept. David and Mina had opted to clear a space for themselves in the shed and, on everyone's insistence, Max and Doris accepted the relative luxury of the only bedroom.

Max reached the shed and gave its weathered clapboard door a rap. “Morning,” he called. “You two oversleep in there?”

All quiet. To the right of the shed, about a hundred feet away, the chickens that had survived the disaster at the compound clucked and tittered and watched Max eagerly from their makeshift coop. That meant they hadn’t had their morning feed yet, which was odd. Mina always fed them at first light. His gaze traveled from the coop, to the lumpy dome of the sweat lodge. Maybe she and David had had a late night in the sweat lodge, something they and Max had thrown together out of juniper branches and tattered burlap from Tohatchi's feed store. He recalled David saying something last night, while the hunters were ringed around the front yard's fire pit, about having a good, meditative sweat before bed.

He scanned another fifty feet past the lodge, back to the cabin. Just to the south of the breezeway and cook house was where the cars were usually parked. Both the station wagon and the truck were gone. He already knew Millie had taken the wagon, so David and Mina must have left sometime earlier. Maybe checking on the shops. If David wanted to look in on the one at Albuquerque as well as the one in Gallup, that would explain the early trek. Odd, though, that neither of them had mentioned their plans the night before. Odder still, Mina hadn't fed the chickens before leaving...

From inside the shed came a muffled scuffling, then a low moan ramped into a high-pitched keen. Max threw open the door. Clutching her head, next to her toppled cot, Mina was staggering up from the dirt floor.

The second cot was empty. David was nowhere in sight.
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Chapter Two
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The Hunter's Cabin

Two Miles North of Tohatchi, New Mexico

1950

Early Morning. Waning Crescent Moon.

Max yelled for Doris as he hurried Mina toward the breezeway. Doris ran to the screen door. “My God! What happened?”

Jackie rushed out of the cook house and the two men got Mina onto a bench in the breezeway. Once they had her sitting, Max and Doris knelt beside Mina, her head bobbing until Max caught her face in his hands. He pulled her eyelids back and looked at her pupils, then worked his fingers over her scalp, looking for a head wound.

“Mina,” Doris said, “Mina! Can you hear me?”

Mina’s eyes tracked Doris’s voice and she nodded sluggishly. Max brought his hands back to her face. 

“No obvious head trauma,” he said to Doris. “Maybe drugs.” Then, to Mina: “What happened? Can you tell me what happened?”

Still addled, she shook her head and slurred, “No.”

Doris asked Max, “Where’s David?”

“Not here. Truck's gone. Mina...” 

Her eyes began to flutter. Max gave her cheek a couple of firm pats.

“Mina! Try to stay with us, sweetheart. Where’s David?”

Mina struggled to focus on Max. It was apparent she wanted to think clearly, but in the end all she could do was shake her head.

By now, Samuel had made it out of the main quarters, one arm pressed to his bandaged ribs. “What the hell...?”

Jackie grabbed a chair out of the kitchen and helped Sam sit as Doris rushed to the sink pump, grabbed a tin tumbler out of a cabinet on the way and came back with it filled. Max looked at Doris as she helped Mina drink. She looked back at him. He knew they were thinking the same thing.

He hesitated a moment, then asked, “Mina. Did David do this?”

Mina pushed the water away. “No,” she slurred. “No...he wouldn’t...”

“Are you sure?”

“He wouldn’t,” she repeated. Her eyes, though, betrayed uncertainty.

Samuel groaned, bowing his head and pressing a hand against his close-cropped scalp. “Aw, shit...”

Doris shouldered Max over a few inches and held the water up to Mina’s lips again. She asked her, “What’s the last thing you remember? Can you tell us?”

Mina swallowed and pressed her trembling hand to her forehead. “We sweated...or, I mean...David did. I didn’t, I just attended. Waited outside the lodge, heated stones, brought extra water as needed. I remember going to bed...or...no...walking to the shed...then...I couldn’t breathe.”

“Couldn’t breathe?” Max asked. “Did it feel like someone was smothering you? Like this...?"

He sat on the bench, reached over, cupped her head in one hand and pressed the other over her nose and mouth. She shuddered, pushing his hand away and nodding.

“What does that mean?” Jackie asked.

“Means a cloth full of chloroform or something like it. Maybe homemade,” Samuel replied, looking more ashen by the moment. “It means David probably caught her from behind—"

“No...” Mina protested.

“– then took her inside to her cot.”

“Awful nice of ‘im to tuck ‘er in,” Jackie drawled.

Samuel glared at him. “It’s what I would’ve done...or Max, or you...to cover tracks for as long as possible.” 

“No,” Mina said, again, “he wouldn’t...”

“She’s got a point,” Doris said. “It hasn't even been two weeks since David was bitten. It’s too early for the Beast to be influencing him, especially with David aware of what’s happened to him.”

“But, she’s been drugged, Doris,” Max said, "and we're dealing with a Great Beast, not a lesser. Damn it! We let our guard down!"

He sat backed, appalled at his own lack of vigilance. Without a word, he rose and burst out the door. Stopped. Gained better control of himself. "Jackie!" he snapped over his shoulder and Jackie came out to follow him, scouring the area for anything that might offer clues.

They found nothing. Where the truck was usually parked, there were no signs of anything odd. The sweat lodge was undisturbed, inside or out. The packed, sandy earth around the property was too tracked up by the daily living of the hunters to reveal anything. David’s cot and few belongings looked as though he hadn’t gone near them after bringing Mina into the shed. They expanded the search, widening the circle, and came back empty handed. 
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