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“He who makes a beast of himself
gets

rid of the pain of being a man.”

—Dr. Samuel Johnson

 


 



Preface

 


Ever since he was a child, Peter Stubbe had
evil tendencies. He practiced “wicked arts,” from the age of twelve
until he died. He satiated his damnable necromantic desire, and
acquainted himself with infernal spirits and demons. In the end he
forfeited salvation and gave both body and soul to the Devil in
exchange for the carnal pleasures of life so that he might be
famous on earth.

The Devil, who is always ready to listen to
cursed men, promised to give him whatever he desired. But unlike
most, Stubbe desired neither riches nor status, nor was he
satisfied with external pleasure. Because he had a tyrannous heart
and a cruel, devious mind, he requested to work his malice in the
shape of a Beast, so he could carry out any bloody enterprise he
wished without fearing for his life.

The Devil saw him as a fit instrument of evil
and was so pleased with his desire for destruction that he
transformed Stubbe into a greedy, devouring Wolf. His eyes were
powerful and sparkled like firebrands in the darkness. His great
maw was filled with voracious teeth. His body was enormous, and his
paws were mighty.

Peter Stubbe was pleased with his new shape
because it fit his bloody and cruel nature. Soon he started using
his newfound strength—power—to commit the most heinous murders
against anyone who displeased him and their families. He plucked
out their throats and tore them limb from limb. Each kill would
whet his appetite, so he could wreak extreme atrocities night and
day.

Sometimes he would walk through the streets
where he was known as a civil man, and he would greet those whose
friends and children he butchered. No one suspected him. While he
walked up and down the streets, if he spied a young woman, or wife,
or even a child that he lusted after, he would wait for them to
leave town and then rape and murder them. And if he happened to see
a group of young girls playing together, he would take his wolfish
shape and lay hold of his favorite. Only after his filthy lust was
fulfilled would he slaughter her.

After only a few years, he’d killed thirteen
young children and two pregnant women whose unborn infants he ate
from their wombs. He especially fancied the babies’ raw and panting
hearts, which were dainty morsels and a delicacy to him. He also
killed livestock at times, like a normal wolf, so that no one
suspected the killer to be anything but a natural predator.

Stubbe had a beautiful daughter named Beel
that he craved unnaturally and committed incest with. His
inordinate lust and filthy desire toward her was so great that he
used her daily as his concubine until she was with child. He also
had sexual relations with his own sister. He frequented her bed
relentlessly. But his lewd and unquenchable lust could not be
satisfied with the company of his concubines, and no woman’s beauty
could slake his desire.

So the Devil sent him a wicked spirit in the
likeness of a woman, so comely in body and face that she exceeded
the choicest mortal woman. He kept company with this she-devil for
seven years, but not even this vilest of lechery compared to his
bloodlust. He took such delight in carnage that no day passed that
he did not bloody himself, and he no longer gave any thought to
whom he murdered.

He took great joy in his son, born from the
incestuous relationship with his daughter, and he commonly called
him his heart’s ease. But his thirst for death far exceeded this
joy, and he hungered for the boy’s flesh. Stubbe enticed his son
into the forest under the pretense of the necessities of nature.
When they were alone, he took his bestial form and slew him. Once
done, he proceeded to eat the brains out of his head.

The damnable Peter Stubbe lived this way for
twenty-five years, without anyone suspecting him of being the
author of these horrible murders. The citizens of Cologne, Bedburg
and Cperadt were grievously endangered, plagued and molested by
this ravenous Wolf. The arms and legs of dead people were scattered
up and down the fields.

But, though the people of the region used all
the means they had to find this ravening Beast, they could not
prevail. They continued in their purpose and sought to entrap him
daily and hunted him with great mastiffs. In the end, it pleased
God that they should espy the Wolf at a time when they were ready
for him. They beset him roundabout and set their mastiffs upon him
so that there was no means of escape, as the Lord delivered Goliath
into the hands of David.

As they watched, he assumed the likeness of
the man they knew for many years, and they took him before the
magistrates of Bedburg.

Stubbe voluntarily confessed his whole life
and made known his villainies. He was condemned to have his body
laid on a wheel, and his flesh pulled from his bones in several
places with red-hot pincers. After that, his legs and arms were
broken with a wooden axe, and his head struck from his body. His
carcass was burned to ashes. This sentence was carried out on
October 31, 1589, in the presence of many peers and princes of high
Germany.

After the execution, a high pole was erected
that first went through the wheel whereon he was broken, and
fastened a little above the wheel was the likeness of a wolf to
show all men his true form. Stubbe’s head was placed atop the stake
and round about the wheel’s rim were hung many pieces of wood,
which represented the people he murdered. This was ordained to
stand for a continual monument to all ensuing ages.

 


(Paraphrased and summarized from the original
court record, which was translated to English from high Dutch.)

 



Introduction

 


Some people, when they survive a brush with
disaster, profess an awakening of sorts. They’re shaken by the
experience, and suddenly their everyday problems seem trivial. Many
liken the effects of a near-death experience to a rebirth. I’m not
skeptical of these “reawakened” souls; I’m just not one of them.
For me, the road to salvation has been neither straight nor narrow,
and if I’d gained a new lease on life, it’d only come after what
Christian mystics call the “Long Night of the Soul.” The Beast had
made sure I’d paid a Pyrrhic price for a taste of redemption.

The werewolf that took my father gave me in
return the poorest of reasons to live. Guilt is too thin an emotion
to subsist on, but it invokes a dangerous supplement: Vengeance.
Soon, the two become so intertwined that it’s impossible to tell
them apart. The ensuing anguish rapidly becomes a parasite that
nourishes itself on the one emotion strong enough to keep it alive:
Hatred.

A wounded adolescent’s heart can harvest the
most luxurious hate to be found anywhere north of the gates of
Hell. The Beast has robbed me of many things: my childhood, my
bride, my infant son, but I believe the most insidious thing he
ever did—even though it wasn’t intentional—was make me more like
him: furious and pitiless. Things like remorse and compassion are
commodities unsuitable for fighting with monsters, but surrendering
them is as pointless as tossing ballast from a crashing plane. This
is my life and—one way or another—it’s going down.

 


* * *

 


Though I stared into a powder-blue sky, I
didn’t see it. Below me the Peace River rushed and roared, but I
didn’t hear it. The austere beauty of the Rocky Mountains was
wasted on me, because I was touring the streets of a shapeless
metropolis, and passing phantoms that looked like figures erased
from a blackboard. In the next moment, I was soaring over an
endless black-glass ocean on the wings of a Great Horned Owl.

My navigational skills were too awkward to
plot a course with any precision. The slightest misstep carried me
a thousand miles, and trying to compensate only led me further
astray. I cleared my mind and concentrated on my quest, but I
couldn’t tell north from south. As my frustration grew, I could
feel the spirit realm slipping away like waxed thread pulled
through wet fingers.

It was a struggle just to sit up and wrap a
blanket around myself. I was trembling with cold, and weak with
hunger. Falling snow drifted in the darkness like luminous ash as I
hobbled to my feet and toward the fire where Michael Winterfox sat
in a buffalo robe, sipping at a steamy tin cup.

“Have some coffee,” he offered, and reached
for the blue-speckled pot next to him.

I made no reply, mostly because I couldn’t
feel my lips, but I was also too groggy to speak. He handed a cup
across the fire.

“Mind you don’t scald yourself. It’s hot, but
I doubt you’d know it right now.”

I cupped the warm metal between frozen palms
and put my face in its steam. In the firelight I could see the
crock of Black Drink sitting next to Michael’s ceremonial pipe, and
I looked away so I didn’t have to imagine it was in my cup. I
watched the smoke rise into the falling snow and dissolve into the
flakes like a smudge across the Milky Way—the Hanging Road to
Séáno, the Cheyenne’s place of the dead.

I’d been able to separate spirit from body
twice, and both times the Black Drink had been my vehicle.
Returning from a sublime world of thought and spirit to a house of
flesh and blood was disorienting, and my head throbbed like a
vindictive hangover. Everything that touched me made my skin ache;
I imagined it’s what newborn babies feel. But beyond the physical
discomfort, there was an accompanying sense of loss that came from
waking from a wonderful dream into the drab reality of stiff joints
and cold hunger.

“Small steps, Sylvester, like I told you,”
Michael said. “Your body’s not as tough as your spirit.”

“How long was I gone?” My tongue felt like a
frozen slug.

“Going on two days,” he replied. “Too long
for a babe in the woods.”

I recalled what it was like to wake from a
five-month coma, and this felt similar. Two days may as well have
been as many years. My pain began to separate into distinct
sensations, and the one stewing in my belly was more than hunger
pangs. I touched the angry network of scars that cut across my
abdomen in relief, mementos of the demon that almost cut me in
half.

“You had one of those spells while you were
gone,” he said, noticing I held my stomach. “Nice of that Manitou
to leave you something to remember it by.”

Inside I was still healing from the attack,
and occasionally my guts would clench and harden like cold lead. It
felt like an anvil dropping against my pelvis, squashing everything
inside. The resulting pain was too severe to be easily shut down,
but the doctors back east had assured me it was a temporary
condition.

Michael coughed into his fist. I noticed how
skinny he looked, even through his heavy robe of fur. His long,
white hair was thinner than I’d ever seen it, and even his once
bronze Cheyenne skin had taken on a yellowish hue. The deep creases
of his wrinkled face, which had always had character, now seemed
like poorly stitched seams. I knew death wouldn’t wait much longer,
not even for an old Dog Soldier like him.

I also knew that what kept him from going to
his Fathers was his desire to see me finish the final phase of an
education that began more than twenty years before—the fourth
degree of the Reydosnin warrior. Using the methods of his
ancient-warrior society, he’d taught me to fight armed and
barehanded, to siphon off pain and augment the five senses.
However, the path of spiritual warfare was the most daunting
because it exercised the soul, and mine had been sick for a long
time. That’s why the spirits named me “Heart-of-Scars.”

“You’re coming along, Sylvester,” Michael
said, tossing the dregs of his coffee into the fire. “Might not
seem like it, but I reckon the spirits have been waiting for you a
spell.”

“The things they’ve shown me....” I said,
unable to finish. “It’s like they’ve finally accepted me.”

“What you’ve seen is kid stuff,” he said.
“Just remember the Beast is a spirit, too. The Other Side may be
brand new to you, but it’s his old stomping grounds.”

The field where we slept was miles away from
Michael’s cabin and on the same mountain where he’d first taught me
to fight like the animals. He called it, Nowahwus—Holy
Mountain—because there was sacred ground there. I’d known that
since I was a boy, but hadn’t learned why until I became a man.

Connecting the dots on Michael’s life was
difficult; he never shared more than a little of it at a time. His
story was like a book that only opened to random pages. I’d known
him almost thirty-six years, but had only learned he was my
grandfather in the last few months. In 90 years he had three wives,
but it was my grandmother, the one he’d loved first and most, who
was buried on this mountain. Michael never told me her name; just
that she was white and had a daughter who looked just like her. If
my mother had survived my birth I might’ve been able to appreciate
the likeness, but I’d never even seen a photo of her.

Spiritual combat isn’t something that makes
sense to most people because they have no frame of reference. The
only thing to which Michael could liken it was a prayer where the
supplicant was also an active participant. Not every part of the
discipline required as much preparation or was as mentally
exhausting as taking leave from the body. The well-trained
Reydosnin could see beyond the veil of accepted reality and assess
supernatural risk. He could sense the movement of ethereal
presences and had an almost precognitive perception, which
translated into legendary reflexes. Reydosnin could even contend
with certain evil spirits in a struggle of wills. According to
Michael, a werewolf had once been destroyed in such a contest.

Before there were Northern and Southern
Cheyenne, when the Tsis-tsis’-tas were farmers and had not
yet seen the whites, a shaman named Mo’kôhtavo’ha, Black
Horse, fought a monster that had been summoned by a Sioux sorcerer.
The old medicine man was out-of-body for three weeks grappling with
this creature. As the story goes, Black Horse died in the
encounter, and horrible slashes appeared on his vacant body as the
elders who were tending him watched. The corpse of a
Shungmanitu-Wa-Chah, One Who Is Wolf, was found the next
morning with strips of the shaman’s skin and clothing in his mouth
and under his talons.

As a novice in this supernatural theater of
war, the first thing I had to learn was to draw upon my totem
animals, whose attributes were mine to share. The owl and the
rattler had been my guardians—my brothers—ever since I was young,
but only in name. Now that my hatred was in check and the spirits
had granted me access to their realm, these two animal spirits
became more than emblems of my Cheyenne identity. Michael once told
me that the spirits chose these animals for me because a man who
would go to war with the Beast needed a double portion of wisdom.
What I came to understand was that my spirit brothers also
represented the death and the evil that would forever haunt my
path. The Great Horned Owl, which watched over my soul at night,
was the white man’s symbol of wisdom, whereas the rattlesnake
embodied the same virtue to the Cheyenne. The owl symbolized death
to the Reydosnin while to the whites the serpent is a token of
evil. This dual representation reflected my own mixed blood, a
dichotomy that was more apparent than at any time in my life.

In the wilderness with Michael, I was
Heart-of-Scars, but in Ontario I was Sylvester Logan James with the
Canadian Security Intelligence Service. My record with the federal
government, which dated back to the late ‘60s, began in earnest
with a provisional prison release in 1981. The Domestic Protection
Directorate, under instructions from the Solicitor General,
sanctioned me to pursue and kill a werewolf—the infamous
Saskatchewan Slasher. Even the prime minister himself once
authorized me as a Foreign Service agent to the Soviet Union to
face the most nightmarish werewolf I’d ever seen. My latest job
description was not so well-defined.

Everything in the CSIS Act turned on the
meaning of, “Threats to the security of Canada,” and
since the Service had only recently been established, there was a
good deal of latitude granted to its definition. As a result,
departments within the CSIS organizational structure recruited a
handful of specialists to fill the ambiguous title of “agent
at-large.” We were more of a database than a distinct group. As for
me, I answered to Operations Support and its director general, Ms.
Tanya Clemons.

As the former director of the Domestic
Protection Directorate, Tanya had been instrumental in arranging my
pardon. I’d shared a unique relationship with her from the
beginning, including a part-time romance. She’d gone out of her way
to help me, even when she didn’t have to, to the point of putting
her career at risk. But she’d stayed by my bedside while I’d
languished in a hypoxic coma, and had since became the closest
thing to a friend I could afford.

Anger was always my second nature. At first
it was just there, the natural product of orphaned youth. There was
also sadness and a profound sense of guilt, but I changed those
things into something stronger, as Papa taught me. That something
was hatred, and I loved it. I identified with it, and I did
everything I could to nurture it. I stoked it in a forge of rage,
folding hot layers of guilt and fear into an alloy more tensile
than either. Year after year I cultivated that canker to be a
weapon against the Beast, tempering its black steel with tears I
refused to shed and with my family’s blood. This hatred became its
own entity, a jealous idol to be worshipped implicitly. When I
finally realized it was poisoning me, I was too far-gone to care.
Hate was the only thing I had going for me, and then a werewolf
took that away from me, too.

When the Wolf Diego apprised me of the role
I’d played in the death of my wife and baby, he’d confirmed my most
terrible fears about the night I tried to run away from our war. My
family had died because I’d made the wrong choice. He’d caused the
hate in the hollow of my soul to unravel. Guilt separated from
anger separated from grief, and the false god of my life was unmade
in a matter of minutes.

Looking back, it would have been a small
thing to surrender my sanity, but I chose judgment over madness.
Waiting to die was my pastime, and I laid odds against my own
survival with every fight, but when I gave myself over to the
forces of nature, I not only tempted death but offered it an
engraved invitation. A Windigo accepted.

Michael tried to teach me a better a way to
live, but I was too naïve and full of bile to learn it. Hate always
divided me from the spirits, but those walls had fallen. The hate
that remained in me was not of my own design, but honest emotion
that lingered, righteous and necessary because I still had a Feud
to finish. I didn’t know what sort of person that made me, but for
the first time since childhood I wasn’t ashamed of who I was.

 


 



Chapter I

 


I drove away from Alberta in the middle of
May 1986, but my mind remained there. Through the hypnotic thrall
of a highway after dark, I listened to a radio talk-show host
rehash the nuclear disaster at Chernobyl. Gorbachev had just told
the world about the accident the day before in his famous speech
about glasnost and perestroika—”openness” and
“restructuring.”

In a week I was due to meet with Tanya and
her deputy directors in Ottawa, but I decided to stop at my old
house in Manitoba since it was on the way. I hadn’t been there in
two years, not since I’d tortured a man to death in my garage. Even
though Diego’s lackey had been sent to kill me, I redefined my
capacity for barbarism that night.

The cool spring evening and the deep thoughts
long drives encourage had put me in a drowse. When I reached the
old familiar crossroads just a few miles from my house, there was a
Lincoln with Ontario tags pulled to the side. Its hazard lights
were blinking. A woman with her arms folded stood in the light of
the open trunk, and I could see that the rear driver’s-side tire
was flat. She wore a black headscarf, but no coat, and the evening
attire she wore was better suited for the Winnipeg nightlife. She
held herself against the chill as I pulled in behind her and
climbed out of the cab.

“Need a hand?” I asked.

“God, this is just my luck,” she replied in a
lilting, mannish voice. “I have a flat and nothing to fix it
with.”

She was middle-aged and plain looking, not
especially thin nor noticeably plump. Judging from her manicure,
she wouldn’t have known what to do with a bumper jack if she had
one. I unloaded my own tools from the truck box and knelt beside
her car.

“Lost, too?” I asked, examining the blown
radial.

“I have a party tonight in West Canaan,” she
sighed. “Do you know where that is?” She nearly stumbled as she
shifted her weight from one leg to the other.

“Sorry, can’t help you there,” I answered,
plucking a shard of rusted steel from between the treads. “Do you
have a spare?”

The scent of peppermint schnapps drifted in
the air. She had apparently started the party by herself. I started
loosening the lug nuts while she pulled the donut from the
back.

“I appreciate your time. If you hadn’t come
by, there’s no telling how long I might’ve been stuck out here.
Mister …?”

“James,” I answered. “These roads don’t see
much traffic. I haven’t been through here myself for quite some
time. You’re pretty lucky I happened along.”

“They say timing is everything,” she
remarked, drawing a cigarette lighter from her handbag. I knew the
next item she produced was not a cigarette before I saw it. I
raised the tire iron and bolted to my feet just as the weapon
cleared her handbag. The tool came against the side of her neck at
the same time a single puff chimed from the silencer of her Walther
PPK. Her skull pitched to one side with an audible crack before
jostling off its spinal cord. While I teetered on my heels, she
wilted into a heap without another twitch. As the blood drained
down the side of my face, I remember thinking that my Reydosnin
sixth sense needed a little more spit and polish.

 


* * *

 


It was a pleasant and breezy Sunday morning
in Tacoma, Washington. The grounds of Heritage Hill were soft from
the spring rains, and lively birds frolicked in the juniper trees
above this quiet village of the dead. An occasional American flag
fluttered over bronze military markers as I traversed the fresh-cut
lawns and the well-tended stones. Many were adorned with new
wreaths and fresh flowers. This was where my wife and son slept—the
great love of my life and our baby boy. It’d been too long since
I’d visited Samantha and Joshua, but I was proud to have returned a
better man than I’d been the last time.

As I started up the hill toward their
monument, another person was setting a vase of lilies in front of
it. The older woman arranged the flowers into a proper presentation
and then folded her hands and stared at the headstone. The breeze
died down, and she pulled a stray white curl from her face. She was
Indian, Chinook to be exact, but there was more silver in her hair
than the coal black it once was. From some fifty feet away she
noticed me watching her, and smiled at me, ever so slightly.

“I still miss her,” she said.

I nodded with a lump in my throat and
returned her sad smile. “So do I.”

She couldn’t have been much older than fifty,
but she looked fragile and tired. I recognized the sparkle of her
daughter’s eyes, and it made me ache.

“I still have reservations here, don’t I?” I
asked, regarding the uncut gravestone next to theirs. Her shoulders
sagged in a sudden sob as she came toward me.

“Cora, don’t,” I said, stopping her in her
tracks. “Believe me; you should stay where you are.” She wiped her
tears and composed herself with a deep breath.

“What am I supposed to say to you, Sylvester?
You look thin and too old for your years. What became of you after
they died?” she asked. “I know you’re not going to tell me, but
whatever happened at the lake house that night, I’ve come to
believe you were trying to protect them—but from what I don’t
know.”

I bowed my head and swallowed my tears.
“Thank you for that.”

“I always imagined we’d meet here someday,”
she said, her voice sinking down the hill. “Raymond didn’t think
so; he said we’d seen the last of you.”

“Where is Ray?”

“You don’t know—why would you?—we divorced a
few years after….” The last syllable warbled, and she stopped to
shake her head. “He remarried, but cancer got him three years ago.
He’s buried in Spokane, where his widow lives.”

“What about you, Cora?” I asked.

“Please,” she said with a tone of offense.
“All that’s left of your life with her is under this grass. Let’s
not pretend there’s anything more.”

“I wish I could tell you … I wish I could ….”
I stopped because there was no point to what I was about to say.
“The memory of her is the jewel of my life, and when it’s time,
I’ll gladly lie down in the spot next to her.” What I meant was
that I looked forward to it.

“Well,” she said just above a whisper. “I’ll
let you see her by yourself.” And she turned away and walked over
the hill.

 


* * *

 


I sat up, blinded. The left side of my head
felt like a melon that had burst in the sun. I touched my face to
feel what I knew to be a plaster of coagulated blood, and peeled
the gummy resin from my eyes. My truck was still running, its
headlamps shining over the blurred body of my would-be assassin, no
doubt the Stefano family’s latest attempt to “whack” me for killing
Anton Castillo.

My equilibrium was askew, but I wobbled to my
feet and told myself to focus, to gather my senses and clarify my
thoughts. Severe as it was, it wasn’t the pain that gave me pause,
but my murky vision and the uncertainty of the bullet’s path. I
shuffled back to my truck and wiped the surplus of blood-paste from
my face with some paper towels I’d taken from a DX station.

I used the cab’s dome light to try and
diagnose my condition in a visor mirror. I looked as if
three-quarters of my face had been peeled. Three inches above my
left eyebrow, just at my hairline was a red slit like a fish gill
with a wink of bone beneath. If her weapon had been anything bigger
than a .380 auto, it would have left a hole instead of a glancing
wound.

There was a definite sense of déjà vu walking
through the door of my country house, but I was too dizzy and my
eyesight too dull to appreciate the feeling. Sitting next to a
lantern, I cleaned my face with a bucket of well water from the
outside spigot. I found some cotton balls, a hand mirror and some
whisky under the sink, so I swabbed the bullet gash with a partial
bottle of Lord Calvert. I pasted the wound from a leftover tube of
unguent and lay down in the dust of my old bed.

The hit-woman’s body now shared the cesspool
out back with the rotting remains of Diego’s minion. I’d left her
vehicle where it was, innocently abandoned with a flat tire.
Anything could happen to a woman alone on the back
roads. I didn’t know how she’d found me at the exact moment I was
driving to a place I hadn’t been in years, but it was a small
question that would have to wait its turn to be answered.

“If you’re alive, blink twice,” said a
recognizable voice from the doorway. I opened my eyes and my vision
had cleared enough to distinguish Daniel Rogier standing at the
threshold to my room, dangling an unlit cigarette from his lips.
His Bay Rum cologne had announced him before his voice had.

“You don’t look so good,” he said as he
milled around the room and peeked through the dirty blinds.
“Neither does your place. Housekeeper and gardener must be on
holiday.”

My pillow was a muddle of dust and bloody
salve, and the inside of my head creaked with pain as he walked
over to my bedside. I sat up and immediately wished I’d done so a
little slower.

“Is this the dame that gave you that
eggplant?” he asked, displaying her driver’s license from a lady’s
open pocketbook. “From what I know about Clementine, she wouldn’t
have just left you for dead, she’d make sure of it. So what
did you do with her?”

“I must be wearing a transmitter,” I groaned.
“Everyone seems to know where I am.”

I’d never really been able to get a handle on
Rogier. He’d been an assistant commissioner with Security Service
back in the pre-CSIS days, but I’d always believed there was more
to the man than a suit. His eyes were too steely and his body
language too sharp to be just another Dominion bureaucrat.

“I have to close this wound,” I told him.
“Can you thread a needle?”

“Sure. Got anything to eat around here?” he
asked, stepping aside as I rambled toward the head. Every step felt
like a painful accident.

My forehead was a swollen, yellow-and-blue
sunrise in the grimy bathroom mirror. Rogier propped himself
against the door while I scrubbed away a soft scab of dirt and then
started pushing thread through the pale folds of the wound.

“Don’t forget—small stitches,” Rogier advised
while picking at a can of sliced pears he’d found in the pantry. He
lifted the lantern for me. “I’m thinking this would be a good
opportunity for you to make some career choices.”

I glanced sideways at him through the mirror.
“I’m trying to do something here.”

“You sew, I’ll talk,” he said. “For starters
the old gal who plugged you is, or I guess was, Clementine
Rossi. She worked for Christophe so I don’t know if she was
contracted by the Stefanos or what, but we had some intelligence
she might’ve been tracking you so we’ve been tracking her.”

“Never heard of either of them,” I muttered,
and tightened the second stitch.

“Old Christophe runs the Quebec-Corsican
syndicate. We go back,” he said. “Rossi was their premier
executioner.”

“What I want to know is how she knew I was
coming here because I didn’t even know until I hit the
province.”

“Don’t look at me; I was just following the
contractor. I sure didn’t know your itinerary—although I should
have. Clementine’s got a reputation for being meticulous, but she
hasn’t been camped out on your doorstep for, what’s it been, two
years?”

“Kind of a lackluster performance for a
certified man-eater,” I observed.

“That’s the thing,” he began. “I went through
her Continental and found restraints rigged under the back seat,
but Rossi’s never been the bring-’em-back-alive type. The Stefanos
don’t want you unless it’s on a slab. In any event, right now you
and I are the only ones who know she didn’t kill you, but we could
keep that to ourselves. A staged death could be very timely, you
know. You’re in a league now where being dead isn’t just
appropriate it’s an asset—kind of chic, too.”

“Chic?” I repeated, taking a pause
from my needlepoint.

“It’s stupid, I know,” he laughed, “but
several of our agents at-large are wearing bogus toe-tags. It’s a
bizarre kind of status symbol at this level.”

“Which is what, exactly?” I pressed the
needle through puffy flesh a fifth time. “Or do I have to
guess?”

“That’s where it gets prickly,” he said.
“There’s a sub-rosa network in the British Commonwealth called the
Victorian Ring. The few outsiders who’ve even heard of it think
it’s a myth, like the Illuminati or a Zionist Occupational
Government. It’s actually a crew of troubleshooters on permanent
retainer to the Marlborough House in London.”

“Commonwealth mercenaries,” I said.

“Don’t say it like it’s an ugly word,” he
defended. “What do you think you’ve been doing for a living since
we took you out of Blackwell? Me, I cut my teeth in the Congo with
‘Mad’ Mike Hoare.”

“And what are you now?” I asked. “Besides
standing in my light?”

“Access agent and coordinator for the Ring’s
Canadian contingent.”

“Hold the lantern higher; I have to tie this
off. So this is a team we’re talking about?”

“Most of the Victorian Ring is comprised of
floaters, like you,” he explained. “Occasionally they’re paired off
in teams, but mostly it’s one man to an assignment. You’re a
natural, that’s why I’ve been recruiting you.”

I gave my embroidery an extra layer of
ointment as Rogier set the lantern aside.

“That’s why the Service flew you to Ottawa
when the only thing keeping your innards inside was duct tape. It’s
not standard procedure for us to send a civilian to the best coma
unit in Ontario, or to authorize identity blackouts for some Joe
with a contract on his life.”

“They’ll get their pound of flesh,” I said.
“You don’t have to get nasty about it.”

“Look, the fact is, I’ve had my eye on you
from the start,” he began apologetically, “before C-157 was ever
drafted. The Ring isn’t some experimental project like your amnesty
deal; it’s been around a long time. VR headhunters can wait their
whole careers for a recruit as specialized as you. I wasn’t
completely sold on your loyalty until the Soviet gig—you knocked
that one out of the park, man.”

“How does it look?” I asked, facing him.

“Like you’ve been shot in the head,” he
replied.

 


* * *

 


Rogier called some men who would sterilize
the area, and at his suggestion I packed a few boxes of the things
I wanted to keep. We left my truck and drove to a private airfield
south of Winnipeg where we boarded a government plane. During our
short flight, we discussed Tanya and her role in this international
cabal of dead men walking. According to Rogier, her only
responsibility was to maintain my status as an agent at-large for
Operations Support. For those who didn’t know any better, she was
my boss.

I didn’t want to trust Rogier, but I didn’t
have a choice. It wasn’t because he was deceitful or unreliable,
but a man like him could cut you loose at a moment’s notice—he was
that much like me. Some people are vulnerable underneath a gruff
exterior, but Rogier was a broadsword in a satin sheath. In
addition to his experience as a private soldier and an assistant
commissioner, he’d also been a Royal Canadian Mounted Police
Liaison to Interpol and had seen some shady stuff with the French
in Indochina. He had the confidence of a lion as well as a gift for
bossing people without seeming like a bully. Yeah, I liked him.

My head felt like a squashed turnip when we
landed in Ottawa, and the swelling mostly obscured my left eye.
During the flight I learned that my scheduled meeting with Tanya
was only a formality, and that the primary reason for my presence
was Victorian Ring business.

At the VIA Rail Canada station, we waited for
the 1:00 a.m. train from Senneterre to arrive. The station was warm
and quiet, except for the occasional telephone ring at the ticket
counter. I watched our backs through the reflection in the large
windows facing the tracks. The man on the one o’clock was T.H.
Deacon, M.D. who’d traveled all the way from Christchurch to attend
our meeting. When I saw him get off the train, he reminded me of a
professional wrestler. He was a tall, bald man with hands that
looked too large to be deft, and he wore a long bearskin coat that
was not only showy, but also a little heavy for May. A good-looking
Maori woman carrying a briefcase shadowed him. She wore tribal
tattooing from her bottom lip to her chin, and was almost as tall
as the good doctor. Rogier approached them, and welcomed them to
the capital.

“This is Mr. Logan,” Rogier told Deacon. It
was the first time anyone had called me that. I stepped in to greet
him.

“You have the hands of a gunfighter, Mr.
Logan,” he said, grasping my hand but not shaking it. “The wounds
of one as well–excuse me for noticing. I’m glad to see that not
everyone in this country is an attorney.”

“Mr. Logan is a hunter by trade, Dr. Deacon,”
Rogier said. “He’ll be joining us in forum.”

“Of course,” he replied. “Let me introduce my
assistant, Ms. Aroha King. She has a care for my security when I’m
abroad.”

“Charmed,” Rogier answered for both of us.
She was the most attractive bodyguard I’d ever seen.

We had two suites reserved at the Crowne
Plaza Ottawa Hotel, and Rogier’s people had checked out the place
many days before. Around 2:30 a.m. I was sitting alone in the
cocktail lounge while the barman watched a rerun of “Danger Bay.”
The hotel was beautifully decorated and with lavish amenities, but
there wasn’t a shred of soul in the place. In the middle of the
nation’s political hub, it was hard to imagine a world more
diametrically different than the one I’d just left. I thanked the
Great Mystery for his mercies, and for honoring my pledge. I asked
him to keep me free from the hate that had divided us for so long,
and for an opportunity to restore my lost honor.

At the end of the bar, I heard a woman’s
voice ask for Black Darjeeling, and when I glanced over I saw it
was Ms. King. She looked over and walked to where I was
sitting.

“How are you?” I asked, politely. She took
the seat next to me and I noticed she had burn scars that had
mutilated her right ear and the curve of her jaw. “Hard drinker,
eh?” I said as the barman brought her tea.

“I don’t drink liquor,” she said, opening the
tea packet. “It clouds judgment and turns people into asses.”

“Hard to argue with that,” I agreed. Then
there was an unwieldy hiatus in the conversation, as though she
expected me to say something pithy. “This is some place, eh?” I
remarked instead.

She tilted her head and rolled her eyes in a
dismissive gesture. I instantly became preoccupied with the
condensation on my beer mug.

“I didn’t take you for a small talker,” she
said, steeping the bag. “Tell me what happened to your face.”

“It’s not that interesting,” I replied. She
diluted her tea with a splash of milk and adjusted herself on the
barstool. Her brazen personality, non-sexual as it was, intrigued
me. “A wet-girl tried to cash me out,” I finally said.

“Must’ve been amateur night,” she
replied.

“Where’d you get this?” I asked, indicating
my own ear and jaw line. She hiked the corner of her mouth into a
serpent’s grin, apparently pleased that I was playing her game.

“My ex held my head against a range,” she
said without a trace of shame. “What did you do with bad-ass
bitch?”

“Probably the same thing you did to your
hubby,” I said. “He beat you a lot?”

“Only when he drank—which was most of the
time. I was a lot younger then. Maori men have a history of
thrashing one another, and their women. What about you? Ever take a
really good beating? I mean, from someone who wasn’t a woman.”

I remembered the Blackfoot titan named Jesuit
Wounded-Bear, better known as Jericho, and I remembered the leather
strap of the Warden’s Court.

“In a real scrap, or tied down?”

“I always liked to fight,” she replied, “but
I wasn’t always a hand at it. I have six brothers, all of whom
inherited our father’s hostile temperament. The only thing they
liked better than tinkering with engines was fighting. I learned to
keep my composure when the older ones came at me—another reason I
never touch alcohol.”

“Keeping a cool head has its advantages in a
brawl or if you’re trading slugs with gangsters,” I retorted. “But
thinking your way through a fight for too long leads to worrying,
especially if you’ve taken some licks. Being worried is as good as
blood in the water. For my money, it’s passion that kills. I’m
talking about the primitive instinct that keeps a bear fighting to
its last breath, that willingness to take it to the limit every
time.”

“I’ve always thought of fear as an ally,” she
said. “A motivator.”

“Sun Tzu said that warriors lose their sense
of fear.”

“Only when in desperate straits,” she
corrected, more accurately quoting The Art of War.

“A day in the life,” I said, before hoisting
my mug.

“Your boss called you a hunter,” she said.
“Got a trophy room somewhere? I’m picturing a gallery of animal
heads on plaques; maybe some full body mounts of the more dangerous
ones.”

I swigged the last of my beer and felt myself
grow sullen. “I don’t take trophies,” I replied.

“Do you get off killing something bigger than
yourself, or are those human heads on the wall?” she continued,
unabated by the steady evaporation of my good humor. “Are you
sadistic, or do you actually have a score to settle?”

Her aggressive dialogue roused a dangerous
itch that I dared not scratch. I tried to ignore her baiting, and
thought she might be one of those animal-rights people to whom
hunting was tantamount to murder. But there was intent in her tone
that transcended mere reckless banter.

“I don’t see a ring on your finger,” she
observed in a completely unrelated turn of repartee. “Never found
the right girl?”

“Widower,” I admitted, hoping it would
dissuade her from the subject.

“That doesn’t surprise me,” she said, without
blinking. “Did you kill her?” The question was as shameless as she
was, and it stabbed me in the ribs. She waited for my response as
though she deserved an answer. I reined in my anger and stood up to
pull a fin from my pocket. I placed it on the bar and drew a little
nearer to her face, where her eyes burrowed into mine.

“Yes,” I answered.

Rogier talked me into a medical examination,
and Dr. Deacon had a colleague who allowed us the use of his
office. Deacon removed my amateur sutures, and thoroughly cleaned
the wound before sewing it up again. He administered a
wide-spectrum antibiotic and anti-inflammatory before putting me in
front of the X-ray machine; it revealed nothing that wouldn’t heal
on its own.

“I met your associate last night,” I said
while he bandaged my head. “I think you’re in good hands.”

“Ms. King has saved my life three times since
we’ve been together—once in Istanbul and twice on the same day
during a trip to the Seychelles.”

“You and I must have a similar effect on
people,” I said.

“Did she provoke you? It’s one of her more
endearing qualities,” he said while securing the dressing. “Take it
as a compliment. She thinks you’re interesting.”

“Flattered, I’m sure.”

“It’s her way, mate,” he replied. “Fisticuffs
are a form of intimacy to her, the only kind she understands,
frankly. With our gender anyway.”

“She was really trying to pick a fight with
me?”

“In all likelihood,” he affirmed.
“Considering your wound, she might’ve only been testing you,
feeling you out as they say. She likes to incite people to take
some form of aggression against her. She’s a very faithful person,
even affable once she gets to know you.”

“Anyone ever last that long?” I asked.

“Just me, really,” he said smiling. He
produced an ornate, rectangular pillbox from his vest pocket and
rolled a tablet between his fingers.

“Have you ever thrown down with her?”

“Despite my natural dimensions I’m not
trained for martial combat, but she tried to antagonize me
nonetheless. In my profession, those easily exasperated find
themselves out of work, and more likely than not, in the ground.”
He put the tablet in his mouth. “I fix things,” he said, without
waiting for me to ask. “I clean untidy situations and make them go
away.”

“I’m acquainted with the occupation,” I said.
“I have a knack for creating untidy situations, myself.”

“Then we should complement one another
nicely,” he said.

In an obscure and nameless stone building
along La rivière Rideau our furtive roundtable was taking shape. It
looked better suited for a rogue’s hideout than a forum for
intercontinental spooks, but from what I knew of the Victorian
Ring, I figured it was it was the same difference. Rogier, Deacon
and I entered the five-story brownstone through a chain-link door
that led to a rickety service lift. The air inside was musty; the
walls were damp, and a collection of rat turds was strewn across
the elevator floor. Deacon turned his nose at the squalor as Rogier
threw the lever that brought the gears to life. The car lurched and
groaned as it began its ascent in a racket of squealing cables and
pulleys.

“Charming accommodations, Mr. Rogier,” the
surgeon remarked. But Rogier just smiled and watched the dial over
the gate.

We stopped at the third floor and were
greeted by a large hanging sign that read, St. Ives. The
smell of tobacco and booze laced the air; the mustiness of the
lower floors dissipated. Rogier raised the mesh door, and the three
of us exited into a well-maintained hallway lit with several
gothic, gaslight fixtures. The corridor was drafty but clean, and
as we neared its only obvious exit the sound of human voices
carried.

We entered a gigantic room that had all the
earmarks of a warehouse rehabilitated into a private club. The
walls were finished with rich hardwood panels, and the floor was
freshly carpeted. Six chandeliers, also gas lit, hung suspended
from bare rafters, and three billiard tables sat idle on raised
platform. There was a shooting range with four stalls on the
westward end of the floor and a grand piano next to an expensive
cherry-wood bar that spanned almost half of the east end. I counted
twelve circular tables, also cherry, between the bar and the
billiards. There were two men at one of the tables; one wore a
Senators jersey and had a cast on his right arm. The other was
older and was dressed like he was going to an opera. They stood as
we walked to meet them.

“Danny Rogier,” the man in the jersey
said.

“Simon,” Rogier said. “Want me to sign that
for you?” he asked, pointing to the plaster on his arm.

They shook hands, but I could tell they
weren’t friends. Everyone took turns introducing themselves, but no
one seemed especially impressed with anyone else. The man with the
broken arm was Simon Girty, a fellow Canadian. He was a little
older than me, with salt-and-pepper hair and a nasty scar under one
eye. There was a lot of mileage on his semi-bearded face, which he
wore with a sneering pride. The gentleman dressed to the nines was
Griffin Pretorius, an Afrikaner. He carried a cane with a fancy
silver crook and wore a white scarf draped around his neck. He had
a partial mane of pale blond hair, and a partially plucked
moustache. The introductions were succinct, and then everyone took
a seat around the table. Rogier and Girty sat across from me,
Pretorius on my right and Deacon to my left.

“I understand you have an interest in the
occult, Mr. Logan,” Pretorius said.

“Griffin’s an authority on the subject,”
Rogier said. “One of the best in the world.”

“I wouldn’t call it an interest,” I replied.
“It just comes with the territory.”

“I hope you won’t think this inappropriate,
but I brought something for you,” Pretorius said, and produced a
book from his satchel. It was a black-and-red hardcover copy of
The Werewolf by Montague Summers. “It’s from my personal
library,” he said. “I’d love to pick your brain sometime.”

It was not my first encounter with this book
by the Reverend Summers. I’d come across it at the University of
Indianapolis library many years before, but had paid it little
mind. Even when the passages weren’t penned in Latin, the archaic
style made for an awkward read. It was the driest sort of
literature with absurd references to wolf skin belts and magical
ointments to facilitate the ascension from man to Beast. The same
was true of every other “factual” book on werewolves I ever saw,
and there was always a certain amount of frustration associated
with the lack of corroboration. No one else, it seemed, knew the
Beast in the same terms I did.

I thanked him although I was surprised he
knew about my relationship with the Beast.

“I didn’t know we were having a gift
exchange,” Girty said, picking at a scab on his neck. “You want to
give him something, give him a bottle of aspirin. Can you even see
out of that eye?”

Simon Girty was in the “funeral business,” as
he called it. He’d been a self-employed vendor who’d trained in
Iran and India in the most legendary traditions of murder: Assassin
and Thugee. He was also the namesake of his infamous ancestor who
deserted the colonial army during the American Revolution to lead
Mingo and Wyandot Indians for the British Crown. He and Rogier
shared some history that neither of them divulged, leaving the
silent tension between them a mystery.

There was also some suspicious regard
directed toward Griffin Pretorius, most of it from Deacon. South
Africa’s government had left the Commonwealth in ‘61, and
apparently the occult master was more than just a bookworm. He’d
been involved with a private company set up by South African
intelligence called Long Reach Ltd. It was a front for arms
trafficking and black ops against the opponents of apartheid. But
Pretorius found a bounty of Krugerrands on his head when he split
his loyalty between P.W. Botha and Mandela’s African National
Congress. Because of his contacts within the elite Bilderberg
group, and some charitable assistance to the former Canadian
Security Service, Rogier had enlisted him on advice from the London
VR coordinator. The old Domestic Protection Directorate had
consulted the South African expat in the Saskatchewan Slasher case,
and it was Pretorius who’d first suggested the Slasher was a
werewolf.

Dr. T.H. Deacon—whom I felt like I was
meeting for the first time—had served with New Zealand’s Government
Communications Security Bureau throughout the Vietnam War. A
brilliant surgeon and logistician with important friends, he went
into business for himself to become a world-class Fixer when his
position was eliminated. While fulfilling a contract with OPEC, he
apparently made enemies of some Muslim extremists, and eventually
ended up with the Victorian Ring as one of their living dead. With
the exception of Girty, none of us were using our bona fides.

The names and places being thrown around were
dizzying. The others spoke of the Trilateral Commission, NATO
shadow governments, and coup d’etats in countries I’d barely heard
of. By the time our five-way conversation died down, I was
downright baffled. I’d originally presumed the Commonwealth
Secretary General was in charge of the VR, but now it seemed just
as likely that the White Queen of Narnia was calling the shots.

“Most of you have heard of something called
the ‘Jabberwocky,’ “ Rogier said, his conversational tone gone.
“For those who haven’t, it refers to a global crime conglomerate
whose existence has yet to be proven—at least to the satisfaction
of most.”

“Crime?” Girty repeated. “That’s a gentle way
to put it. It’s more like a catering service for the totally
depraved. You want a baby, they can get you one.”

“They don’t just sell black-market
babies,” Deacon interjected. “They harvest them in their own
brothels from Port-au-Prince to Damascus.”

“They also have a heavy hand in the white
slave trade,” Rogier continued, directing the information to me.
“Before I was a liaison officer, I investigated the trafficking of
women and children for Interpol. Child prostitution, kidnapping
rings and snuff films are some of this group’s tamer enterprises.
They run cannibal kitchens where humans are butchered and processed
like Calgary steer. They also operate an involuntary organ-donation
program, and have a fat stake in the underground blood market. Pick
up a newspaper, and you’ll see the kind of scandal that it has
created here in Canada.”

“But what the hell is a Jabberwocky?” I
asked.

“It’s a monster from a Lewis Carroll poem,”
Deacon answered. “And, as in uffish thought he stood, the
Jabberwock, with eyes of flame came whiffling through the tulgey
wood, and burbled as it came!”

“Like the Cosa Nostra they have no actual
name for themselves,” Rogier said, tracking back to topic and
addressing the table. “But it isn’t the mafia or a drug cartel
we’re talking about. It’s an insidious industry providing the most
horrific of goods and services to a multinational market. The
people running this organization make Pablo Escobar look like a
civil servant. Her Majesty’s Secret Service, Mossad, and the CIA
have had them on radar for years.

“They’re not a large group, just impeccably
networked,” Rogier went on. “Many of their activities can be
attributed to organized crime of one ethnicity or another. They
even use radical political and religious movements to cover their
tracks. And if someone from, say, Hezbollah or the 4th
Yamaguchi-gumi, implicates an even more nebulous entity, who’s
going believe them? Those groups, shadowy as they are, are part of
the conventional notion of the lunatic fringe. It’s not quite that
simple,” he admitted. “But you get the idea. Some of you may know
them by one of their tentacles—the Black Cross.”

Tanya had called them: “Devil worshipping
wet-boys.”

“They’re a diabolist-oriented murder
incorporated who hunt the periphery of the satanic underground,”
Rogier explained. “Their victims include turncoat cultists and
other, more external, enemies.”

“I know these pricks,” Girty scoffed,
scratching at the stirrup between his thumb and forefinger.
“Second-stringers.”

“What’s important is the Jabberwocky is a
certified threat to the Commonwealth,” Rogier said. “Right now, VR
coordinators in seven other member nations are holding variations
of this discussion. Our group will be focused on the Black
Cross. The RCMP Security Service began investigating the Black
Cross when they evolved in ‘67 from the Four P Movement, of
Son-of-Sam and Chuck Manson notoriety. Unfortunately, since the
CSIS was formed, the Target Approval and Review Committee have
refused to authorize further investigations. We need additional
intelligence, so Dr. Deacon and Mr. Pretorius will function as
passive probes while Girty and Mr. Logan will act as provocateurs.
Your assignments are totally detached from one another.”

With that, Rogier tossed packets with our
names on them around the table. “You’ll find everything you need in
there,” he said. “Target locations, cryptonyms and what have you.
Study them tonight, and see me personally for any clarifications
but I think you’ll find it all self-explanatory. One thing,” Rogier
paused for effect, “if at any time you think you’ve been burned,
you are to abort all proceedings and get into the wind.”

The Black Cross had become an especially
interesting subject to me ever since I’d learned of Diego’s ties to
them. There had been at least one werewolf in their ranks, so there
could be others, and that probability was a lure too appealing to
resist.

None of us opened our package at the table.
Once Rogier had said his piece, nobody wanted to talk shop. So we
broke off into pairs when he said “Goodnight.” While Girty and
Deacon played eight ball, I found myself at the piano listening to
Griffin Pretorius tickle the ivories. His melodies were measured
and moody, and they appealed to the morose in me, but mostly I
wanted to talk with the man who’d fingered the Slasher. I told him
the story of our confrontation, and he was enthralled.

“Imagine the most hideous thing you can think
of,” I said. “The most shocking act of violence you can wrap your
head around. The very existence of the Beast trumps
everything from Thomas Neill Cream to Pol Pot.”

“How do you deal with the skepticism?” he
asked. “No one believes in werewolves, certainly not the Kiwi and
that other skolly.”

“Not much I can do about that. I’ve kind of
gotten used to people thinking I’m crazy for one reason or
another.”

“Convinced myself, I seek not to
convince,” he said, as though coining a phrase. “But don’t be
quick to disregard the insane. In the esoteric world, lunatics can
be oracles and prophets—accommodating vessels for higher
intelligences. Consider the idiot savant or the cultures which
believe the mad have been touched by the divine. But I digress,” he
said. “What do you know of werewolf ancestry?”

He turned away from the keys and poured a
snifter of cognac he identified as Delamain. “I’ve studied some
very old manuscripts in some of the world’s largest libraries, and
between The Epic of Gilgamesh and Il Chronicon
di Denys de Tell-Mahre I’ve waded through my share of
fiction. However, a few years ago I came across an ancient volume
written by a Turkish scribe during the reign of Constantine the
Great. He claimed to have been granted an audience by a ‘Son of
Esau’ and took down his words.”

“Esau?” I repeated.

“It’s one of several names from a dozen
traditions that refer to the grand sire of the werewolf line. In
Arcadia he was a wolf-suckled, cannibal god, and in Thracian
mythology he was Zagreus, the great hunter. He’s the biblical
Nimrod, tyrant-king and hunter of men. They all point to the same
mysterious Lord of the Forest.”

“Did the book mention anything about the Sons
of Esau dividing up territory?” I asked. “My mentor told me about
the Lord of the Forest and his princes, and I don’t think he ever
read that book you’re talking about.”

“The Wolf-god, according to the scribe,
marked six men to become his scions. They chose their domains by
the earliest laws of birthright, from eldest to whelp. Did your
mentor teach you where the werewolf father came from?” he
asked.

“I don’t think he knows,” I said.

“I only refer to eldritch tomes and tablets,”
he said, “but most of them point to a totem culture that exalted
the wolf or to pacts with the Prince of Darkness. The Byzantine
text took the origin a bit further. It said that Esau, or whatever
you want to call him, was summoned from Hell by a stone-age warlock
or shaman.

“Have you ever heard of the satanic trinity,
Mr. Logan? It’s a kind of counterfeit godhead that consists of
Lucifer, the False Prophet and the Beast. According to the scribe,
one-third of that union—Satan himself—incarnated on a prehistoric
earth a hundred thousand years before Bethlehem.”

I considered the reach of those implications
while the snap of billiard balls clattered across the room.

“I’d call that ambitious,” I admitted. “But
the scale of what you’re saying ….” I couldn’t finish the thought;
the argument fell apart in my mind.

“It’s one book’s estimation,” he said. “Given
Constantine’s historical devotion to Christianity, the whole volume
may be nothing more than a commentary on the religious climate of
the day.”

“Not if it was ghostwritten by a Beast
prince,” I said. “Did it mention anything about the whole process
of marking? I’ve had some experience with that, and there are some
things that don’t seem to add up. I mean, I used to believe the
blood transmitted the Lineage from Wolf to man, but I’ve traded
blood with them.” I remembered the night I exchanged more than that
with a She-Wolf siren. “There has to be more to it.”

“It’s an infection of the soul, not the body
or the mind, hey. That’s the essential distinction between
lycanthropy and werewolfism. If we assume the scribe’s legitimate,
then The Lord of the Forest marked his heirs with a conscious
effort. He bit off a piece of his own soul and imparted it to them
with his teeth. No one is marked by accident, and if the Wolf-god
is indeed the third person of the satanic trinity, then all
werewolves literally carry a piece of Old Nick’s soul.”

I’d always associated the Beast with the
Devil, but hadn’t considered how accurate a comparison it might be.
Pretorius went back to the keys, and it occurred to me while he
played Moonlight Sonata that I’d listened to his
dissertation on the Beast without becoming enraged. Whenever
Michael used to tell me something new about them, the bile would
rise in my throat, and the hate would be so intense I could barely
speak.

“Quid pro quo,” Pretorius said. “It
sounded like you recognized the name Esau when I first mentioned
it.”

“I followed a Wolf from Nevada to Louisiana a
few years ago,” I replied. “He was sent to New Orleans as a
so-called ambassador of Esau, but turned out to be a little more
than that. He was rabid.”

“How’s that?” he asked, and stopped
playing.

“The one who made him washed his eyes with a
mash of his own blood and some gray matter from a rabid coyote,” I
said.

“Jesus spit in the dirt once, and with the
mud He made a blind man see,” he said. “Maybe the Antichrist isn’t
such a stretch after all.

“Do you go to the United States often?” he
asked, oddly off topic. “I go to Maryland once a year to pay my
respects to an old friend.” Then he raised his snifter as though in
salute, and took a drink.

“I have a quote that just about sums you up,
I think,” he said, his face rosy from the liquor. “Scorching my
seared heart with a pain, not Hell shall make me fear
again.”

“Sorry to interrupt,” Dr. Deacon said,
stepping up to the piano. “But I wonder if I could borrow Mr. Logan
for a moment?”

He took me aside and I walked with him to the
door as Pretorius resumed his musical solo.

“So the rock spider’s a pianist as
well,” Deacon observed, donning his bear skin. Judging by his
piercing over-the-shoulder gaze, I could only assume that “rock
spider” was derogatory. “I want you to have this,” he said, handing
me a stubby amber vial from his pocket. “I gave one to Simon as
well. It’s platypus venom.”

“As in, duck-billed?” I asked;
it sounded like a farce.

“The male of the species has spurs on its
hind legs that secrete a twenty-five-element poison. One protein
causes wound hemorrhage and another lowers the blood pressure. It
also contains acid and other components that dissolve tissue and
blood vessels so the toxin can spread more rapidly. But the
strongest elements works directly on pain receptors, producing an
excruciating pain not even morphine can blunt. “

“I don’t know what to say, Doc,” I said,
holding the squat tube up to the light. “Whoever heard of such a
thing?”

“Very few,” he admitted. “Most of the
research done on it has been anecdotal, but believe me, there’s a
long hospital stay for anyone on the other side of that phial, and
no antidote.”

There were guest rooms over the St. Ives Club
that rivaled any suite at the Crowne Plaza. Girty and I were the
only ones who took advantage of the accommodations, but even after
I retired for the night I could hear the muted blasts of Simon’s
gunfire coming from the shooting gallery. We had little to say to
each other, and perhaps it was hypocritical of me, but I had no
desire to socialize with a man who killed for
money.

The first thing I noticed about my room was
the lack of functional windows. Between the inner pane and a blank
wooden panel were bars and wires; drapery was hung to conceal the
non-view. An armoire topped with a television faced the king-size
bed where a videocassette marked “Watch Me” sat between the
pillows.

I inserted the tape into the blinking VCR,
and flipped on the set. As I removed my boots, a CBC newsreel from
a Manitoba affiliate covered the aftermath of a house fire. I
recognized my pickup next to the smoldering remains, and shook my
head in disbelief as non-descript personnel loaded a body bag into
the back of an ambulance. The voice-over narrator described the
loss as “total” and reported the death of the home’s only occupant.
Then it was time for the four-day forecast.

They didn’t mention my name, but they didn’t
have to: The people who wanted me dead would find out their own
way. I can’t say that I was surprised by any of this; Rogier had
already spelled out his intentions if not his method. But it was a
strange feeling knowing that I had died in absentia—my life and
death wrapped up succinctly and ignominiously in thirty
seconds.

I lingered in that kind of dusky half-sleep
that is the border between dream and consciousness. My mind swam
with images from my assignment packet as I visualized the places
and details it described. These imaginary scenes drifted into
memories of my Sun Dance and the cryptic visions that had come with
it: the great tree with its broken limbs; the pregnant woman on
horseback; and her alter-ego slathered with blood and her breasts
seeping black milk.

 


 



Chapter II

 


Some say British Columbia is haunted, and
more so than all the other provinces. Much of its wilderness is
hallowed ground to the First Nations—ghostly places, some cursed.
It is a land of spirit bears, ancient totems and the Northern
Lights. There are monsters there, too, deep within Lake Okanagan
and in the forests of the Queen Charlotte Islands. But sea serpents
and sasquatch were harmless curiosities, unlike the boogeyman I was
after.

The man’s name was Gerard Lucas, a former
tenant of Canada’s Carceral Archipelago. At twenty-three he’d been
remanded to the BC Penitentiary for battery and sexual assault.
After it was closed in 1980, he served the remainder of his
sentence at Kent Prison in Matsqui.

At six-foot-three and 160 pounds the recently
released Lucas looked like a refugee from a cornfield. He had
straight black hair that gathered around his shoulders, a long
vulpine nose and bulbous lips. His hollow cheeks were pitted with
acne scars, and his eyebrows looked like a caterpillar had crawled
up there and died. Gerard was a self-proclaimed Luciferian, a proud
member of the Process Church of the Final Judgment and a reputed
human-sacrificer. He held title among the Order of the Black Ram,
the same demoniacal prison gang I’d clashed with in Massauga.

Topping his bio was a likely connection to
the Black Cross; he’d narrowly escaped conviction of the murder of
two Vancouver cult members. His prison psych evaluation portrayed
him as fearless. While behind bars, Gerard habitually preyed on
larger, more powerful inmates and usually brought them to their
knees. He was a regular customer down in the hole, and had once
spent six months in solitary only to snap the chain of his
handcuffs to get at the prison chaplain.

But despite his inexplicable strength and
impetuous nature, the photos suggested nothing of the Beast in his
eyes. The very fact that he’d been incarcerated all but ruled out
any possibility that Gerard was a Wolf, but there was more to my
assignment than him.

Skewach was a little burgh situated between
Port McNeill and Campbell River on Vancouver Island. It used to be
something of a ski town before the local resort closed down, now it
was just another forgotten village on the way to somewhere else. It
was a sleepy little place at first glance. It had a five-and-dime
instead of a shopping mall, a second-run cinema instead of a
multiplex and a pool hall instead of a video arcade. There were no
fancy hotels or fast-food chains, just a humble B&B and a
corner diner. A single blinking traffic signal hung over Main
Street, and on the side of a boarded-up shoe store, in faded paint
strokes, was written, “Marry me Dawn.” Yet, for all its hometown
charm, Skewach had a scent that prickled my skin.

A man named Clayton Brewer had been arrested
in this town, and was being held there pending the arrival of an
RCMP psychiatrist. Clayton claimed to be a werewolf, and my phony
credentials said I was a shrink sent to help determine his sanity,
or lack thereof.

It was 2:00 p.m. when I walked into the small
police station. A rosy-cheeked, blonde woman of generous
proportions fielded phone calls behind a desk while a gray-haired
constable put on a pot of coffee behind her. He was a
stout-shouldered fellow with a paunch rising over his belt, and a
jaw as solid as Gibraltar.

“I’m Dr. Rance, with the Port McNeill
Detachment,” I announced, using my designated alias. “I’m looking
for Chief Constable Bradley.”

“That’s me,” the man said, putting the carafe
on the burner. “You’re here for Clay, right?”

He didn’t ask me for identification but I
flashed it anyway. It seemed a shame to waste such a nice fake ID.
Bradley struck me as needing more caffeine like he needed a third
nipple.

“That’s quite a shiner you’ve got there,” he
remarked as he fidgeted with his tie.

He motioned me into his office. “Old Clay’s
kind of a fixture around here,” he said as he closed the door.
“Every town’s got an oddball the kids make fun of. You know, they
walk down the street and mumble to themselves wearing the same
clothes all year round. Have a seat. We pick him up for vagrancy
two, three times a year, give him three hots and a cot and usually
let him go the next day.”

He alternated between rustling his hair and
smoothing it out while he continued. “Clay’s papa died when he was
just a boy; practically raised himself. He did odd jobs for the
resort when he got older—spent the money on hard liquor and showed
up at the lodge drunk once too many times. He’s been kicked around
more times than a stray dog, and they used to make him drink from
the spittoon to pay for his whisky. Bad as he’s been treated, I
never knew him to raise a hand to anyone, and I’d always considered
him to be a harmless character.”

“And now he thinks he’s a werewolf?” I asked.
“I take it this is a recent development?”

“Yep,” he replied, scratching his head. “That
and the grave robbing. My deputy, Bryce Dietz, was hunting up on
Diamondhead Branch and found Clay digging for a body in a little
family cemetery up in those hills. We all knew he was a little off
plumb, but when Bryce went to arrest him Brewer went bat-shit
crazy—screaming and hollering about being a werewolf, even tried to
bite ol’ Bryce. First time we ever had to put the bracelets on
him.”

“What did he have to say for himself, once
he’d calmed down?” I asked.

“Nonsense,” Bradley answered.

As a Wolf, Clayton didn’t seem to fit the
bill, but I’d learned a long time ago that deluded fools can make
faithful servants to the Beast. When the Chief Constable fetched
him from his cell, Clayton was as quiet as a heel hound. He was a
stringy old man whose hair and beard were matted into clumps, and
he stank even though he wore a clean prison jumpsuit. Bradley
agreed to leave him alone with me, and since there were no windows
and no listening devices in the interrogation room, I was eager to
get started.

“Excuse the smell, Dr. Rance,” Bradley said
as he led him in. “It just sort of clings to him.

“Sit down here, Clay. This fellow is going to
ask you some questions, and you better play nice because I’ll be
right outside the door.”

Clayton’s tangled locks obscured his face as
he eased into the chair across the table from me. His hands were
cuffed behind him, but once Bradley was gone he seemed more
frightened than anything else.

“I’m not here to hurt you, Clayton—can I call
you Clayton?”

He hiked his bony shoulders and shook the
hair from his face. “Call ya Clayton,” he repeated, like he was
mocking me.

His eyes, the proverbial windows to the soul,
were burned out with madness but they reflected no Beast. Still,
there was more to his fragrance besides urine and body odor. I felt
it radiate from him, like a pale nimbus around a wintry moon. He’d
been in their presence. I pulled a pack of Pall Malls from my
jacket, lit one and offered it to him. “They’re a little stale,” I
warned. “I don’t smoke them fast enough.”

“A lil’ stale,” he mimicked.

I put the cigarette in his mouth. “I guess
you don’t have to worry about lung cancer or smoker’s cough if
you’re a werewolf,” I observed, and once again he repeated my words
back to me.

“You don’t have to worry about much at all,”
I said, “except stuff like this.” I sat a .45 round on the table,
and watched his pupils swell.

“Silver bulyet,” he said; his first original
contribution to the dialogue. There was the slightest hint of
surprise in his tone, and then his expression changed to what I can
only describe as muted contentment.

“That one’s just old-fashion lead,” I said,
bursting his bubble. Then I sat the genuine article next to it.
“This one’s not.”

He jerked his head away and stared at the
floor, mouthing something to himself that sounded vaguely like the
smack of chewing gum. I put the rounds back in my pocket and waited
for him to recuperate from what I thought might be embarrassment.
But the mentally disturbed don’t always get embarrassed, and that’s
what Clayton was: roundly and tragically disturbed. The uneaten
half of his cigarette fell to the floor in a puddle of bloody
drool, and then he glanced back over his shoulder at me. A ratty
strand of hair hung over one eye and few rotten teeth winked
through his chewed bottom lip.

“She said you’d be comin’,” he muttered, just
above a whisper. Brown flakes of tobacco speckled the pink slaver
collecting in his chin whiskers.

“Who is she?” It was the obvious
question to ask, even though I knew better than to expect an
intelligible answer. Clayton took the appearance of impish child,
smug with a secret. He put his head on the table like he was
waiting for a headsman’s axe and went from gibbering incoherently
to singing, Old Dan Tucker. Crazy or not, there were
at least a dozen ways I could’ve persuaded him to talk to me, and
none of them pleasant. I’d beaten men into ghosts for keeping the
company of Wolves, but I’d come too far for that sort of thing.

When I emerged from the interrogation room
there was a younger constable in the station who was a walking
advertisement for Aqua Velva. He was talking to the plump,
blonde-haired lady.

“Finished, already?” Bradley asked, from
behind his desk.

“He’s not fit for trial,” I announced,
stating the obvious. “I’ll have a colleague come up in the next few
days to take care of the formalities.”

The constable took off his reading glasses
and tapped a pencil against his coffee cup. “Is Clay one of those …
what do you people call it?”

“Chief,” I interrupted, “in all the nonsense
Clayton’s been babbling, did he say anything about a woman?”

“Who could tell?” he said, raising his palms.
“If he’s not repeating your every word, he’s inventing his own
language. Bryce!” he shouted through me. “Did Clay mention anything
about a woman to you?”

“A woman?” the younger cop called back,
making his way toward the office. “Not that I can recall. You’re
with E Division?” he asked me.

“Dr. Rance,” I said. “Chief Bradley tells me
you found Clayton trying to steal a body from a cemetery. Would you
mind taking me there?” Convinced as I was of Clayton’s dementia,
there was more to his ghoulish effort than insanity. Someone had
encouraged him to spoil the dead.

“Lycanthrope!” Bradley interjected, slapping
his desk for emphasis.

 


* * *

 


Diamondhead Branch was only accessible by an
unpaved trail that ran across the ridge of a sparsely populated
mountain. The sun was bright, but the foliage was so thick that it
may as well have been twilight as I followed Constable Dietz
through the mud ruts in my rental. Isolated homes peeped through
woods of red alder and cottonwood, and a lynx darted across the
path, startled by our approach.

The mud curled over our soles as we picked
through the brambles that had grown over the rusted cemetery gate.
Clumps of lady fern and dandelions sprouted from the rich, wet soil
while a sparrowhawk foraged for insects in a fallen maple.

“I almost forgot how sloppy the mountains get
in the spring,” I said.

“I come up here just about every Sunday
afternoon,” he said. “Never saw Clayton anywhere near here
before.”

“It was during the day?” I asked, surveying
an eclectic assembly of overgrown headstones.

“Two o’clock,” he said. “It’s almost like he
wanted me to catch him.”

Most of the stones, some of which dated back
to the late 19th century, were broken or cracked, crudely made and
facing west. Most of the names on the markers had eroded to
illegibility, but the ones I could read bore the inscription:
“Blackscrabble.” Instead of epitaphs they were decorated with
bizarre emblems slick with wear. The only mound of unsettled dirt
lay at the foot of a rude cement marker.

“That’s her,” Dietz nodded, scratching his
chin with his wedding band. “Margaret Blackscrabble. Clayton had
practically exhumed her by the time I found him—don’t know who put
her back in the ground.” Bryce picked up a broken chunk of concrete
and flung it into the woods. “Not many Blackscrabbles left around
here. Bad seed, I hear.”

I studied Margaret’s grave, the foot smears
around it, and the spade marks where the earth had been tamped
down. “Any idea how Brewer got way up here?” I asked.

“Clayton’s officially nuts,” he answered.
“What difference does it make?”

“I may be a psychiatrist,” I said, trying to
re-enforce my character. “But I’m a Mountie first.”
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