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Chapter 1


Hundred-Mile Wilderness, Maine, late 1990's





Keme stood on the bluff and gazed upon the vast hinterland. Seasonal gusts over the last three moons had scattered seeds across the mound of earth beside him. On the new sprouts covering the grave, he placed a bouquet of buttercups—his mother’s favorite. He ran his finger across the letter A he’d carved into his forearm with his hunting knife. Her name was Anna. The scar, one of many, heaved fresh and pink. Grief over her loss stabbed deep, like an arrow flung from his hickory bow.

Anna had said this precipice was a natural gateway to the spirit world. He didn’t know if she spoke the truth, but he figured burying her here couldn’t hurt.

He reveled at nature’s stark beauty. Behind him, grass swayed in the breeze. Below, the water in the canyon lake shimmered like black diamonds in the shadow of O’Bryan’s Ridge. The wind whistled a forlorn tune. It rustled the thick forest covering the slopes and whipped through his threadbare shirt and pants.

He dabbed his finger under a swollen eye and wiped away a tear of blood. His jaw ached. Yesterday he’d been lucky when his father swung at him. He stepped back and Noshi’s punch lost much of its force. The metal cup clutched in his father’s hand did the damage to his face.

Anna had shown Keme how to steer clear of Noshi. Lessons a young girl had been forced to learn after she’d been stolen from her people. Often, she ran interference. She took the beatings intended for him, or worse, she’d spread her legs to divert the old man. They took care of each other.

Keme had seen seventeen winters and knew he’d never be a hulk like his father. He took after his mother with her tall and willowy frame—only his agility allowed him to dodge most of the kicks and punches that came his way.

In the weeks since she died, Keme couldn’t do anything right. Noshi’s mood worsened with each passing day. Every morning, he left to make shine at his precious still in the woods—the magic elixir that made his squaw wife and half-breed son disappear.

The sun blazed and warmed Keme’s shoulders. He had less than an hour to get back to the cabin to finish his chores.

He’d done his best to step into Anna’s routine. He assumed her workload, but he hadn’t spent enough time watching her harvest tubers and cook meals. Now, he wished he’d paid closer attention. He would fumble through this season, but next year’s crop would suffer. He layered root vegetables in the dirt beneath the cabin floorboards for the long, snow-laden winter months, and he dried leftover meat into jerky. He fished, trapped beaver, possum, squirrel, deer, and bear. Not as much bear as he would have liked. Bears were too smart for their own good—they knew how to spring traps and clean out the others.

He grabbed his kill for tonight’s meal and headed home.

Squirrel, again.

He hiked along the ridge to the clearing where the cabin squatted. He cleaned and gutted the spoils, lit the fire in the stove, set the meat and vegetables in the pot to boil, and went outside to cut and stockpile wood.

His stew didn’t taste anything like his mother’s. In hers, meat fell from the bone into a rich sauce chock full of herbs and different tubers. In his, the meat had to be thoroughly chewed and the broth was runny and bland.

Last week Noshi twisted Keme’s arm behind his back. Another half turn would have snapped the bone at the joint. His wrist throbbed each time he raised the axe. The pain made him wish he had one of those new-fangled chainsaws his mother talked about.

A dozen logs lay split on the ground when the familiar aroma of rotgut and coon shit wafted in the wind. Keme smelled Noshi long before he could see him. His stench never failed to precede him. He carried a crock of white lightning as he stepped from the dense woods.

Keme split one last log before he went inside to check on dinner. He ladled two bowls of stew from the pot, dipped a couple of tins of water from the barrel, and set them on the rough-hewn table. Mother always made flat cakes with this simple meal, but Keme didn’t know the recipe.

He waited.

When Noshi didn’t burst inside, Keme peered out the window to see if his father had fallen. No such luck. Noshi urinated ten paces from the entrance. From this angle, Keme saw a fine mist blanket the pelt laid out to dry. Noshi didn’t realize he’d just marked his own territory. That particular skin would be used to make his winter coat.

Moments later, the door crashed open.

His father hefted the crock onto his shoulder and tipped the spout into his mouth. He guzzled the shine, staggered inside, and sat down across from his son.

Keme’s eyes never left his bowl. He downed steaming mouthfuls, one right after the other. The older man sniffed his dinner. He dug into the broth and shoveled a heaping spoonful into his mouth. He chewed and chewed some more. After he swallowed, he slammed the cutlery onto the table. He grabbed Keme by the shirt and lifted him out of his seat.

“You expect me to eat this shit day after day?” He wrapped thick fingers around Keme’s throat. “Give me one good reason not to snap your neck like a twig.”

Keme could give this bastard several, but he couldn’t breathe. His cheeks burned hot. He waved his arms and pointed to the shelf above the water basin. Moments before Keme’s world darkened, Noshi opened his fists. Coughing and sputtering, Keme dropped to the floor and scrambled to his feet before his father could hoof him. “I forgot to add the most important ingredient,” he said. The strangulation made his voice rub his bruised throat like sandpaper. He’d be black and blue by morning.

“Then fix it.” Noshi sat down. He held his spoon upright on the table and waited.

Keme worked fast. He snagged the tin from the shelf he’d seen his mother use whenever Noshi complained. He grabbed his father’s bowl, topped it with more stew, and added a handful of secret spice. He placed the mixture in front of Noshi and backed away, ready to bolt.

Noshi dipped the spoon and tasted another mouthful. “That’s more like it,” he said. He finished one bowl, then another.

While Keme loaded the fireplace with logs and kindling, he watched Noshi. He remembered asking his mother what kind of spice she safeguarded in the tin. She’d taken him deep into the woods and shown him where to harvest the special mushrooms she dried and pulverized. She told Keme the spice could only be used sparingly—that too much could be fatal. It made Keme wonder if too much would be such a bad thing.

Noshi pushed away from the table and staggered. The spice worked its magic, or maybe the combination of mushrooms and shine had. Either way, Keme would spend a peaceful night lacing skins together in front of the fire.

Noshi angled the crock and drank heavily, spilling more shine than he swallowed. He stumbled again and passed out on his bed, the spout burbling rotgut onto the floor.

Keme righted it. Not because Noshi’s precious shine would drain away, but because a soaked wooden floor would invite a flame. He corked the bottle and placed it beside his father’s bed. He made a cup of dandelion tea and sat in front of the fire to thread skins.

His mind wandered. He thought back to the days when his mother would sit beside him telling him sacred stories of her people, the Algonquins.

He missed her.

He remembered the story she told of Glooskap and Malsum—the good and evil sons. Keme tried to live his life like Glooskap. He worked the land. He fished, hunted, and spoke the truth.

Unlike Malsum.

Noshi reminded Keme of Malsum. His father cared only about himself. He lied, cheated, and stole.

Embers glowed in the fireplace. Morning would come all too soon and, with it, another full day of hunting and working the land. Keme stood at his bed, dropped his shirt and pants, and went to crawl beneath the skins when he heard a grunt on the other side of the cabin. In the firelight, he could see his father swilling shine, his blank eyes fixed on Keme’s backside.

He slid beneath the hide covering his bed, intent on ignoring his father. His father would fall back asleep soon enough.

“Come here, wikimak,” Noshi said, low and menacing.

Keme froze.

“Anna is dead. I’m not your wife. I’m Keme, your son.”

“Don’t make me come over there,” Noshi said. 

“Your wife resides in the spirit world. She watches over us.”

Noshi tipped more shine. He wiped his face with the back of his hand. He stood up and staggered toward Keme.

Keme bolted out of bed. He reached down to grab his clothes from the floor at the very same moment Noshi swung a foot.

The impact lifted Keme right off the ground. His head felt like it exploded. He flew backward and landed on the bed. His already injured eye swelled completely shut and his ears rang. His front tooth sliced through his upper lip and blood gushed from a broken nose that felt glued to his cheek.

In a haze, he saw Noshi drop his filthy drawers and rub himself hard. Keme struggled to remain conscious. He reached for the darning needle.

“No, you don’t.” Noshi grabbed the porcupine quill and threw it behind him. He flipped Keme onto his stomach and dragged his buttocks over the edge of the bed.

Keme fought to turn over, but his father manacled his hands around his neck once again. He felt his life being squeezed away. He closed his eyes, pictured his mother to welcome death. His father’s rancid breath drifted and soured in Keme’s nostrils. Noshi thrust at his haunches.

Keme would rather die than suffer this shame.

Something burst inside the cabin, the wooden panel slammed against the wall, splintering wood.

A growl reverberated. Claws sliced.

Teeth tore flesh. Lips smacked. Liquid warmth bathed him.

It felt almost like the water his mother would heat on the stove for his bath. He remembered the gentle touch of his mother as she poured it over him. He laughed and splashed in the puddles. But when he opened his eyes, the warm stickiness coursing down his face shattered the memory. Blood, not water, trickled over his skin. Noshi’s hands slipped from his neck, but his body still pressed and pinned Keme to the bed.

He tried to turn around to see what had become of his father, but blood impaired his vision. It mingled with his. It flowed over his back, into his hair and ears, and dropped from the end of his nose. He couldn’t comprehend what was happening.

Pain burned his shoulder, made him scream like an arrow-struck boar.

He’d been bitten.

Spikes of heat radiated from the teeth marks.

Some sort of toxin stampeded throughout his body. Pinned by Noshi’s dead weight, Keme squirmed and wriggled, eventually flopping on the floor. Both arms and legs dangled from his torso like dead weights. His fingers and toes were numb. With great effort, he bent his arms at the elbows to rub his eyes with closed fists. It didn’t help. Blood stung and clogged them. He patted the surrounding floorboards. When his shaking hand landed on the clothing he discarded earlier, he dragged the shirt across his face. He blinked repeatedly. Finally, his vision cleared. Only then did he wonder if he could trust his eyes.

A tall, lean creature hunched over Noshi. It devoured him. The emaciated beast used near super-human strength to tear chunks of flesh from the corpse and suck meat from bone. The surface of its body glistened and shimmered in the flickering firelight.

Did it even have skin?

Keme couldn’t be sure because its appendages were bands of striated muscle.

No matter what happened to him now, Keme found solace in the knowledge that Noshi had finally gotten his comeuppance. Now, Keme could willingly join his mother in the spirit world. Truth be told, he’d lost his reason to fight when his mother had been taken from him.

Time ran out.

His heart rate slowed to a crawl. He sat with his back against the wall of the cabin and watched this vicious predator consume Noshi. Its methodical attack fascinated Keme. First, it gutted and removed the internal organs. It appeared to savor Noshi’s heart and entrails above all else—it slurped and gulped them like raw oysters. With rapturous delight, it groaned and swallowed the sweetbread before tearing flesh from bone.

Something about this predator was oddly familiar; this familiarity likely kept Keme’s attention. He remembered Anna telling him about some of the more obscure native legends and folklore. Once, she regaled him with a story of an elusive cannibalistic creature called a windigo.

Could it be?

A log in the fire snapped.

The noise drew the beast’s attention to Keme. The beast turned toward him. It dropped Noshi’s carcass. Its ravenous eating frenzy ceased. Keme’s brain screamed run, but the command fell on paralyzed limbs—his arms and legs were inert and hung limp. He ground his teeth in agony as the poison worked through his system. A voice inside him told him to close his eyes and acquiesce, be reunited with his beloved mother.

When the beast approached, the hair on Keme’s head bristled and the warrior inside of him awoke. He wouldn’t go quietly. He would die a proud death, in battle.

The creature licked its lips, bared sharp teeth, and studied Keme’s throat. He tempted the monster nearer by lifting his chin and fully exposing his carotid artery. The pulsing vein mesmerized the beast. 

Keme waited until he smelled the copper tang of blood on the creature’s sour breath before he lunged. He landed a direct hit. He bit the nose clean off its face and swallowed the hunk of gelatinous cartilage.

Keme laughed. He didn’t know whether the maniacal burble or the bite caused the beast to retreat, and he didn’t care. All Keme knew was that the beast, with a nearly imperceptible shrug, went back to eating Noshi.

Why hadn’t the beast been more bothered by Keme chewing off its nose?

Keme leaned against the wall. The battle couldn’t be over, not so quickly. Surely the creature would know Keme couldn’t eat him as it had done with Noshi. Perhaps it decided to wait until its venom incapacitated his jaw, too.

Obviously, it didn’t feel pain. It didn’t howl or recoil from Keme’s bite. Hell, it made even more slurping noises eating Noshi.

Keme sat and watched the beast and the rush of burning venom subsided. His fingers and toes tingled. He couldn’t move his arms or his legs yet, but the icy cold dissipated. His heart beat faster and steadier in his chest. He willed his toes and hands to wiggle. When he met with success, he moved to his ankles and wrists.

By his estimation, he should have been dead. And yet here he sat. 

Alive.

Firelight dwindled and he saw only shadows in the darkness. Outside, he heard the ethereal song of the whippoorwill. He wanted to scream a warning to the elusive bird to reject Noshi’s perverted soul, but he didn’t want to draw any attention.

As the creature dozed, Keme reclaimed control of his limbs. He managed to put on his shirt and pants.

When he heard the world awakening outside the cabin, he began crawling inch by inch, across sticky metallic-smelling floorboards to escape.

“Where the hell do you think you’re going?” a familiar voice boomed.

Keme spun.

The sound of the voice sent chills coursing down his spine.

No.

This couldn’t be happening.

He faced the gory pile of bones that had once been his father. Light beamed through the window, spotlighting the large man sitting on the edge of the bed, leering at him.

Noshi lived.








  
  
Chapter 2




Keme had no idea his noble strike would turn him into a monster. A windigo bite had two possible outcomes—death or transformation. Transformation, though rare, occurred when the bitten swallowed a morsel of windigo flesh—the antidote. And he’d consumed the windigo’s nose. 

He didn’t know he could fly either. The creature told him to be one with the wind, and once Keme envisioned gliding above the ground like the majestic eagle, he flew. To O’Bryan’s Ridge. Maybe there he could make sense of things. He perched on the bluff and chanted to his ancestors and begged his mother for guidance—a sign—anything to help him make sense of the emotions roiling inside him.

Something flashed on the banks of the lake below him. He shielded his eyes from the sun. A small tent had been pitched between the water’s edge and the trees. With no road access, campers arrived either on foot or by floatplane. Over the course of seventeen summers, he’d seen a handful of airplanes carrying staunch fishermen and hunters—but over the last couple of weeks, he’d heard the buzz of an engine with regularity.

Maybe his mother had heard his plea.

Curiosity gnawed at him. He rode the thermals down the slope for a better view. A hundred yards from the campsite, he perched in the crook of a tall tree to make observations undetected.

By this time, the sun had risen over O’Bryan’s shoulder and light spilled across the slope onto the still water. The tent’s canvas shook, and a golden-haired woman unzipped and stepped out onto the pebbled shore.

His mouth dried and hunger speared through him. Mesmerized by the delicate curve of her neck, her hair mirrored the color of the sun—so unlike the jet black of either his or his mother’s.

She stretched and sauntered over to an area where she’d collected a bunch of rocks. Carefully placed, the grouping formed two numbers inside a large circle.

One and nine. 

Nineteen.

She pushed up her sleeves and rearranged the rocks inside. When she finished, the number nineteen had become twenty. Satisfied with her efforts, she returned to the tent. She slipped out of her sweater and pants and darted toward the water.

Keme didn’t take his eyes off her. He’d never seen a naked woman before, someone other than his mother, and he strained to see her through the foliage. The contour of her back and her lily-white bottom held him transfixed. He hardened and his mouth watered. He shimmied further along the branch to improve his line of sight, but she’d already dipped beneath the surface.

Heart pounding, he didn’t want to blink.

The water would be cold, so she wouldn’t stay in too long.

Temperatures in the valley plunged at night, and the water would retain the chill even during these long dog days. He held his breath until she broke the surface.

She slogged into shore, her small breasts jiggling with each step. Lower, a fair-haired thatch covered the apex of her thighs.

He swallowed the drool that pooled in his mouth. His arm throbbed. It appeared as if a June bug had been trapped beneath his skin of his forearm. He shifted position on the branch. That’s when he realized his mistake. A loud crack resounded and the limb beneath him splintered and gave way.

Taken by surprise, he had no time to be one with the eagle, so he braced himself for a painful death on the rocks at the base of the tree.

He landed headfirst. His skull hit the granite.

His neck snapped. The skin split on the top of his head.

Blood rushed in his ears. Still alive, he opened his eyes and saw the barrel of a twelve-gauge shotgun aimed at the end of his nose.

“You’re hurt.” The woman lowered her weapon. “I thought you were a bear trying to steal my food.” She pointed to a satchel hanging from a nearby tree.

Keme sat up despite his broken neck. He lifted his hands to support his head and his fingers came away bloody. He had this uncontrollable urge to eat her.

She knelt beside him and placed her gun on the ground. “Let me see,” she said. “You might need stitches.”

Her hands were cool against his fiery skin. She tipped his head forward. Hard nipples peaked through the loose knit weave of her sweater, and her closeness made him dizzy with hunger.

Once she finished her examination, she tilted his head back.

Her eyes were the color of blueberries. She ran a delicate finger beneath his eye and across his cheek. He didn’t want her to stop touching him.

Her wet hair hung around her face like ribbons of corn silk. He straightened a strand that had stuck to her cheek. Her lips were blue, too. They held each other in a dream-like trance.

Neither of them moved. He had no idea how long they sat staring at each other. The world had frozen around them when she finally spoke.

Only then did he hear the stuttering drone of an engine.

“The plane.” She jumped to her feet taking the rifle with her. “I need to signal the pilot and let him know I’m okay or he’ll circle around and land on the water.”

She turned and disappeared like the early morning mist.

He blinked his eyes and gave himself a shake.

He rolled his head from side to side. He knew his neck had been broken, and yet the bones had already repaired themselves. He felt the gash on his head. The wound that had been open and oozing moments ago had already closed and congealed.

He had no way of knowing for sure, but he suspected that if the woman hadn’t left, he would have bitten, or worse, eaten her. He’d been thunderstruck, and rather than do something he’d come to regret, he fled.

Then the uncontrollable hunger hit.

It grew stronger with each passing moment.

The scent of blood in the wind drew him like a poultice. He flew over forests, grass fields, and cliffs until he came upon Gull Lake, where he perched at the top of a tall pine.

Smoke snaked from a fire pit at the water’s edge. A man stood on the south bank. Trout sizzled on a grate above the flame. He poured himself a cup of coffee from the metal percolator and faced the water.

Keme flew to ground downwind. The aroma of grit and exhaust from the city hung on the man and he wondered what had brought him to this remote wilderness.

He could smell rotting flesh.

This city slicker had obviously left carrion lying about.

Movement from the dense underbrush drew his attention—a black bear, as wide as a hundred-year-old oak, galloped out of the brush and headed right toward Keme’s dinner, so he blocked the beast’s path.

Fingers curled like claws, he slashed, each swipe digging even deeper into the hide. He whirled around the beast like a spinning top—his indiscernible form mere streaks of color.

The bear struck a lucky blow and nicked Keme’s bicep. The scalding pain didn’t slow his charge. He continued to slice through the bear’s heavy hide—through several layers of fat—until he finally reached the carotid artery. One final slash severed the pinky-sized vein in the bear’s neck. Rapid blood loss made the beast drop to the ground like a felled oak.

The man hurdled over to Keme. Gratitude shone in his eyes. “You saved my life.”

The man appeared to be a few years his senior. Drool trickled from the corner of Keme’s mouth. He’d never been so hungry. The smell of spilled blood made his heart thump faster and a nodule of venom clung to his forearm. Blood dripped from the shredded edges of his sleeve.

The man gulped air, nearly hyperventilating. Eyes wide, his hands shook. “You’re hurt.” He darted inside the tent and returned with a rucksack in his hand. He opened a first aid kit, grabbed a handful of supplies, and hurried over to Keme. “My name’s Arthur Dresden. What’s yours?”

He ripped Keme’s tattered shirtsleeve to the shoulder seam, opened a bottle of disinfectant, and poured it over the bloody bicep.

Hunger swirled inside Keme, making him dizzy. He buried the urge to sink his teeth into Arthur’s flesh. “Keme,” he said, stumbling. “My name is Keme.”

“Come and sit down by the fire. You might be a little woozy.”

Keme didn’t feel woozy. He felt ravenous. He needed to feed.

Arthur led him to the fire pit. While Keme sat on a log, Arthur used a stick to shove the fish away from the flame. “You hungry?”

Keme noticed the charred meal and the glowing embers. “Not for fish.” Need burned hot within him.

“Me neither,” Arthur said. The percolator burbled.

“How about a cup of coffee? I’ll grab another mug.” Arthur disappeared into the tent.

Steam swirled above the silver percolator. The scent of chicory filled the air. Keme remembered Noshi talking about coffee.

Arthur’s reflection darkened the surface of the chrome pot.

Keme could see Arthur lunge toward him with a band of shiny metal in his outstretched hand. He vaulted upwards.

Airborne, he somersaulted like a gymnast out of the knife’s path, but not before the blade scored his waist, drawing more blood. Keme’s restraint snapped and he rampaged.

He whirled and leapt. A single thrust of his hand punched inside Arthur’s body cavity. Keme ripped out Arthur’s heart.

Nothing in seventeen years prepared him for what happened next. When he sank his teeth into the organ, it filled his mouth with succulence. Not only did he savor the chewy texture, he found the flavor rich and satisfying. His pulse quickened. He couldn’t wait to take another bite. Every mouthful tantalized him. It made him ache all over. When he popped the last morsel into his mouth, he licked the blood off his hands.

He feasted on Arthur’s internal cavity. From there, he ripped flesh from bone. He couldn’t slow the eating frenzy. He ate and ate. When he finished, he caught a whiff of riper marrow. He studied the campsite and noticed two fishing rods, two cups, and two plates. He hustled over to the tent and peered inside.

Another man lay dead, his bloody torso stabbed and slashed numerous times. No doubt—Arthur’s handiwork. The soaring temperatures inside the tent had sped up the decomposition process and bloated the carcass. Keme backed out of the tent and strode over to the bear at the water’s edge.

No wonder the bear came sniffing around.

“Sorry, old friend. You came because you smelled blood, not because you wanted to steal my dinner.”

He scooped lake water and washed his hands and face and noticed his reflection.

Arthur lived.








  
  
Chapter 3




Keme wanted to retch. 

He wondered if he would ever be able to bring himself to kill again. For now, his hunger had abated and sickening remorse plagued him.

He returned to the cabin and listened to his maker’s final instructions before the beast abandoned him. Lost and alone, he flew back to the cliff, missing his mother more than ever. He stood on the bluff and waited for a soothing breeze—her hands—to caress him.

Only she never came, nor would she ever again. She wouldn’t recognize the heinous creature he’d become—not with Arthur’s high cheekbones and narrow nose. Keme’s hands had always been tanned and Arthur’s were sallow white.

Fate had played a cruel trick and turned him into a monster.

He didn’t want immortality. He wanted his life back.

He plucked the pea-sized nodule of windigo venom that erupted on his arm—the poison the beast said he could use to incapacitate his victims—and popped the bead into his mouth and swallowed. He lifted his arms asking his ancestors to whisk him away to the happy hunting grounds in the afterlife.

But it was not meant to be.

Toxin exploded in his stomach, and he doubled over. It burned and he gagged. The juice drew his soul inside his body, sucking it into a dark, dank place. The sound of rushing blood swirled around him, and a drum pounded rhythmically. In the black pitch he couldn’t see clearly. He ran his hand along the clammy walls until he came to a closed door.

Something drew breath on the other side.

He stopped and listened to the even cadence. He fingered the deadbolt and suddenly the lock sprang open of its own accord.

Another entity manacled Keme’s hand and flung him deep inside the cell. He hit his head and everything spun. In a daze, he turned to see Arthur’s soul, the darkest of shadows, grappling with the heavy oak, swinging it shut, confining Keme—hammering the lock in place.

Keme tried to make sense of it.

His mother had told him a story about a medicine man who collected souls in a pouch hung from his necklace.

It made him think the windigo’s cache must have been located somewhere inside its body. Keme heard things, could still hear things—the rush of arterial blood and a steadily beating heart.

The nodule of poison he swallowed, his attempted suicide, had not put an end to his miserable life like he had hoped.

It sprung the lock on the windigo’s cache and he and Arthur’s souls switched places.
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Arthur reigned supreme.

No longer a typical man in his twenties, superhuman strength and otherworldly abilities pulsed through his body.

He had never heard of a windigo and reveled in the fact he could rip a man apart with his hands.

It would be extremely useful when he took his revenge on the man who ruined his mortal life. The man who took the only thing he every truly loved.

He’d make Nathanial Winston Torrence suffer as he suffered.

The groundwork at Gull Lake, killing Justin, had already been laid.

The spray of warm blood as he plunged the knife into his friend’s chest made him feel all-powerful. Arthur lost count of how many thrusts it had taken to extinguish Justin’s life. Many more than were necessary.

He’d wormed his way into Justin’s life like a grub—preying on his weaknesses and his sexual orientation. Within weeks they were living together, and in a couple of months Justin had contacted his lawyer to amend his Will to include Arthur—his husband, the love of his life. Justin’s attorney, Greer Lucas, was the only one who knew their secret.

All part of Arthur’s plan.

Today he visited Murphy Brothers, the stately old funeral home, brimming with traditional furniture and antiques. He caught a glimpse of his refection in the gilded mirror hanging in the hall. The three thousand-dollar suit he’d chosen from Justin’s closet fit him fairly well. He’d taken his time making the right selection, pairing the fine Italian silk with a crisp linen shirt and conservative tie. The wing tips were a little snug, but eventually they’d stretch and mold to his feet.

Greer stood beside him greeting the visitors who came to pay their respects. So far, all of the guests were much older than Justin, perhaps they were friends of his parents.

Stuck-up fucks.

The casket lid remained tightly closed.

“How are you holding up?” Greer asked. Justin’s attorney patted Arthur’s hand with a sympathetic nod.

Arthur’s stomach churned. The smell of rotting flesh made him want to feed. His acute olfactory senses triggered his appetite. There were dead bodies down in the prep room, and he wrestled to keep his prick from standing at attention.

“This will be over soon and the healing process can begin,” Lucas said.

The lawyer’s knack for knowing what to say and when to say it irked Arthur. Fucking greedy asshole. He recognized him as a gold digger right from the get-go. A child could figure out his agenda. Once the dirt settled onto Justin’s coffin, Greer would ask Arthur to consider staying on as his client. “If you’re feeling up to it next week, I’d like to talk about Justin’s estate.”

Of course, he did. Arthur would sign on the dotted line and everything would be his. “Sure thing. That’d be great.”

A new knot of people entered the room. Greer returned to greet them.

Arthur’s hunger burned with a vengeance.

His senses were on fire. The smell of food in this place distracted him at every turn. He hurried down the hall toward the men’s room. Maybe if he splashed cold water on his face, he’d be able to settle and focus.

When he strode past the empty administration offices, he could see across the room to the chalkboard. Three bodies were downstairs being prepped for services next week.

His mouth watered. He smelled the ripeness of death.

A quick tour wouldn’t hurt.

He peered down the hall. The suits were stationed outside four visitation rooms all in use. They never noticed him skulk to the end of the hall and slip down the stairs.

The temperature dropped as he descended. He stopped partway down the steps when he heard voices and caught a glimpse of a man with a long shaggy mullet below.

“I’m going to take my break with you. I’m nearly finished with Mr. Morganstern,” the mullet man said. “Did you want me to get started on the new arrival from General afterward?”

“That would be great. I’m going to need a hand casketing Mrs. Lacorte.” A shiny, bald head moved into view. “Shit. I forgot my smokes in the other room. Can I bum one?”

A burst of cool air rushed in. A match scratched and Arthur smelled sulfur right before the rear exit swung shut. He flew down the stairs and into the prep room.

Five minutes. That’s all he needed.

A large woman lay fully clothed and coiffed, ready to be squeezed into a coffin. Her body reeked of formaldehyde. Beside her, a pump attached to another corpse whirred. Blood-filled tubes were attached to the carotid and femoral artery and fluid leached down the sewer drain.

Arthur kinked the hose and lifted it above his open mouth. When he uncinched the tube, blood and bodily fluids flowed into his mouth. He swallowed greedily, needing more. Soon he sucked on the pipette like a soda fountain drink. Frustration won out. He ripped it from his mouth and shoved it back down the drain.

There had to be something that would appease him until he could feed properly. He spotted the newest arrival. The sheet covering the corpse had been pushed aside exposing the Y incision from shoulders to pubis. Aside from being dead, she appeared to be in good health.

She’d been autopsied.

With a little luck, there might be a morsel left for him. He leaned close. He salivated as he ripped out the loosely sewn sutures with his teeth and parted the chest cavity. A wonderful aroma filled his nostrils. The jumble of organs deposited after autopsy caused his prick to throb. His excitement made his forearm tingle, and a hard lump took shape. He remembered the windigo’s advice to Keme while Arthur had been imprisoned in the cache—to avoid a physical transformation eat only a portion of the victim, enough to dull the pain but not enough to bring about the change. Words Arthur would have to mind because he never intended to be anyone other than himself.

He’d treat himself to a small snack. One organ should do it. He sifted through the gore and found the heart. Without ado, he shoveled it into his mouth and swallowed. Not taking the time to properly savor the treat, he put everything back exactly how he found it, and hurried upstairs just as the outer entrance scraped open.

He hustled into the bathroom on the main floor and washed up. He checked his watch. Within the hour, a procession of cars would head to the Holy Spirit Cemetery to bury Justin. He hurried into the hall, pausing to check his reflection in the mirror.

Voices murmured in the coatroom. People were getting ready to make the trek to the cemetery.

Arthur and Greer piled into the Murphy Brothers’ limo and traveled through some of the older streets out of the city. The hearse, two limousines, and half a dozen vehicles snaked along Route One. In Marblehead, at the wrought iron entrance to Holy Spirit, the procession turned and meandered through a maze of tombstones over the hill and beyond the pond.

Six suited men from Murphy Brothers carried the casket from the hearse inside the white marble crypt. A crowd gathered at its steps.

That’s when Arthur saw him—the man who’d set him on this path. He held the hand of a young woman. They got out of the other limo and headed toward the crypt.

Arthur kept stealing glances at the couple as they listened to the minister’s comforting words.

For the second time today, Arthur grew hard. What the hell?

His tasty treat in the funeral prep room had quelled the hunger, at least for the next few hours, but this was different.

Something else.

As much as he tried not to, his eyes kept wandering back to the woman standing beside his quarry.

A host of symptoms assailed him.

His heart rate increased. His palms became slick.

The realization hit him like a wrecking ball. This had nothing to do with him or hunger. His body was merely the conduit.

Keme, the young native’s soul was smitten. Arthur was assailed by the strongest pangs of young love he’d ever experienced.

“Who is that?” Arthur leaned close, whispering in Greer’s ear.

Lucas eyed the woman. “That’s Nathanial Torrence and his daughter, Loretta.”
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Could it be?

She carried herself like the golden-haired woman at O’Bryan’s Lake. The woman who’d dipped into the chilly water and still fed his adolescent imagination.

Loretta.

The name suited her.

The minister droned on. He stood with book in hand, reading.

Heads bowed—all except Arthur’s who stood staring, not at the woman who Keme had remembered, but with the man standing at her side.

The pastor finished reading and the woman’s eyes, no longer downcast, panned the crowd. Keme braced himself for the same disappointment he felt on that fateful day on the cliff. Like his mother, Loretta would never see Keme buried deep inside Arthur.

He held his breath.

Her blueberry eyes made his mouth go dry.

Her gaze lighted on Arthur. Keme stilled—any sudden movement would spook her and she would dart off.

She angled her head and something very strange happened.

He felt warm. Scratch that. Hot.

He’d been stuck in this dark, dank place for days, and her attention shone on his face like a bright white light.

She was the sun. Could it be?

Could she actually see him? He dared to hope.

They’d made a connection that day beneath O’Bryan’s Ridge. His need had been so strong it frightened him because they almost sensed each other’s pain. They were kindred spirits.

Attraction and awkwardness assailed him because he’d never been with a woman. Ever.

He knew how things were supposed to work—Noshi used to rut on his mother like a buck in the wild. Keme wanted this woman, but not in that vulgar way. He wouldn’t be truthful if he didn’t admit the physical attraction, but he desired so much more than a sexual release. He wanted to cherish her. Take away the sadness.

Love her.

He’d been silent and mindless as a corpse since he and Arthur had switched places. He’d settled into his prison, choosing exile, preferring the abject sequestration. He would gladly rot in this cell if it meant he didn’t have to gorge on mankind as a malevolent cannibalistic beast.

Loretta made him believe there might be another way.

The crowd began dispersing.

Loretta placed a rose on the steps of the crypt and she and her father left the cemetery.

Their paths would intersect again.

Against all logic, she recognized him. Their fate was in the Gitchee Manitou’s hands.

He would try to be patient despite his body’s impetuousness—the inconveniences of adolescence still plagued him.

Spontaneous erection.

Soon his excitement would cause a pearl-like bead to form on Arthur’s inner arm—a byproduct of Keme’s excitement. And Arthur would become hungry—a craving stabbing deeper than any flung arrow.

Arthur would suffer because he and Keme were one.








  
  
Chapter 4




Arthur reported to the mailroom of Torrence Publishing a half hour before his shift began. 

“Are you trying to make a good impression?” a Lucille Ball look-alike asked. A pencil stuck out of her brilliant red updo.

“Do you have a problem with that?” Arthur said.

The woman shrugged. “Hang your jacket in the back room. There’s an empty locker you can use. The boss won’t arrive until the shift change.”

Arthur did as she instructed. He opened two of the three lockers before he found the empty one, hung up his jacket and returned to the mailroom. The woman stood sorting stacks of mail. “My name’s Arthur. What’s yours?”

She pulled her black-rimmed glasses to the tip of her nose. “It’s Helga. Not Red, or Toots, or any other name your chauvinist male brain spits out. Oh. And if you want coffee, make it yourself. The pot’s over there.”

Arthur used to love coffee, not so much anymore, but he thought he’d give it a try. He rinsed and refilled the percolator by the sink and plugged it in. “What makes you think I’m a chauvinist?” he asked.

“You’re wearing trousers, aren’t you? If you’re not one already, you will be soon enough once Leon gets his paws on you.”

“Leon?”

“The manager of the mailroom. Did someone else take the high school equivalency test for you? He’s your boss.”

“The personnel department hired me. They called and gave me a date and a time and told me where to report, that’s all.”

“Lucky you. Leon insisted on interviewing me. I’m pretty sure I got the job because he liked my bright red lipstick and miniskirt.”

Arthur didn’t know if Helga spoke the truth or not. But he knew then and there this job wouldn’t be boring. “Any words of advice, Helga?”

“Do your job and most of Leon’s and you’ll be fine.” She glanced over to the time clock. She handed him a timecard. “You might want to punch this so you’re not late for your first day of work.”

Arthur grabbed the card, punched it, wrote his name across the top, and tucked it in an empty slot. He watched Helga pluck her card and clock out. Then she punched Leon’s card. She noticed him staring at her. “What?” she asked, slipping the boss’s card into a separate slot. “You’ll learn how the game is played soon enough.”

Helga disappeared into the back room. When she came out, her coat hung from her arm. “Don’t just stand there,” she said. “Start sorting that stack of mail and file it in the corresponding slots on the wall. Those slots are organized by floor and order of delivery. Got it?”

Arthur seized a handful of letters. “Got it.”

“Never act like you have nothing to do. Keep busy, even if you aren’t.” She reached for the doorknob at the same time it burst open. She barely jumped aside in time.

“Morning, Red,” a disheveled man with a nasty comb-over said. “Miss me?”

“Like a canker sore.” She squeezed through the opening.

He chuckled and turned. “Who the hell are you?” Arthur stuck out his hand. “The name’s Arthur Dresden—I’m the new guy.”

“It’s about time I got some help around here.” Leon waltzed into the back room.

Arthur continued sorting stacks of correspondence. He kept glancing over, expecting Leon to burst in again. After ten minutes, Arthur became concerned. He set the letters down and opened the inner office door.

Leon cradled the phone between his chin and shoulder. “All in for Hightower in the third to place and show.” He spun around toward Arthur. He put his hand over the receiver. “What the hell do you want?”

Arthur stepped back and the metal swung shut. Greedy, selfish prick.

He returned to his sorting when the phone rang.

After it rang a few times, he picked it up.

“Mailroom. This is Arthur, how may I assist you?” A woman came on the line. “Mr. Goodman from Sales and Distribution is waiting on this morning’s mail. The delivery is already half an hour past due.”

While Arthur tried to think of an appropriate response to this woman’s inquiry, the phone lit up like twinkling stars.

“It’s on its way,” Arthur said. As soon as he put the receiver onto the base the phone rang again, but rather than answering he loaded the trolley. Helga said the slots were arranged by floor and order of delivery, so he systematically loaded his cart. He wheeled the trolley out of the basement mailroom and rode the elevator to the first floor where the fun began.

He pushed his cart over to the reception desk. The fingers of a freckled woman wearing earphones flew across the typewriter keys. He parked his cart against the wall and separated the stack of mail for the floor. That’s when the secretary spotted him. She pulled off her earphones. “No wonder the mail’s late. You’re new.”

“Guess it’s pretty obvious,” Arthur said. “I’m flying solo too—without the benefit of a flight plan.”

The woman stood up and came around her desk. “Doesn’t surprise me. Leon must be up to his old tricks. Here, let me see if you’re on the right track.” She took the stack of letters and scanned them. “These are okay. Because you’re running behind, I’ll distribute these for you and collect the outgoing stuff. Just don’t forget to come back before you return to the mailroom.”

“Thanks,” Arthur said. “I owe you one.”

“Oh, and I’ll call Contracts upstairs and let them know you’re on your way.”

Arthur pushed his cart back onto the elevator.

The third-floor secretary offered Arthur the same deal. Back on schedule, he rode up to the executive level. The wheels of his cart echoed through the empty halls of the deserted offices, and he felt like an actor playing a role in his favorite TV show, Rod Sterling’s The Twilight Zone. The entire floor had gone somewhere in a hurry—typewriters hummed with half-finished letters, files littered desktops, and telephones were left off the hook. Arthur moved from workstation to workstation. He placed the incoming mail in the slots and collected the outgoing.

He’d made well over a dozen deliveries when he arrived at the chief executive editor’s office. He wheeled his cart to the secretary’s desk and sifted through the letters in his hand, the majority of which were inner office communications. He opened one of the envelopes and peered inside.

The weekly report. He counted several similar envelopes in the stack. One of eight. He figured the boss kept a close eye on all of the departments beneath him.

Nathanial Torrence, the great conductor, made sure every opus was sung in perfect key. And Arthur would make sure he got his comeuppance.

The slower the better.

Energy infused Arthur. He closed the envelope and placed it with the others in the inbox. Then he grabbed the outgoing mail and added it to his cart.

The boss’s office stood wide open, and his curiosity got the better of him and he peered inside the inner sanctum.

Wood paneling richly appointed the walls. Bookshelves framed the picture window behind the heavy walnut desk. Files were stacked to the left of the leather blotter, a telephone perched on the right. Behind the desk, a high leather chair had twirled back to front. Across from the desk stood a couple of club chairs, and beyond them a square walnut coffee table and a sofa with a painting, possibly a Kandinsky, hanging above it.

Not too shabby.

Arthur had an overwhelming urge to sit behind the boss’s desk. Try it on for size. He ran his hand along the polished desk and gave the seat a spin to turn it around.

“What’s this?” a female voice asked. Arthur jumped.

The chair circled. A small, well-manicured hand stopped it from spinning.

Arthur noticed the cute blonde—he recognized her immediately from the cemetery as Loretta Torrence.

“What are you doing here?” Loretta’s blue eyes flashed.

“I work here,” Arthur said. Someday all of this—the company and this office—would be his. He would dethrone this woman’s father and make him pay.

Loretta’s eyes pierced deep.

It was as if she could see through Arthur to Keme.

Her penetrating eyes gave him the willies.

As much as he wanted to steer clear of her, it didn’t take long for his body to betray him. Damned native. Keme couldn’t be in the same vicinity as her without becoming horny. And soon Arthur became ravenous.

“Why aren’t you in the managers’ meeting?” Loretta asked.

“I don’t work on this floor,” Arthur said. “This is actually my first day on the job.”

“Oh,” Loretta said.

Arthur had no choice but to tell her the truth. “I deliver the mail.” He expected the uppity bitch to turn away and ignore him, and when she momentarily paused, his fists clenched. Then the strangest thing happened. Her face softened and she actually blushed. The demure act made him wonder if she could sense Keme’s attraction to her.

“There is something really familiar about you,”

Loretta said. “Have we met before?”

“I don’t believe so. I do remember you though.

You were at Justin’s funeral,” Arthur said.

Loretta nodded. “Justin and I were friends.”

“Me too,” Arthur said. “Actually, Justin’s the reason I’m here. He put in a good word with your father and got me this job.”

“Sounds like Justin. He was very generous.” Loretta smiled. “When I was a little girl, his parents would often come over to visit mine. Since we were around the same age we used to play together. He was the first person to sponsor me.”

“Sponsor?” She didn’t appear old enough to have an alcohol problem.

“Mostly my father’s friends and their affiliated corporations. They paid a good deal of money to see me, a rich socialite, survive thirty days in a remote wilderness.” She watched him and chuckled. “You should see the expression on your face right now.”

Arthur figured she was shooting him a line. She acted too well-coiffed and manicured to know the first thing about roughing it. “And you obviously did.”

“More than you know,” Loretta said. “After a battery of chemotherapy and radiation treatments to put my Hodgkin’s disease in remission, I survived thirty days in the Hundred-Mile Wilderness.” Loretta’s eyes had a wistful glow. “I got the idea from a real hero, a man named Terry Fox. After he lost one leg to cancer, he embarked on a run across Canada to raise money and awareness. He died before he could finish, so I decided to pick up his torch and become America’s first poster girl. So far, I’ve raised over five hundred thousand dollars in the name of cancer research,” Loretta said.

“Wow.”

“The organization saved my life.”

“You’re a humanitarian and a cancer survivor,” Arthur said.

“I’m a survivor. Period.” Loretta sat up straighter. “Once I returned to civilization, my dad told me about Justin. Greer Lucas said he died in a hunting accident.”

Is that what Lucas told everyone? It certainly explained why no one bothered him for details at the funeral. “Justin and I were on a fishing trip. We were attacked by a bear.”

Loretta gasped. Tears filled her eyes. “That’s horrible.”

“I asked Mr. Lucas not to sensationalize it. Justin wouldn’t have wanted it.” A complete load of shit.

“How did you manage to escape?”

“I didn’t.” Arthur rolled up his shirtsleeve and showed her the angry red mass on his arm that resembled a long scar. Keme’s attraction to this woman made his brachial artery throb hot and hard ready to spit out a venom nodule. “I killed the bear before it killed me.”

That’s when Arthur heard the loud shriek. A howling that startled him and took him completely by surprise.
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Since the switch, those were the first words Keme had uttered aloud. He had spent all this time observing Arthur—to learn as much about him as he could. Keme couldn’t hear Arthur’s internal thoughts, so he assumed Arthur could not hear his, but all of Arthur’s conversations Keme overheard.

He’d remained silent since the new moon became full. He’d come to the conclusion that the cache holding him captive was impenetrable. He’d tried everything to escape, but the lock held fast.

Arthur had obviously paid close attention to the windigo’s instructions at the cabin before abandoning them. Keme’s soul would never be released because Arthur never overindulged. Arthur never ate his fill or gorged on his victims. That meant there would be no further transformations—no further soul dispersals or collections. Arthur would forever maintain the physicality of his own body. And Keme would forever be held prisoner in this cold prison.

She’d been sent to him. Loretta.

Out of the morass of darkness came a ray of hope. She lighted like a butterfly in a swarm of moths. She saw him beneath Arthur’s façade.

Loretta gave Keme hope.

The Great Spirit had shown mercy and had given him access to the most powerful weapons of all—love. He’d been given great responsibility and a gift. He would do his best to rid the world of the most heinous of creatures.

He didn’t know how or why he’d been chosen for this task, but he’d do anything to spend time with her.

No matter how long it took, no matter the cost, he would make amends and correct his egregious mistake.

The Gitchee Manitou would guide them, and he and Loretta would destroy the world’s most evil spirit.

She made him believe in the impossible.
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