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The Swamplands of Central Florida

Early Spring, 1950

First Night. Full Moon.

Max stared down at water so black, it swallowed moonlight as absolutely as the creature he stalked gobbled souls. He and David hadn’t said a word while picking their way between the swampland’s trees and over the cypress knees. They chose every step as if their lives depended on it. Any sound could be the sound that doomed them. 

The Beast’s trail had led them to the dark, lapping edges of the swamp’s body. Until now, at least they’d had some semblance of ground under their feet, spongy and wet though it was. Swamp gas reeked in Max’s nose and watered his eyes. He didn’t dare raise his voice above a whisper, even with all the grisly little God-Knows-What trilling and shrieking from God-Knew-Where. 

He waited until David had crept up to him, so close the broad rims of their hats brushed. The little wooden balls, dangling from the brims to thwart mosquitoes and gnats, waggled and clacked softly. Max whispered, “I don’t want to go in there.”

“Why?”

“Gators.”

Max was too fixed on the dark, brackish water licking at his boots to look up. David kept his voice low, but he couldn’t keep amusement out of it. “Alligators are a little low on our list of things to worry about.”

Max looked at him. “Do you want to go in there?”

David lost his smirk and gazed down at the blackness. Yeah, Max didn’t think so. But they both knew they had to.

“Shit,” Max said. He leaned his shotgun against the nearest cypress and unstrapped the sidearm from his thigh. He looped the gun belt bandolier-style, waited while David did the same with his, then hiked his shotgun tight against his armpit and waded into the murk. “Why the hell did it have to come this way?”

“Enjoys the company of alligators, I suppose,” David whispered back, working his way carefully after Max.

Sarcastic old Navajo. “You’re sure it came this way?” Max asked.

David kept wading through. “As sure as you are.”

Max wasn’t that sure anymore. Well, actually. To be perfectly honest. The truth was that he didn’t want to be sure anymore, now that they were crotch-deep in black water.

The flick of something against the backs of his thighs stopped him cold. He looked down, even knowing he couldn’t hope to pierce the water’s black veil. He would never see the six foot snake, or the fifty pound snapping turtle, or the ten foot gator until it had his ass in its jaws.

So quit thinking about it, he told himself, and wade. But when he heard the howl, he stopped. He stared at David. David was staring back.

He leaned close and whispered to Max, “How  far, do you think?”

"Hard to say. I’m not even sure which direction it came from.”

“We should stop a minute and try to feel it.”

“David, it’s really gonna to be hard to concentrate while I’m standing in the middle of a gator infested swamp.”

David didn’t budge. Max heaved a sigh, then closed his eyes, looking inward for the warning gut-twist. But the only knot in his belly was for the invisible toothies slithering around his legs. This wasn’t the distinctive, rocky clench that warned him of the Beast’s approach. He shifted his shotgun to his left side, removed his right glove and brought his palm close enough to see it in the filtered moonlight of the swamp. He waited. 

The pentagram was there. Dim, but fully formed. The Beast wasn’t nearby, but it wasn’t far off either.

Another howl wafted through the swamp gas and cypress. David looked straight ahead. “That way.”

/ / / /

They were back on dry land. Drier, in fact, than where they had entered on the swamp’s other side. In the distance, ahead, was a dim yellow light filtering through the cypress limbs draped with beards of Spanish moss. Difficult to say how far off it was. Max couldn’t believe it was there at all. They stood in silence while the mosquitoes and no-see-ums whined, thwarted and bloodthirsty, just beyond their hat brims.

“Is that lamplight?” Max whispered.

“It has to be.”

“Way the hell out here?”

David shrugged. “The moon’s directly above. It can’t be that.”

He took off his right glove and looked at his palm. Max did, too. The pentagrams were darkening, easier to see. David removed his other glove and reached into the medicine pouch belted at his hip. The pouch didn’t hold the usual whatsis of a Navajo healer. Instead it was filled with the dried dung of local animals and other pungent dusts.

“We’re sweating like pigs,” he whispered, patting his face and neck with the mix. “If we were anywhere but here, the Beast would’ve smelled us coming for miles.”

“Who’d have thought swamp gas would be a blessing.” Max re-strapped his sidearm to his thigh, then dipped his ungloved hand into the healer’s pouch. “Pigs don’t sweat, did you know that?” 

David gave him a long-suffering, sideways glance as he powdered himself on the chest, hitting his armpits and dusting the sweat stains on his shirt. “No, I didn’t know that.” He shook the excess dust from his palms and strapped his own sidearm back in place. With a slight tilt of his head, he looked at Max: ready?

And Max nodded back. Ready.

/ / / / 

It was a shotgun shack, barely livable by the looks of it. In the dappled moonlight of the swamp its clapboard sides were gray and craggy, but Max doubted it’d look any better in broad daylight. How its gabled porch supported even the rickety rocking chair perched there, he couldn’t imagine. But he could imagine his boot going right through the floor boards.

And yet lamplight made the interior of the shack glow golden. The front door was open, but a screen door -blotchy with rust and patched in several places- guarded the inside from whining little bloodsuckers. Max could see straight through to the back door, which was clapped shut with a long board through a couple of supports. In the clearing around the shack were racks loaded with massive alligator skulls and hides, huge turtle shells and a few mammal skins; beautiful, tawny and golden. Puma pelts. 

There were no voices coming from inside but Max could hear sizzling and, even through the swamp gas, the smell of searing gator meat was strong.

They crept only as close to the clearing as they needed to get a good look, then receded back into the cover of the cypress. Through the ragged lace of Spanish moss, David kept an eye on the shack while Max looked around them in the dark, speckled here and there with outbreaks of moonlight.

He leaned in close to David’s ear so the healer could hear him above the din of the swamp frogs and insects. “What do you think?” he whispered.

“It’s a long way to come for a kill.”

“Must be a hell of a feed.”

David shook his head, pursing his lips. “No. Whoever lives here is the next host.”

“The Chosen? Nah ... can’t be. It’s too soon.” 

There had only been two kills. Max grimaced. Hell of a way to think of it: only two. But the hard reality was that the Beast normally hunted for much longer before choosing its next host. Max and David were lucky to have tracked this lineage down as early as they had. 

Based on the remoteness of this place, though, there was something to what David said. The Beast had plenty of prey, with a lot less trouble, in the scattered network of small towns; a fertile hunting ground. So why would it choose a new host and move on so soon ... unless ...

“It’s on to us.”

David nodded. Max closed his eyes in dread.

“We better not wait any longer,” David said. “Let’s flip the vests.”

“Yeah,” Max replied, resigned.

Over their dark, long-sleeved shirts and pants, they had another piece of protective clothing. But this one was for an adversary more blood-frenzied than the mosquitoes. They wore hunters’ vests dyed dark; handy in themselves for the pockets. But David had customized them with something special.

Taking shifts so one of them was always on guard, they slipped the vests off and turned them inside out. The inner linings were sown with thin plates of unpolished silver, about three inches square, covering the men front to back. They were careful to avoid any patches of moonlight. Close up, the sight of silver might cause the Beast to hesitate just enough to save their lives. But from afar, it would only be a beacon if caught in moon glow.

They fastened the inner buttons to make the vests secure. Nothing to do now but wait. They didn’t dare try to warn the shack’s occupant. Like it or not, whoever was frying that gator meat had to be given up as bait ... much as David had once used Doris Tebbe to distract Max. The only thing they could hope for was that the cook would stay put, making it harder for the Beast -if only a little- to get to him.

Without a word, Max and David settled in, sitting back-to-back. Then Max whispered, “I’m going to check my palm.”

David kept vigil while Max brought his palm up close enough to see in the gloom. The pentagram was darker still. As many times as he had done this, it was still an effort to keep his breathing and pulse calm.

“It’s getting close, David.”

David didn’t reply. There wasn’t much point in it. Max waited to feel his friend’s subtle movements, then swiveled his head in a mirror image of David’s vigil ...

He froze. To his left, in the dark of the cypress cover, something trudged toward them, snuffling as it came. He didn’t have to warn David. Smoothly, silently they lifted their shotguns, sighting in the same direction ... and waited.

Something dark, something big was loping their way, wolf-like in its movements. Max glimpsed it weaving through the cypress. He did his best to keep his breathing calm as he homed in on the creature’s path, hitched up a leg and propped the shotgun on his knee.

Closer. Close enough for shooting now, but the idea was to try first for the pelvic basin. If not that, then to go for the chest or head, even though they hated to do it. But they had to do at least that. Anything less would just piss it off.

Closer ...

Something was wrong. The creature wasn’t big enough. It wasn’t stealthy enough. And as it trotted through patches of moonlight, its pelt wasn’t glowing silver.

And then it was right in front of them. As startled as Max and David, it quick-stepped back a foot and sent up a howl of alarm that dropped into a cacophony of woof-woof! Woof-woof-woof-woof!

A dog! A huge, black, barrel-chested, son-of-a-bitch of a dog, but just a dog all the same. And even though it never made a move toward either of them, they were going to have to shoot it. They had to shut it up before it was too late, shut it up and move fast to a different location.

Max dropped a hand to his side arm, but it was already too late. An alto voice, rough as whiskey and tobacco, warned them from behind:

“You boys don’t really wanna die over a dog, now, do ya?”

They lowered their guns and turned as the dog, growling and hackles raised, circled around to sit at the feet of its approaching mistress. She had a double barrel of her own, its round, steely sockets staring Max and David down from where it rested on an amply padded hipbone, snug in men’s Levis. 

“Ma’am—” David began.

“Put the guns down.”

“Ma’am, you need to –“

”Put the guns down.”

Slowly, Max and David laid the guns at their feet. With her stare still fixed on them, the woman said, “Buttercup ... gun” and to Max’s amazement, the dog plodded over, grabbed the butt of David’s shotgun and dragged it over to its mistress. She didn’t even have to prompt it to fetch Max’s. Apparently, they had things like this down pat.

“Good girl.” The woman pushed the shotguns behind her with a foot and a lock of gray-streaked, carrot-red hair slid from her topknot as she moved. She ignored that just like she ignored the mosquitoes.

“Ma’am –“ David tried again.

“Now, with just your thumb and pointy finger, toss over those handguns. You first, Tonto. And you, Lone Ranger ... don’t you move one damn muscle ‘til I say so.”

When those were at her feet she shifted the butt of her gun between her elbow and ribs, knelt, grabbed the side arms, stuffed them between her shirt and the Levi’s waistband, then collected the shotguns, tucking them under her free arm. She rose. 

“Okay. What you’re gonna do now is scoot along on your asses ‘n’ follow me while I back us outta the trees.”

“Ma’am, you really need to go back –“

”You sound pretty stupid givin’ orders right about now, you know that, Tonto? Come along ...”

Could they bolt? Maybe one of them. Maybe both. The way she was forced to hold her gun, the shot might go wild and miss its mark. Shotguns had a nasty kick when the triggers were pulled. But that was two “maybes” and one iffy “might”. Then there was Buttercup to consider.

And all this was the least of their worries.

The men scooted along on the damp ground, dividing their attention between the woman, Buttercup and any sign of what was still out there somewhere. Max decided to take up where David had left off, trying to reason with the woman. He’d have to raise his voice to be heard over the swamp’s incessant trilling and croaking, but it didn’t matter anymore. The woman and her damn dog had already caused too much commotion. The Beast had to know they were here, and it would be heading straight for them.

“Look, lady, we didn’t come here to hurt anybody. For your own protection, you should go back into your ... uh ... cabin.”

“Well, it’s a good thing you didn’t come meanin’ harm since you can’t do any, now that I got your guns.”

“Those are only for protection,” David said.

“Really? So’s mine. Stop right there, that’ll do ... no, no, no. No standin’ up.” The woman dipped down just enough to drop the men’s shotguns safely to the ground. “Buttercup ... guns, porch.”

By now they had moved out of the shelter of the cypress into the exposed clearing around the shack. The full moon shone down on them all like stage light. Max and David watched Buttercup drag each gun to the porch’s bottom step. 

Carefully, Max had been working his right glove nearly off his hand as he had scooted along. Now he brought his palm up and looked at it as he pretended to straighten the glove back into place. The pentagram stood out like a new tattoo. He felt that old, familiar warning as his guts twisted tight. Fresh sweat popped through his scalp. He didn’t have to tell David they had no time left for alibis.

David started talking fast. “Ma’am, please, we’re not here to cause trouble, we didn’t even know this place existed. We’re tracking something dangerous, very dangerous, and the trail led here. Please. Take Buttercup and go inside.”

The woman was perfectly calm and unconvinced. “You could say I’m a tracker myself. Whatcha huntin’?”

“There’s a creature, a beast...it has been stalking the towns. It has already killed twice, it’s here in the swamp now, it’s close and heading right for us. Listen to me. You do not stand a chance. I am begging you. Give us our guns and go inside.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Yeah, I heard about a couple killin’s over the last two months. Somethin’ made a real mess, they say, sure tore the poor bastards to shreds. One in Tavares, the other Mount Dora, as I recall ...”

Max nodded hopefully. “Exactly, you heard right.”

But the narrowing of the woman’s eyes just led to a smirk. She snuggled the butt of her shotgun more comfortably against her hip. “I’ll give it to you boys, you’re clever, usin’ a little fact for your fiction. Gotta be the best excuse I heard yet from somebody comin’ to steal my hides. But, really, now, how’d you hear about us? That son of mine’s been talkin’ too much over at Woodrow’s bar-top again, ain’t he?”

“No one’s been talking to anybody,” Max said. “Listen, lady, I wish we had time to earn your trust but we don’t. Didn’t you hear the howling earlier?”

Now she was almost smiling. “Yeah ...”

“That’s the beast we’re after,” David said. “If we don’t get to it, there’s going to be more killing and it’s going to begin with us. It knows we’re here.”

“That howlin’. You’re sayin’ that was your critter?”

“Yes,” Max replied.

She let out a laugh and a snort. “You two ain’t from around here are ya? Don’t you know there ain’t nothin’ in this swamp that howls but Buttercup? If you’re tellin’ me the truth, then you came all this way out here on your wild goose chase, trackin’ my dog! Ha!”

Max and David shook their heads. “When was the last time you heard your dog howl like that?” David asked.

Her smile faltered a moment, but then it returned with a mix of disdain and amusement. “Shit, boys. The swamp can do funny things to a sound.” She relaxed just enough to push that errant lock of hair behind her ear. “Okay, okay. This has all been highly entertainin’, but you made me take my supper off the stove and get cold. So why don’t you make life easier on all of us and just get on out? If you make me shoot ya then I’ll have to be the one to bury ya, ‘cause I can’t be tellin’ the county sheriff ‘bout that, no matter how good a friend he is.” She waggled the gun barrels upward as a way of giving Max and David permission to stand. “Slow, now,” she warned. “Thanks for the guns. I can always use ‘em. And if you see that loose-lipped son of mine again, tell him the next hide that I’ll be hangin’ on the racks is his.”

Max and David slowly rose. And the swamp’s curtain of noise dropped away.

The woman’s face crinkled in bafflement. Trembling, Buttercup jerked to the right with a ragged growl and stared past the clearing.

Max said, “Aw, shit ...!” 

The men rushed for their shotguns. The Beast burst out of the tree line, a massive blur of silver, froth and fangs, brilliant and glowing under the full moon. They heard the woman gasp out, “Sweet Jesus in Heaven ...!”

They clawed for their shotguns and rolled between the Beast and the woman. She stumbled backward, letting both barrels loose right over their heads. The Beast’s mass blotted out all light as it leapt over Max and David. They thrust upward and fired.

Through the clanging in his eardrums Max could hear the woman scream. He heard the wet, animal sound of fangs in flesh. The men leapt to their feet to see the Beast sprawled limp upon the woman, and Buttercup jerking viciously at the creature’s neck. 

They rushed over, kicking at the dog and hammering her with their gun butts, but she wouldn’t let go until a moan came from beneath the Beast. The woman’s right hand, flung outward from the impact, twitched. Buttercup let go of the Beast to snuffle and lick her palm.

“I don’t believe it!” Max said, “she’s alive!”

They bent to heave the carcass off her, but only the head and torso rolled away, barely attached to the haunches by scraps of fur and flesh. They pulled the woman out from under the remains, and her eyes fluttered open as Buttercup whined and circled, unable to reach her mistress through the men.

She said again, slurring, “Sweet Jesus in Heaven ...”

“Are you all right?” David asked, checking her over as Max helped her to sit up. “Are you in pain?”

“No ... Sweet Jesus that thing headed straight for me! It looked me in the eye, looked me square in the eye, and came right at me!”

Max helped David search for bite marks. The Beast’s blood still had a silver sheen to it, but it would be fading soon. They looked for any gore that didn’t catch the moon glow ... human blood. But the woman was drenched in nothing but shimmering viscera.

“Knock it off, knock it off!” she finally said, rolling her shoulders away from them.

Max took that as a good sign. She reached between them and comforted Buttercup with a shaky pat on the dog’s broad head.

“Can you stand?” Max asked her.

“Yeah, I think so. Damn it to hell, what was that thing?”

Max and David each had her by an arm and helped her to her feet. That was when Max noticed that they, too, were covered with silver-tinged blood, and they all looked at the dead Beast.

David heaved a sigh. “I think we overdid it.”

It was massive. But, hell, the Beast was always massive. Prehistoric in dimension, it matched pound for pound the legendary brawn of any ancient canine or saber tooth. It was beyond belief, beyond comprehension, even when it lay dead and as good as shot in two, its torso at a grotesque angle from the hind area.

The blood- the blood everywhere, turning the sandy soil to mud- was losing its luster now. But as long as the moon shone blanched and fierce on the carcass, the fur would never dull. The pelt was glistening as if silver leaf had been worked through it.

Wobbly, the woman knelt down to look long into the face of the Beast. She spread her hand, staring at the creature’s fangs, exposed in its slack, gaping jaws, then looked at her fingers, trying to comprehend just how long those canines were. She whispered yet again, “Sweet, sweet Jesus. And the head! I just ... I never seen anything so damn big ...” She looked toward her right where the largest alligator skulls sat on sagging racks, then back again. “What the Sam Hill is this thing? Looks sorta like a wolf, from what I seen in pictures, but just look at it!”

“It’s not a wolf,” David said, starting to swat at mosquitoes. He glanced around until he spotted where his and Max’s hats had fallen off. He went to get them.

Buttercup was snuffling up to her mistress.

Max said, “Lady, don’t let your dog lick the blood.”

“Buttercup, up on the porch,” she ordered. The dog groaned and paced once or twice, unsure, but did as she was told. “So why shouldn’t she lick at the blood? This thing got rabies?”

“Nah. It’s just that we don’t know if tasting the blood ... well ... at this point, it’s hard to explain.”

The woman stood back up, still shaken, but a gleam was coming to her eye. “This pelt’s gonna fetch a shit load of money. Too bad it’s in two halves.”

“Money?” Max echoed, taking his hat from David.

Still looking down at the carcass, the woman said, “Aw, you’ll get your cut, don’t worry. I mean, hell, you boys helped kill it. ‘Course you’re also the ones who ripped it in two and that’ll drop the price some. Still ... Hey, easy there, Tonto! What’re you doin’, diggin’ for gold?”

David had his gloves off and was kneeling next to the carcass with his hands probing deep into the entrails. “No,” he replied, “silver.”

“Silver, huh. Okay, I get it. Tonto ... Hi-yo, Silver. Suppose I deserve that.”

David nodded without looking up. “In spades. But I really am looking for silver.”

Max’s heart hammered with hope. “You think so?” he asked.

“Here’s one. It’s deformed but it’s all there,” David replied, almost smiling, but didn’t take his hands out of the carcass. Max yanked off his own gloves, dropped to his knees and plunged his hands into the hot remains of the torso.

“What the hell are you two doin’?”

“Lady ...” Max looked up at her over his shoulder. “What’s your name, anyway?”

“Millie, and what the hell are you doin’?”

“Here’s two more,” Max said, but he avoided pulling the silver out, too. He worked his fingers over them blindly. The impact had smashed them into the shapes of toadstools.

Nothing was said for a while, leaving Millie grumbling but too unsure to interfere. The swamp’s night singers began their choruses again as the mosquitoes swarmed, gorging on the thickening pools of the Beast’s blood.

Finally, David said, “I think that’s all in this end.”

“Me, too,” Max replied. “You let both your barrels go, right?” David nodded. “Then the fourth must’ve gone all the way through.”

“You had two apiece a-what?” Millie snapped.

“Solid cartridges,” David replied, pulling his hands out. “We had our shotguns loaded with solid cartridges.”

“You use solid slugs? Through and through? I never heard of such a thing! How you keep your aim steady enough to hit anything farther’n a yard or two?”

“Most of our work’s close up.” Max stood and motioned toward David as they both tried to find a dry place on themselves to wipe their hands. “He makes them special. Buckshot would be impossible to completely clean from the wound. Same for a fragmented casing. If the slugs are solid, they’re easier to retrieve.”

“You ain’t really saying they’re whole made of silver-”

“I’m really saying.”

Astounded, Millie looked at their empty hands. “So where are they?”

“We can’t remove them yet,” David said. “We only wanted to know where they were so we can get to them quickly later.”

Millie’s face scrunched until it looked like a pear gone rotten. “Why?”

Max and David glanced at each other. Then Max said, “You believe us now? What we’ve told you about this thing?”

Millie planted the palm of one hand on a blood-soaked hip and swatted mosquitoes with the other. “Safe to say. Yeah.”

“Then trust us just a little longer.”

/ / / /

There was plenty to do until the right moment. The Beast’s carcass had to be wrapped into the tarp Millie provided. Max and David salvaged what they could of what had dropped out of the Beast and placed the gore in a bucket. David looked at the entrails there and pursed his lips.

“There’s a lot of dirt stuck to the guts,” he said. “Do you think if we leave them that way, they might infect?”

Max, standing beside him, crossed his arms thoughtfully. “Maybe we should clean them ...”

Millie hissed in disgust, washed up now with a netted, beekeeper-style hat of her own on. She was sitting on the bottom porch step with Buttercup. “Shit, boys, whadiya gonna do, eat ‘em?”

“No,” David replied, stilling musing over the bucket. “It’s just that we’ve never made such a mess of it before. Frankly, we’re not sure it’s going to work this time.”

“Listen, fellas. You gonna tell me the whole tale or just keep feedin’ this to me piecemeal?”

Max turned to her. “Right now we’ve got to keep moving. I promise things will be clear before the night’s out. You said you trusted us and, believe me, we’ve done this plenty of times ...”

“Yeah, well ... Tonto there said you never made such a damn mess before, too.”

David turned to her and said, “Are you trying to insult me, Millie, or should I just assume you’re stupid?”

Millie smirked. “Well, if you don’t like Tonto, I’ll need somethin’ else to call ya.”

David gave her one of those looks he’d used on Max plenty of times over the years: his irked, suffer-the-fools one. Then he glanced Max’s way, and Max knew he was wondering if they should stick to the aliases they’d been using for this trip. It was precaution they had learned to take. They didn’t always make friends when they were on a hunt. Max gave him a shrug: what the hell?

“My name is David. His is Max.” First names only, at least for now. “Do you have a second pail? Or a wash tub?”

“Got both.”

Max cocked his head amiably. “Then lead us to your pump.”

Max and David didn’t find any buckshot in the carcass, so Millie’s shots had gone wild, a good piece of luck if all turned out well. All they had to focus on, then, was the damage they had inflicted and they did what they could to clean the bucket of remains at the outdoor pump. Millie made herself useful by keeping Buttercup shooed away from the Beast’s covered carcass. Finally, the men washed themselves up as much as possible, and Max looked toward the sky. The moon had dipped below the cypress.

“We better get in place,” he said. “Millie, you mentioned a break in the trees somewhere near ...?”

“Back of the shack, is what I said. Not far off. Got us a trail that leads into better water. More bayou than swamp. Gonna lug that thing down there?”

“Yeah.”

“Gonna tell me why?”

“Not yet.”

Millie stared at Max and David a moment as she scratched behind Buttercup’s ear. “Welp, I’m all pins and needles. Gotta flatbed cart you can use.”

They left an unhappy Buttercup closed up and cursing in the shack while the three made their way down the trail. Millie led the way, lantern in hand, as the dense cypress gave way to saw palmetto. The air began to freshen, and Max could see mangroves hunched like a low-lying wall behind the palmetto scrub.

They came to the shore of the bayou, its glistening, briny waters flowing clean and easy through the canals of the mangroves. Max and David caught a sweet, heady breeze blowing just enough to discourage the bloodsuckers, and they took off their hats and gloves with relief. 

Ahead was Millie’s rickety dock, jutting out over the water some fifty feet. To its right sat a flat bottomed air boat, its caged propeller perched behind the pilot’s elevated seat, and a rust-dappled canoe. To the left, the bayou stretched lagoon-like beyond the mangroves. The sky was starlit, wide open, with only a few clouds glowing bluish white, and the moon was making its descent straight down the mouth of the mangrove canal.

Max and David sized up the dock.

As if reading Max’s mind, David said, “It’s too narrow. If we keep the carcass on the cart, there won’t be room for both the Beast and us. We’re going to have to carry it from here.”

Max nodded. “Let me set the bucket out there first.”

He grabbed the pail from the cart, testing the dock boards as he went. Millie, pulling off her netted hat, called after him irritably, “Mister, that dock’ll be standin’ longer’n you!”

The creaking and giving under his boots didn’t back Millie up on that. Max kept his pace cautious as the moon slipped farther down the dome of the sky. He set the bucket on what looked to be some of the more secure boards and made his way back.

“I don’t know if it’ll take the weight,” he told David.

“We don’t have a choice. There’s too much cover from the mangroves to try for it right here.”

“Boys, I am tellin’ you that dock is a rock.”

Yeah, Max thought, and it’ll probably sink like one when we get this carcass on it. He and David stepped to either end of the cart and got a firm grasp on the tarp.

David counted, “One ... two ... up ...!”

“Aww, crap, this son-of-a-bitch is heavy ...”

"You already knew that ...”

“Yeah, yeah, just walk, okay, walk!”

“I am walking, but you can’t get on the dock waddling backwards like that. Turn around ... just ... lay your end down for a second and turn around ...!”

Max lowered his end of the tarp, caught his breath for a moment and sized up the moon. It seemed as if it just couldn’t wait to set now. He turned his back to the covered carcass, dipped down and reached behind him. He got a good grip and said, “Okay.”

They lifted and began shuffling onto the dock. Millie started to follow.

“Don’t!” David shouted over his shoulder.

“Don’t ‘don’t’ me on my own property!”

“Just wait to see how the dock takes this load.”

“I already told you–“

”Millie, please!”

“All right, all right, go on with ya then!”

They tried to keep their footing close to where the boards would be strongest, nailed onto the dock’s support beams. But it made for clumsy, slow going. Max was panting and worried. The carcass was getting badly jostled. Would the silver work its way out before they even got the Beast unwrapped? Will it have worked farther into the body, so that he and David would have to spend precious seconds probing for it again, maybe missing moonset? Either one, and all this effort after the kill would have been wasted.

At last they were free of the mangrove shadows. The moon, far past its arc, flooded them with light.

“Easy down,” David said.

Slowly they bent. The dock creaked low and long under the Beast’s dead weight but, so far, it was holding. They unfolded the tarp from the carcass. Max picked up the bucket, brought it to the gaping ends of the two halves and gently tilted it to let the viscera slide out.

He started probing for the two cartridges he had located earlier and had to stifle a gag. It was worse, somehow, working his hands through cold, slick innards than warm ones.  He heard the grisly sounds of David probing for the other cartridge, and David warned, “It’s about to set.”

“Shit.” Max kept probing. Where the hell were they?

“I can’t find ... no, I found it! Max, how’re you doing?”

“I’m working on it ...”

“You’ve got to hurry ...”

"Then just let me look, all right?”

“It’s setting, Max!”

“I heard you the first time! I got ... I got ... got ‘em both!”

“Then get out of the way, you’re casting a shadow!”

Keeping his hands buried in the carcass, Max stretched one leg across to the other side. The board beneath his foot bowed ominously and he froze. One of the cartridges almost slid out of his fingers.

David’s plea was a strangled whisper. “Hurry, Max.”

He found his footing, held his breath, pulled his other leg over the Beast. The moon’s final beams were upon the reddish-gray of the entrails and carcass’s gaping cavities.

“Now!”

Max and David yanked outward. David’s silver popped from his fingers like a tiny newborn creature and fell in the bayou. They watched the carcass, barely daring to breath ...

The Beast’s eyes flew open, then rolled white. The mouth stretched wide and a wet, sucking gasp pulled air into its lungs. Somewhere behind them, Max heard Millie shriek, “Dear Lord Jesus, it’s still alive!”

The Beast grated out a wail. The torso shuddered and the ragged edges where it had been shot through started stretching. New, red muscle collected, whips of spinal nerves burst from the vertebrae, bone calcified over them, raw, pink flesh rippled across, all spanning, connecting, pulling the nearly severed hind quarters close. The entrails heaped upon the tarp near the wounds were grazed by the growing tissue and pulled inward.

The dock groaned and swayed. Max heard, much nearer now, “My Dear, Sweet, Lord Jesus, help me, Lord Jesus...” Millie was on the dock and as close as she dared.

The Beast flung into convulsions. The dock shook beneath them. Max, David and Millie dropped to their knees and hung on for dear life. There was no telling which of the bangs and pops were coming from the strained boards and which were coming from the Beast’s body as it flexed and bent in metamorphosis. The wounds were completely sealed now and the bright, silver fur, suddenly dripping wet, began sliding from sweating flesh. The great bushy tail whipped between hind quarters, cracking and shrinking into human buttocks and legs. The mouth gaped as the muzzle grated, receded, the fangs pulling into the gums, the bones of the skull rounding and snapping.

Feverishly, David was wiping the clumped fur from the newly formed human face; just as he had done for Max, once, all those years ago. And a wail of gut-wrenching heartbreak came from behind them.

Millie rushed in, muscling them out of the way, her face distorted in torment. She fell to her knees sobbing and pulled the shivering, unconscious man against her.

“Oh my God, my God!  My baby boy! Oh, my poor, precious baby boy!”

The dock gave up one last, long-suffering groan and dumped them all into the bayou.
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Chapter Two
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Millie’s Shack

The Swamplands of Central Florida

Early Spring, 1950

First Night. Full Moon Set.

There was a table of linoleum and rusted chrome in Millie’s little kitchen, and that’s where they settled, their shoulders draped in ragged towels, their hands cupping tin mugs. The screen door at the other end of the shack was matted with mosquitoes trying to find an unpatched hole, but the din of the night singers had no trouble coming right through the shack’s walls.

In a shack with David, drinking coffee. Deja-vu.

At least Millie’s cabin held up better than that “rock” of a dock of hers; better than Max had given it credit for when he’d first laid eyes on it. The floorboards had knocked with a satisfying solidity when the men carried in her son. He lay unconscious on an old sagging sofa against the north wall of the shack’s other room.

The two rooms of the shack were nothing more than a single, long one partitioned by a few clapboards to either side. A wide space between served as the doorway. Through it, they could see one bony foot sticking out from under the blanket and Buttercup sprawled beside the sofa. She didn’t seem to notice any trace of the Beast within the man.

Millie was still shivering. But even if they had all been sitting in the middle of a Minnesota winter rather than Florida in early spring, the look on her face would’ve told Max she wasn’t trembling from any chill. After a few moments of sipping in silence, Millie rose sluggishly.

“I don’t know about you boys, but I need a sweetener for my coffee.”

She walked to the only cabinet in her makeshift kitchen, set under a clapboard counter that was built around the chipped basin and indoor pump. Everything else was wall shelving. A couple of army lockers sat on either side of the two-burner wood stove. The half-fried gator meat was still in the pan she had pulled to the side earlier.

She came back to the table with a bottle of Southern Comfort. Her tin cup was almost empty of coffee, but it filled to the brim when she poured in the Comfort. So that was the “whiskey” Max had heard in her voice.

Millie took a long drink, then dabbed the corners of her mouth with her thumb and forefinger. “Help yourself, boys. You hungry? I can warm that pan up ...”

“Nah,” Max said too quickly. 

David didn’t seem as put off by the thought. “Maybe later. Thank you.”

“Then I’m ready for those answers you been promisin’ all damn night.”

Both men nodded and added a dollop to their coffees; as usual, Max more so than David. 

“Ask away,” David said.

As quickly as Millie seemed to regain her bravado, she lost it again. Her chin quivered and she asked, “My poor boy in there’s possessed of a demon, ain’t he?”

“No,” David replied, “not the way you mean it. Your son will be all right. The beast won’t emerge from him again. Millie ... have you ever heard of something called lycanthropy? When a human takes on a form that some mistake as a wolf?”

“You mean ... like Lon Chaney Jr? In the Wolfman movie?”

“Sort of,” Max said.

Millie shook her head, and in a stricken whisper replied, “What I seen tonight wasn’t nothin’ like that. Nothin.”

“Perhaps, before tonight,” David said, “it was all folklore to you. The effect of the full moon, the killing properties of silver ... the bite of the Beast that creates others like it ...”

Max picked up: “But what the Beast really does with its bite is move from host to host. Are you sure you weren’t bitten when the Beast attacked you, Millie?”

“‘Course I’m sure. In my business you better be careful ‘bout bites and cuts. Things infect real easy out here. I’m good, don’t worry.”

Max leaned on the table. “Even a nick from those fangs, Millie—”

”What, you want me to strip so you can see for yourself?”

Max considered it a moment. He looked at David. But David said, “No, we believe you.”

“Hell, I wasn’t serious!” Millie looked utterly disgusted and went for her coffee-laced Comfort. She swallowed, dabbed the corners of her mouth again and asked, “So ... what happened to him, then, if he ain’t possessed of a demon? You’re sayin’ my Jackie got bit by a ... by a werewolf?”

“That’s what many call it, yes,” David replied. He leaned his elbows on the table and brushed a hand across his mouth, glancing at Max. Trying to explain what the Beast was, or was not, never got easier. “But, its form is deceiving. The Beast is more than one, single monster. It’s not really born of this world. It’s a malevolent, omnipresent entity that breaks through to our world ...”

“A mali-omni-what ...?”

David nodded sympathetically. “I’m sorry. The Beast is as hard to explain as it is to understand. It isn’t just one physical creature. It emerges everywhere. It’s very ancient and very powerful. It thrives on human fear. Not our little day-to-day anxieties, but our real terrors. The ones we feel in our bones. In our blood. The Beast needs our fear to exist. It starves without our terror. 

“But to feed, it has to take on flesh and blood. To become flesh and blood, it must wait for a rupture between its plane and ours. The rupture happens during the first night of every full moon. All over the world, every First Night. The Beast erupts through its human hosts and, for as many First Nights as it can get out of each of them, hunts down the victims that it’s drawn to. It maims and tortures, stoking the terror for as long as its victim can survive the torment. Then, just at the point before death ... it feeds.”

Now came the awful revelation. Max could see it in Millie’s face.

“No. Uh-uh. That couldn’t of been my boy who did that to those people. That wasn’t him that done those things.”

“It was the Beast he hosted, Millie,” Max said. “He was there, but trapped inside. It came from him, but –“

”No!” Millie pushed out of her chair and the towel fell away from her shoulders. Buttercup, startled, jerked her head up from where she lay in the other room. “No, Damn it! He’d never do such a thing, he’d never allow such a thing!”

“He wouldn’t have been aware, Millie,” David said. “Those who are bitten, the Beast’s Chosen, usually aren’t strong enough to recognize it.”

“He wouldn’t have no part in that!” She shouted, pacing and looking toward the room where her son lay.

“He would have to recognize what’s living inside him,” David insisted. “I can’t describe how difficult such a thing is to know. Usually you don’t know you’re being used until the Beast is ready to move on. Then it has no interest in keeping the memory of its kills from you. Even better for it, in fact, if the host remembers. Once the Beast is done with you, it benefits from a former host’s arrest and execution. Or suicide.”

“Or insanity,” Max added. “We’ve never seen a time when those weren’t the result, unless somebody intervenes. Once it has moved on, death or madness in its former hosts play to its advantage. Hell, nobody believes in werewolves any more. Nobody wants to believe we’ve all got something inside us that’s starved for terror, that thrives on it. Nobody recognizes it, nobody remembers ... until it’s too late.”

A hoarse, haunted voice said, “I remember.”

They all turned. Jackie, weak and pallid, was standing in the doorway. One sinewy arm braced him there, the other barely managed to keep his blanket around his waist.

“Oh, Lord God, Mama. I remember.”

/ / / /  

Max and David gave them some privacy, pulling on their hats and gloves and going to the porch while Millie helped her son dress. They stood there a moment, listening to the night chorus and the mosquitoes, then stepped down to the clearing.

They finally smiled at each other, too tired and shaken to feel good just yet over their success. But at least they could smile.

“That one was touch-and-go,” David said. “I can’t believe he made it.”

“Me neither. David ... in there earlier, did you really like the idea of Millie’s cooking?”

“I was being polite, Max.”

“Damn, that’s a relief, because I couldn’t–“

”But if she had put something in front of me, I’d have eaten it. How long have we known each other, eight years? You know I wouldn’t insult someone by refusing a gesture.”

“Okay, okay ... don’t get so hepped up.” 

They both fell quiet, thinking over the night’s events, listening to the chaos of the swamp songs and the murmurings of a traumatized mother and son.

Finally Max said, “What I can’t figure out, is how Millie wouldn’t know her son was bitten.”

David nodded. “With them living like this in such cramped quarters, how did she survive his inaugural First Night, let alone two of them?”

Unlike my wife, Max thought, unlike yours. First Night. Feeding night. His throat clenched and, looking at David, sensed he was thinking the same. Max cleared his throat and wandered a little farther out into the clearing around the shack. 

“Y’know, it must’ve been more like this for the Beast, ages ago. Look how remote this place is. And look what these two do for a living. Either one of them off poaching -especially during the three nights of a full moon.”

“And she being its Chosen.” David walked from the porch steps toward Max. “Maybe easier to go undetected, if only for a little while, since the Beast was saving her as its next host. Even so ... she’s his mother ... do you suppose she could’ve been protecting him?”

“I dunno ... you ever hear of something like that?”

David shook his head. 

Max looked up to where the sky and cypress met. For eight years, now, his eyesight had been as sharp as before he’d been bitten; when the Beast’s jaws had cracked the bones of his skull and corrupted his vision. And still he looked to the stars to assure himself he was no longer half blind. 

“Nah,” he said. “That’s not how the beast does things, we both know that. That’s not the kind of protection it needs.” Still ... “What about old man Stanislov, while he had you caged. He mention anything like that?”

“No. Never.”

“Don’t remember seeing anything like that in his journals?”

David shook his head. They fell silent again, mulling it over, though they already knew why Millie hadn’t seen what had taken over her son. They knew what lengths those who were bitten would go to, unwittingly, hiding the metamorphosis as the full moon approached. They had done it themselves -the Beast within sending them into identical habits even though they were separated by culture and years- David bitten long before Max. Hunting trips. Sick leaves. Sweat lodge retreats. And, of course, it was easy for two men, each grieving widowers, to gain the understanding and sympathy needed to live remote lives.

Always easy, when those bitten didn’t recognize what was inside.

/ / / /

Millie wanted Jackie to eat something, but he said he didn’t have the stomach for it. Max was glad to hear it, until Millie turned her attention to him and David again.

“You two sure you don’t want somethin’?”

“No, huh-uh,” Max replied, “we’re fine, thanks.”

Jackie was dressed now and sitting at the table. Or, more to the point, slumped at the table, a tin coffee mug shaking in his grip. From time to time he’d smooth a palm over his bald head. Max remembered what that felt like. 

It made him put a hand to his own hair, still mostly black in spite of a life that should have turned it white years ago. Mostly black except for a few wisps here and there ... and the large, silvery sides; the permanent reminders of what he once had been. He wondered how the silver had shown in Jackie’s hair, after he’d been bitten. 

Everyone carried that mark. But it was easily shrugged off as natural graying -or the natural trauma of being attacked by a wild animal- even if the one bitten was young like Jackie. David’s was less obvious now, his hair cut shorter than it used to be and more heavily streaked with gray as the years passed. Even so, his mark was still the broadest band of silver there. As with the pentagram, you just had to know what to look for.

“It’ll all grow back,” Max said to Jackie. “Hair, eyebrows, whiskers, armpits ... every bit of it. You’re gonna itch like ivy in a few days.”

Suddenly, Jackie buried his face in his hands. Max’s throat knotted. He glanced at David. They both remembered how that felt, too.

“They’re hard to live with at first,” he said. “The memories ... the images. Like a movie in your head.”

His face still covered, Jackie nodded. Max reached over and pulled his hands away. “Look at me,” he ordered, old military training kicking in. “Look me in the eyes. Don’t look away until I’m done talking. You hear me?”

Jackie fixed his gaze on Max like a man clinging to the edge of a steep drop.

“You will learn to live with this. For the next few months, you’re gonna to be ass deep in the fires of Hell. But there’s an end to it. You’ll never be as happy as you might’ve been once. But there is an end to it. You believe me?”

Jackie worked his lips a moment, loose, moist and rubbery, before words finally made it through. “I wanna. I wanna believe you.”

“Then believe me. I’ve been where you are.” Max nodded toward David. “We both have.”

“Sweet Jesus,” Millie said, sitting quick and hard in her chair. “You sayin’ ... you two were possessed of that thing?”

Max nodded. “David’s the one who saved me. He and a woman who ... God only knows why she did. She had every reason not to. What I did while the Beast was emergent ... to people in her care and to the man she loved...” He couldn’t bring himself to finish.

Mercifully, David interrupted. “We both have scars,” he said, laying a hand against his belly, “right here where, in one form or another, the Beast in us was killed with silver. The weapon doesn’t matter, only the metal. Silver that makes a fatal wound to the pelvic basin, to the chest or head area, is the only thing that destroys it. But the killing blow must be in the pelvic basin if the host is to survive. If it’s to the chest or higher ... both the Beast and the host die. The host never re-emerges, then, even in death. It’s a last resort.”

Millie and her son froze, aghast and in awe, as if they were looking at the dread and glory of archangels.

“You did that on purpose?” Millie finally managed. “You meant to save my boy? You meant to kill that monster and save my boy, and you don’t even know us?”

David went suddenly stern. “Understand two things. One, we didn’t know Jackie was the host. If we had, we would have kidnapped him long before now and held him until we could strike the saving blow. Two, we always intend to kill the beast. No matter what. If that had meant Jackie died along with it, we wouldn’t have hesitated. In fact, you probably noticed, we didn’t.” He softened a little. “But we’re very, very glad we hit the underbelly. We’re not always so lucky.”
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