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The First Night

The last golden rays of the sun that the town below would ever taste washed the scene in a peaceful light. Blackclaw smiled as he thought of the death and blood that would cry out from this spot for years to come. All other werewolves would smell what he and his pack would do here tonight.

“They still in the jail?” he asked. Stinkfoot approached him from behind. It was no chore to smell him, even a normal man could have smelled Stinkfoot upwind.

“They is in there, both of ‘em. They seemed a might confused when I spoke them the message,” Stinkfoot said.

“As long as you told it right,” Blackclaw said. 

“I says that they need to be ready to run. That tonight they would have a new gang to ride with.”

“Good.” 

Blackclaw turned to look at the hills in the West. Out of habit, he shaded his eyes against the setting sun. He had no need. His were eyes that saw sharper than a hawk’s in bright sun or moonless night.

“I reckon they have about two hours to see if the town will hang them. If not, they won’t have to worry about a rope again,” said One-Ear.

“I reckon so,” said Blackclaw.

“Chief, we got a couple riding in from the North.”

Long-Stride handed the looking glass to Blackclaw. “They are still a ways out, but they will be at the town in an hour the way they are riding.”

Blackclaw lifted the glass and peered through it. Two men were riding hard straight at the town.

“Might be the Marshal they sent for?” asked Stinkfoot.

“Maybe,” said Blackclaw. “Don’t make no difference. That’s just two more dead bodies for tonight.”

The rest of the werewolves laughed.

“Yes,” thought Blackclaw as he smiled. “This will be a good night.”

The golden sun drew down and a velvet blanket of night started to creep across the land. Blackclaw and his pack of werewolves stared at the spot between two hills where the first silvery rays of moonlight would burst into the valley. The sky above the spot glowed. It was a cloudless night in this wasteland, and the moonlight would be at its full power.

The edge of the moon peeked through the part in the landscape and Blackclaw felt his blood turn hot. This moment of transition was the last bit of fear left over from his human years. The fear that his blood would ignite and he would burn to a cinder still came upon him like the first time it happened.

He knew what he must look and sound like. Twenty-two other men screamed and howled in pain along with him. Their bodies twisted and contorted, their muscles and sinew bent and popped. Their faces became deformed images, mockeries of their human faces, but not quite the noble image of a natural wolf.

Blackclaw lifted his arms into the air. Thick, shaggy fur hid the brands he had endured as a horse-thief and razor-sharp claws extended from the tips of his fingers. Seven claws the color of rough weathered bone, and one claw on his right hand that glimmered like polished obsidian.

He felt alive and whole. He was truly in his real form. He howled in triumph as the night and its blessed moon had given him victory over the mortal world.

Tonight he would add two more to his pack. Two more men who had rejected the mortal world by murder would embrace the immortal world of darkness.

And there would be blood. Innocent blood. The thought of the taste was enough to howl again. So he did. His pack replied with their own howls.

They all knew their jobs. He had picked out their targets. He had chosen the general store for himself. There was a blonde woman, almost a girl, who had turned her nose up at him when he walked in a few days before. He wanted to hear her scream, to luxuriate in her fear, before he drank her blood.

He leaped forward and charged into town, his pack right on his heels.

Their howls and yips filled the head of the valley and all other creatures hid and cowered from their unnatural presence. Blackclaw knew that their racket might alert some of the town to their presence, but that wouldn’t save them. They would just know why they were being torn apart.

The first buildings of the town proper were the survey office and the wainwright.
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