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Prologue

THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 6

Manny Benavides hated being called to Barcroft. It was a quiet, tree-lined neighborhood, but the residents were getting angry. He was a member of Arlington’s Public Health Division, and so rodent control and animal trapping fell to him, and it had been a busy year. This afternoon’s call was a woman who lived on the edge of the woods, just off Four Mile Run—a wolf sighting. This was Arlington, Virginia; they had snakes, bats, and deer. A small number of coyotes had returned after a long absence and there had been a rare black bear sighting at the county’s northernmost edge, but no wolves. Not for two hundred years at least. The woman who called sounded elderly and probably didn’t know a gray wolf from a German shepherd. Still, it was his job to solve problems, or at least pacify the taxpayers.

Barcroft had a legitimate problem that took up most of Manny’s time: rats.

In the past year, he had been called out to Barcroft more than any of the other neighborhoods, mostly dealing with animal control issues that could be traced to one resident, the Roux woman. An animal rehabilitator on 3rd Street South. She took in raccoons for the county and nursed them back to health, but the conditions were horrible and attracted every manner of vermin the county had to offer. Manny appreciated what she was trying to do, but more important, he appreciated balance. Arlington had its own ecosystem, and she was single-handedly throwing everything out of whack in Barcroft. And there was something wrong with her, something off. She was young, and he could tell she had been pretty once, but the one time he was on her property, she had unnerved him. He had pointed out dozens of rat burrows surrounding the foundation of her house.

“You have to do something about the rats,” he told her.

“What do you mean ‘do something’?” Her voice had a faraway quality.

“Well, kill them.”

“But I don’t want to kill them.”

After that, she would not answer her door.

She was the source of the problem, but unless neighbors complained there was not much the county could do. He could issue a citation if her neighbors filed for one—and they did so, monthly, like clockwork—but she had thirty days to comply or be fined. He found that she would do the minimum work to avoid the fine, then things were twice as bad the following month. The neighbors were furious. He was sympathetic to their plight and urged the residents to organize and continue their filing. It was the only way she would get the message. It was the only way he could maintain some control and protect the balance.

He parked in front of a red-brick house near the base of 7th Street South, a short, steep avenue that bottomed out and dead-ended at a guardrail with a stand of trees crowded behind it like unruly spectators. Beyond the trees and running perpendicular to the pitched avenue was the Washington & Old Dominion Trail, the paved path that ran alongside Four Mile Run. The woman was old, but she seemed completely rational. He explained that she had probably just seen a fox. She looked unconvinced.

Manny smiled. “Ma’am, I’m New Mexico born and raised. I know wolves. Coyotes too. If there was either within ten miles of here, I’d smell them,” he said, tapping his nose. “I promise, it was probably just a mean old dog.”

She looked toward the woods at the bottom of the street. “Big dog then,” she said.

Manny ran through the precautions with her, to be polite. Keep any pets indoors, especially at night, starting at dusk. Bring all pet food inside. He asked her if she had any problems with rats, but she had not. “I’ll just have a quick look around, if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all,” she said and went inside.

A quick look around the base of her house and her fence line confirmed there were no burrows. It was almost 5 P.M. and getting dark, but he climbed to the top of the steep street, grunting, then started back down, looking over other houses in the fading autumn light. He had to be let onto properties to do an official inspection, but he doubted if the neighbors would have minded. In Barcroft, they were on the same side. Luckily for 7th Street South, it seemed anything coming out of the woods was heading straight toward the dinner bell up on 3rd. He suspected the “wolf” went there as well.

Manny walked down the street, passing houses to his left side, the woods on the right. The woods dropped off steeply on the opposite side of the old woman’s house, down to a ravine that branched off Four Mile Run. For being such an urban area and so close to Washington, D.C., Arlington abounded with woods. You just had to know where to look. A network of streams and trails connected more than seven hundred acres of parks and natural lands, nestled in and between neighborhoods just like Barcroft. The business districts and residential areas may have been Arlington’s economic muscle, Manny often told residents, but its circulatory system was truly green. Finally, he stopped at the guardrail at the bottom of the street. Beyond the rail there was an opening in the trees where a short path led to the trail and Four Mile Run. He had turned back up the hill to his truck when he heard the baby’s cries.

He bounded down the path and burst through the brush onto the Washington & Old Dominion Trail, commonly called the W&OD trail. He looked up and down its paved length but saw nothing, no runners or bikers in distress. He stood there for a moment, then smiled and shook his head. Probably a parent biking past and pulling one of those kiddie trailers, and he had heard a snippet of a crying child as they zipped past. He thought those things looked silly, like a stagecoach, but as he caught his breath and his pulse slowed, he had to admit, maybe those parents had the right idea. At fifty-five, perhaps it was time to get more exercise than his job afforded, chatting up old ladies about raccoons in their chimneys or wolves in the woods.

The sun had set and all that remained of the crimson sky was a thin red line over the trees to the west. It was November, just after the dreary end of Daylight Savings Time, which had freshly sliced an hour of sunshine from his day. Too dark too early, he thought. He turned his back to the trail and was on the short path back to the road when he heard it again.

A baby crying.

He brought his hand to his mouth and called out. The crying continued at the same volume, as if the child had not heard him. It was difficult to get a bearing on it. It sounded like it came from inside a well but it also seemed to drift down from the branches overhead. A trick of the autumn wind, he told himself. For a moment, he thought of La Llorona, the Crying Lady, who drowned her children in the Rio Grande to impress a suitor. When the man was understandably not impressed, she had killed herself, but her spirit roamed the riverbanks, wailing and taking children after nightfall ever since. It was just a bit of folklore his father told him to keep him from falling into the river, but he shivered. He called out again and closed his eyes to listen harder. The crying floated around him. He had started for his truck to get a flashlight when he cursed himself.

The stream. He had not checked Four Mile Run.

He sprinted back down the path and crossed the trail to the edge of the valley. The stream was thirty, maybe forty feet below, and the steep face was choked with vines and roots, rock outcroppings jutting out and obscuring the bank directly below him. Stream my ass, he thought. It looked like a river. Water, from a week of heavy rains up north, roared over the rocks. It was so loud you could barely hear yourself think, even at this height. In the valley, it was darker and harder to see, and a corner of his mind nagged at him to get the flashlight, but the crying was clearer now, pinpointed. And insistent.

“Hang on!” he yelled. “I’m coming!”

He clambered down as quickly as he could. Halfway down, clinging to the undergrowth, he wiped the sweat from his eyes. He peered over the lip and spied a figure below. “I’m coming.”

The figure turned and sniffed the air between them.

Manny swiped his eyes again and blinked. What he saw should not be here in Arlington.

He moved faster scrambling up than climbing down, using every limb and muscle to get back to the trail, to his truck that would take him away. Promises and prayers jumbled his thoughts. If I make it, Madre Mía, I’ll exercise, he thought. His heart burned, but he shot up the tangle as fast as his body would allow. He got his head over the edge and raked at the valley wall with his feet to clear it, but the thing caught his ankle and pulled. For a moment, he could see the trail, just feet in front of him. Beyond that, the small beaten path that led to the guardrail, the border between the woods and Barcroft, between this nightmare and the real world. Then came a sharp, wrenching pain. Manny hollered, but in a split second his leg was blessedly free again.

He pumped it but found no purchase. He looked down and saw his foot was gone.

With the little air left in his lungs, Manny threw back his head and screamed. Maybe someone on the trail would hear and come running, but it was November now and too dark too early. There was no one to flag down, and the rushing water drowned out his screams just the same. He wasn’t going to make it to the truck or the trail or out of this valley. It had him by the knee now. The trail slid from his view. Overhead he saw the stars beginning to reveal themselves on a clear night, framed now by the walls of the valley. Then the beast pulled him down into the stream and he saw nothing. The last thing he thought before losing consciousness was his inability to distinguish the icy sting of Four Mile Run from the teeth.


Chapter 1

SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 9

Ben McKelvie watched a survival show on cable from his couch in Arlington, where the host, with an enthusiasm bordering on mania, was trekking across the Serengeti. The host stopped and unzipped his pants, and in his Australian accent said, “In this climate, dehydration can kill you in hours. I’m going to demonstrate how to create a solar still to distill my own urine!”

Ben shook his head at the television. “Oim gonna drink me own yoo-rine, so yew don’t have to.”

Ben’s greyhound lifted his head, one ear folded inside out. He had been sprawled out on the couch, leaving Ben little room, but as soon as he heard his master’s voice, he perked up.

“All right, all right.”

The dog sprang from the couch.

On his way to the back door, Ben passed the small galley kitchen and found the garbage can’s lid tilted up from all the trash. As he pulled the trash bag out and put a new one in, he saw movement through the window. Even in his torpor, his heart quickened. Was it a trick of the meds? He stared across the short distance between his house and the house of his neighbor and waited. Finally, he saw her drawn shades rattle. Then a large rat traversed the windowsill, between the blinds and the closed window. Disgusting, but not surprising. Once he had glanced over while making a cup of tea and spied her through the window, sitting on her couch in her bra, with a plump raccoon waddling across the couch’s back, past her head.

It was hard to believe Madeleine Roux was dead. At thirty-eight, she had been only a few years older than him. It had been sudden. Her porch light was still on, and even in that, she defied the neighborhood. It was orange in color, bathing the façade of her brick home in a dim, eerie glow. Perpetual Halloween. A moment later, an even bigger rat darted past.

He made a face, but Bucky was at his heels. “All right, let’s go.”

The greyhound squeezed between Ben and the door and bolted into the backyard as soon as he was able, nearly knocking Ben over with the trash. Ben cursed at Bucky, but his heart was not in it. The only thing that truly annoyed him anymore was that house.

He stepped out the back door into an unseasonably warm November night. He tried to appreciate it.

The dog ran back and forth along the length of the tall fence, sniffing and barking at whatever vermin still remained in Madeleine’s yard instead of moving into her house. A corner of Ben’s mouth curled upward. Other than filing complaints with the Department of Human Services, the only other weapon he had against the sprawl of filth was Bucky. A counter-irritant. But with Madeleine dead now, it seemed unnecessary. And maybe even cruel.

“All right, Buck. Do your business.”

In Barcroft, most houses were identical—modest brick homes built quickly after World War II to serve as a bedroom community for the influx of people to Washington, D.C. With the exception of an addition here and a deck there, most houses in Barcroft were indistinguishable from one another. Except Madeleine’s. Ben had the misfortune to live next to the biggest blight in the county.

Structurally, the house was the same as his, another two-story brick built in the late 1940s, but the similarities ended there. Her masonry was crumbling, particularly along the chimney. The grass was so overgrown and the vegetation so thick that Ben thought it resembled a Southeast Asian jungle. Fortunately, she had a high wooden fence that concealed her backyard and a white picket fence that encased her front yard.

Worst of all, she had erected a large deck attached to the back of her house that terminated around an enormous elm tree. The tree was integrated into the deck, engulfed by it, and anchored a structure that resembled a chicken coop. Had Ben been five years old, it would have looked like a clubhouse. At thirty-five, it was an eyesore. Instead of walls, the wooden frame was connected by chicken wire, and beneath the deck was another level Ben could not see over the fence, even from his second-story windows. Ben and Rachel had moved in during the winter when the grass and vegetation were dead. The Realtor had glossed over the odd structure at the neighbor’s, and they were so excited at the prospect of owning their own home in Arlington that they willfully ignored it. And Ben had not bothered to research his new neighbor. How bad could it be?

He learned his lesson almost immediately. The day they moved in, Madeleine sideswiped his car. He watched her stomp up his walkway in her strange gait, hunched over, dressed in shorts and a moth-eaten T-shirt in the dead of winter. It had been a minor accident, the damage to his car was small and cosmetic, but it was her appearance that unnerved him. She jabbered and her gaze darted all over the place, until it would suddenly fix on him without warning. “I’m really not a bad neighbor,” she assured him cheerfully, then tromped back down the walkway.

Things grew worse as soon as spring came. The grass grew, and when the neighbors woke their lawnmowers from hibernation to cut their lawns, hers continued to grow, ignored and unabated. It was as tall as his knees and growing. And on a run one morning, he caught his first glimpse of the raccoons, outside of their chicken wire cage. Three of them popped their heads over the fence as he jogged by. He peered through a gap in the fence and saw still more inside the strange structure, splayed and clinging to the chicken wire. Turns out it was a clubhouse, he thought, just not for people.

He never knew what animals the house was going to draw from the nearby woods, but it started with the birds. Hanging out a window, Madeleine routinely dumped twenty-pound sacks of birdseed onto the top of her back porch from her second floor, clouds of it wafting toward his house. That brought the pigeons, which roosted on her porch by the hundreds. Whenever Ben stepped outside, the birds would take to the sky en masse, the sound of their startled wings flapping in unison like a gunshot, jolting him every time. Before long, the side of the house and their cars were speckled with pigeon droppings.

In the summer, when the grass in her yard went from knee-high to thigh-high, he finally called the county. Arlington issued a citation and she hired someone to cut the grass, but his mower cut out at the end of every row. One Saturday afternoon, through open windows, Ben could hear the man speaking to someone on his cellphone, his voice desperate and cracking. “No, you don’t understand. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Unfortunately, the freshly trimmed yard revealed another problem—rats. With the steady supply of food in the form of bird droppings and water that swamped her yard from a garden hose Madeleine ran twenty-four hours a day for her raccoons, her yard was a haven for vermin. With their grass cover now gone, they fled into the surrounding neighborhood. Burrows appeared beneath the fence separating Ben’s and Madeleine’s yards. Rat droppings accumulated in piles. Half-eaten rats themselves were found in his yard, gifts from Madeleine’s wild cats, which Ben could never keep an accurate count on.

Ben attended the next neighborhood meeting at the Barcroft Community House. The neighborhood was in an uproar. The local councilwoman, dressed in a power suit and a brittle smile, attempted to calm the riled crowd. “I hear all of your concerns, but if everyone does their part—”

A tall man with a southern accent stood up. “Ma’am, all due respect, this is bullshit. Let’s call a spade a spade here. We all know the problem is stemming from one individual. The only question is: What are you going to do about it?”

“Again, I empathize with you, but the county can only cite an individual when complaints are made. The individual has thirty days to comply or a fine will be levied.”

It was maddening. After the meeting, Ben introduced himself to the seething tall man by telling him his address. His neighbor’s face went from seething to incredulous. “Wait a minute, you’re the next-door neighbor?”

Ben nodded.

“Brother, why am I just meeting you now?”

It was a legitimate question, Ben thought. It was his first meeting. He had spent the spring traveling back and forth to New Jersey, tending to his ailing father. When his father finally succumbed to the cancer, he suddenly found himself with time to fill and plenty of anger to burn. Since there was no breezy way to tell the man all of that, he said nothing. It was a rhetorical question anyway.

The man put his arm around Ben and yelled, “Lisa, get over here! This is the idiot who moved next door to her!”

That was how Ben met Jim, his best friend in Barcroft.

Jim introduced Ben to the rest of the neighbors on 3rd Street South, who were thrilled to have another join their ranks against Madeleine. They pumped him for information, and Ben was frustrated enough to share everything he knew. They were also eager to gossip about their own horror stories with her. The knot of neighbors pieced together her history for Ben. She had come from Seattle about ten years before, and at first, she was lovely. She was a practicing psychiatrist, until she began self-medicating. Then came harder drugs, eventually leading to her license being revoked. “After that,” said Jim, “she became a licensed raccoon rehabilitator.”

“Is that even a thing?” asked Ben.

“Whenever a raccoon gets run over or something and leaves behind babies, she takes them in. How you get a permit for this in Arlington, three miles from the damn Fourteenth Street Bridge…” He threw up his hands.

Jim’s wife, Lisa, a nurse, leaned in. “I’m not supposed to say this, but she comes into my emergency room every couple of months to be treated for animal bites. Raccoons are not friendly.”

A white-haired man named Stuart, tall and stooped, raised his hand to continue where Jim had left off. He had piercing blue eyes, and as he extended his finger to continue, there was just enough of a flourish to capture Ben’s attention and he suddenly remembered seeing the man at the summer block party, performing a magic show for the neighborhood children. He liked him instantly. “With the alcohol and street drugs, she started sideswiping cars. And she fed the birds beyond all common sense. She’d just dump a bag of seed on her front lawn and every chipmunk, rat, and rabbit in the D.C. metro area came to 3rd Street. Foxes too! One turned out to be rabid and the county had to come out and put it down. We all banded together and knocked on her door, begging her to see the light, but she kicked us off her property and put up a fence instead.”

“So that’s why she dumps the seed in her backyard now.”

Stuart nodded.

An older woman who stood just outside the ring of neighbors made a clucking noise. “Fence doesn’t do me a damn bit of good. She runs her garden hose ’round the clock so her critters can have running water. My yard is swamped more often than not.”

“Shit runs downhill,” said Jim.

“And Hazel is definitely in downhill territory,” said Stuart.

“What do you two know? You’re at the top of the block. You don’t have to contend with the rats or the runoff,” she said, then leveled a gaze at Ben, adding, “or the barking dogs.”

Ben looked at his feet. “All the animals stir him up…”

“Don’t worry about it, man,” said Jim. “Hazel could hit the lottery and she’d bitch about the taxes.”

Hazel continued, unfazed. “I was having a toilet installed once, and out of the pipes sprang five long, skinny rats. One right after the other. Five long, skinny rats, I tell you…” She glared at Ben, relishing her moment in the spotlight.

“Eye on the prize, Hazel,” said Stuart. “What are we going to do?”

“We organize,” said Jim. “We file complaints, one right after another, forever and ever amen. We rotate. At the end of thirty days, one of us files another. Tall grass, rats, bird droppings, whatever. We get our Big Bad Wolf on and we huff and we puff until we blow that goddamn house down. You in, next-door neighbor?”

Ben thought of his house and car, perpetually caked in pigeon shit, and the rat burrows multiplying beneath his fence, eroding the barrier between him and chaos.

“Hell, yeah, I’m in.”

—

That was four months ago. A month later, Rachel left. Or was it two months? He did not remember anymore, and the antidepressants made it so that he did not care. All he remembered was that it was hot the day she moved out, which made loading her car even more brutal.

Ben stood in the center of the yard, looking at the top of Madeleine’s bizarre clubhouse, just visible over the fence, while Bucky sniffed the ground and squatted at intervals. Even at her age, just a couple of years older than Ben, Madeleine had been taken by the drugs and the filth. It was not the solution Ben wanted. It was, in fact, not even a solution. The animals remained.

Bucky finished his business and began running figure eights around the yard. He was never more exuberant than right after relieving himself. It would take a minute to calm him down. Ben looked around, saw no lights on in Hazel’s or the other neighboring houses, then unzipped his fly. The landed Virginia gentry, he thought to himself.

He blew a cool jet of air in front of him, then looked at the moon, now dotting Madeleine’s crumbling chimney. He saw movement in the window on her back porch. Too big for a rat. A cat? When she fell ill, Animal Control came and liberated her menagerie of pets. Had they left a straggler?

The dog whined behind him.

“Just a second, Buck. You had your turn.”

He finished, then turned toward the dark corner of his yard, opposite Madeleine’s. Bucky was lounging in the bushes like he was back on the couch. He was mostly hidden, but his paws were splayed out, not a care in the world.

“You’re killing me, Buck. Now I have to clean you. Let’s go.”

Ben was halfway to the bush when Bucky’s legs slid from view.

He was trying to process how the dog could move like that, his four paws kicked out as they were, when he went cold. He felt the growl before he heard it, a vibration in the air between him and the greenery, twenty feet from where he stood. The hairs on his arms and neck stood up. The skin around his testicles tightened.

Something else was in the bushes, something that sounded not unlike the predator sounds of the Serengeti he had been watching from the safety of his couch no more than ten minutes before.

The growl abated. There were no other sounds. No barking, whining, or panting.

“Buck?” His voice cracked. “Here, boy.”

He heard a wet sound, then a loud crack, like branches snapping. Somehow, Ben knew it wasn’t branches.

He took a tentative step forward.

Before his foot landed on the ground, Bucky exploded out of the bushes. Ben pinwheeled backward and his feet went out from under him. He landed flat on his back with a hard jolt on the wet leaves where he had just urinated. When he looked up, he saw Bucky, in profile, sailing over the fence, neck askew. Bucky was a full-grown greyhound, ninety pounds, but whatever had him in its maw was much larger. The dog’s body trailed to the side of the beast, blocking a full view, but in the moonlight, Ben saw that it was the same tawny color of his dog, but with a round head and a low, broad muzzle with ears pinned back. Feline. It cleared the waist-high fence to Hazel’s yard with ease and was across her lawn before Ben could even get to his feet.

Ben clambered over the fence after them. By the time he hit the ground, the beast was already across Hazel’s property and crossing the street. Ben sprinted after them, but for every foot he covered, the beast outpaced him by four, even burdened with Bucky. By the time Ben emerged onto the street, the big cat had bounded through two more yards and was on the next street over. Ben’s chest felt like his heart was going to explode. As his chest burned, despair crept in.

He’s gone. Stop running.

On the next street, he relented. He put his head between his knees in defeat. When the dizziness stopped, he looked up and saw the big cat had dropped Bucky in the middle of the street and was padding back toward Ben.

Bucky was large by greyhound standards. With his tawny coat and his meaty haunches, he resembled a deer buck. That was Ben’s first impression of him when he adopted him from the rescue agency, and the nickname stuck. He had been kicked out of the greyhound racing circuit for being too big and muscular and other greyhounds always looked malnourished and spindly by comparison. Now, lying in a heap at the cat’s feet, he was the one who looked spindly. The cat’s forequarters and hind legs were twice as thick, maybe as thick as a man’s limbs. It had cleared the fence carrying ninety pounds of dead weight with ease. And with no warning, it charged Ben.

There was no time to run, no time even to yell. It cut the distance between them from the width of a block to twenty feet before Ben could even draw a breath. It leapt over the chain-link fence, the last obstacle between them, and was bounding toward him when Ben threw his arms up in front of him by instinct. He squeezed his eyes shut and waited for the teeth.

None came.

When the time passed for him to have felt fangs in his neck and claws on his chest, he opened one eye. Ten feet in front of him was the cat. It was twice the size of Bucky, larger even than Ben. It sat on its haunches, its chest displayed. Powerful, prideful. All sleek muscle. Its ears were up, curious. Almost playful. No, disdainful. Clearly, he thought, I’m not a threat.

Still, Ben felt naked. It could resume its charge at any moment and he would not have time to blink, much less defend himself. All those stupid survival shows, he thought. Think of something. Back away? Will that trigger it to chase? The thing would be on top of him before he could pivot. He remembered something about making yourself appear larger when you stumble upon a predator—standing on tiptoe, waving your arms, and shouting. But was that for a bear? Ben decided against any sudden moves, but tried to subtly puff up his chest.

The cat cocked its head.

They continued to regard each other. Ben wondered if he was supposed to make direct eye contact. He doubted it, but he could not help himself, the creature was so mesmerizing. When it moved its head, its eyes shone the color of Madeleine’s porch light, an autumnal glow. Despite himself, Ben conceded the creature was magnificent. He was nearly hypnotized by those eyes and its sleek form, when, in one fluid motion, the beast halved the distance between them again. Ben could smell the cat then, a heavy musk, oppressive and sweet with rot. Without thinking, Ben took a step back. The cat allowed this, then sniffed the air between them.

It pinned its ears back and bared its teeth. It emitted a high-pitched growl from deep inside, like the whine of an engine burning up. Its graceful, liquid form quivered. Ben’s flesh followed and erupted in gooseflesh. He waited for the pounce.

The cat broke off its stare and trotted back to the fence. It leapt over it and, just as effortlessly, collected its prey before disappearing into the woods.


Chapter 2

SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 9

Ben’s adrenaline had flushed by the time the officer arrived. Her name tag read CUSHING in block letters. She looked to be a few years younger than Ben, in a uniform that was all black and resembled a flight suit, complemented by a bulletproof vest and a thick belt of deadly accoutrements. She had nice features, but they appeared stretched by a ponytail pulled back so severely it looked to Ben as if she had tried to yank her femininity out through the back of her head. In another situation, he thought he might find her attractive, but it required more imagination and energy than he could spare at the moment.

“Thirty minutes,” he said. “I lit Chinese poppers on the Fourth of July and you guys were here by the time one string stopped popping.”

She lifted her gaze from her notepad to him. Her expression was strained, all but her mouth. It was an even line that betrayed nothing. Even the ponytail was not enough to pull it one way or the other.

“I’m here now, sir.”

Ben suddenly pictured how he must look—disheveled, agitated. Tweaked. Then he pictured Bucky in a heap in the street, broken, neck lolled back. Bucky, who deserved better.

“Just read me what you have.”

“Lost dog…tan greyhound…answers to Bucky…last seen on 3rd Street…”

“Jesus H. Christ.”

“Sir?”

“Can you pay attention for one goddamn second? Do I need to request someone older?” He knew it was a cheap shot. He didn’t care.

She closed the notepad and fit it into a pouch, then smiled. “Sir, I’m trying to be patient, but this really isn’t a police matter. But I’ve collected the pertinent information, and now I’ll be on my way. I hope you find your dog.”

She turned to her cruiser.

“The dog is dead. I watched it die.”

“A cougar, right?”

“Yes. Or a mountain lion. I think they’re the same thing, but whatever it was snapped my dog’s neck right in my backyard! Right in front of me!”

“Okay. Anything else?”

He wanted to scream. Instead, he pinched the bridge of his nose and took a breath. “Look, Officer Cushing, my father was career law enforcement and I wouldn’t waste your time with a bullshit call. I know that when dispatch made the call for a lost pet, you probably rolled your eyes, but you were closest. So now you’re here, taking my information, but really you’re dying to get back in your cruiser and to the next call, which you hope will be bigger. You’re alone, so I know you have to be both ‘good cop’ and ‘bad cop,’ but if I could speak to ‘good cop’ for just a moment, I would like her to know that some fox didn’t snatch my malty-poo. A wild animal bigger than you just caught and killed ninety pounds of lean muscle and the fastest breed of dog in the world. And it almost got me too.”

“But you stopped it with an awesome speech?”

“I’m serious.”

“I know, and since now I know we’re on the same team and all”—gesturing between the two of them—“let me ask you an honest question. On a scale of one to ten, how important do you think this call is to the Arlington County Police Department?”

“Five?”

“Two. It’s a two, sir. I suggest you call Animal Control.” She turned for her car once more.

Ben called after her. “It’s Public Health Division, actually, and Manny’s not picking up his cell.”

The officer stopped. “Manny?”

“No one is answering the after-hours number. That’s why I called you.”

“Manny Benavides?”

“Yeah.”

“What do you know about him?”

Her tone went from brittle politeness to steel in an instant. He heard himself answering without protest.

“I don’t know. He works for the county, in Public Health, like I said. He’s basically Animal Control. He does what he can for the neighborhood, but his hands are pretty tied.”

“Hands are tied?” Out came the notebook.

“If you couldn’t tell, I live next to the biggest shit show in the county. A crazy woman lived there, destroyed the place, and fed the animals like she was Snow White.”

“I think you mean Sleeping Beauty.”

“I mean whatever crazy-ass princess kept raccoons as pets. Long story short, the neighborhood is full of rats. Manny tried to help, but there was only so much he could do by law. Why do you care about Manny?”

“His wife reported him missing. He was last seen on Thursday by a resident on 7th Street. She reported his county vehicle the next day. He hasn’t been seen since. How well did you know him?”

“Not well. I mean, he was a good guy, cared about the neighborhood. He came out every month or so to keep the heat on Madeleine.”

“Madeleine?”

Ben jerked his thumb. “Sleeping Beauty.” He studied the officer studying the house. “She’s dead,” he added.

She raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t get her kiss in time?”

Ben smiled despite himself. “A month ago. Drugs. Burned the candle at both ends. Next thing you know, heart attack.”

“If Mr. Benavides reaches out to you, please call me. To help calibrate your scale, this is what the department would consider an eight or a nine.”

“You said 7th Street. That’s right by Four Mile Run. Did you sweep the woods?”

“Yes, sir, we did. Nothing. We’re hoping he had a girlfriend or something.”

“Or the same thing that got my dog got Manny. It headed toward Four Mile Run.”

“I will take that into consideration, CSI Arlington.” She walked around to the driver’s side of her cruiser. Over the roof, she said, “Have a good evening, Mr. McKelvie.”

“I’m telling you, it was fully grown, more than a match for a middle-aged county worker.”

“I am sorry you lost your dog.”

“There are children in this neighborhood. Does that bump up your number any?”

“Get some sleep, Prince Charming. But clean yourself up first. You smell like piss.”

After a long shower, he lay in bed, alternating between being furious at the cop and thinking about his dog. He could not imagine his father rolling up on someone in distress and giving them shit. Would he? He’d been a tough cop, but a kind man first and foremost. More than that, a strange feeling scratched at the back of his mind, making him restless. Like a word on the tip of his tongue, just out of reach. Finally, he got out of bed. He marched to the bathroom, opened the medicine cabinet, and removed his antidepressants. Part of it was that he wanted to honor the loss of the one thing left in his world that had loved him unconditionally, and he it. But mostly he knew he had to think clearly. He poured the pills into the toilet and flushed.


Chapter 3

MONDAY, NOVEMBER 10

Ben slept poorly that night. Actually, he was not sure if he had slept at all. It was hard to tell where his groggy wakefulness ended and the nightmares began. The attack replayed over and over in his mind and he rose early Monday morning before the alarm, irritable and with a headache.

The dog was not there to greet him. It was happening all over again, he thought. It had taken months for Ben to adjust to life without Rachel and now not even Bucky was there to distract him. His mind, lethargic and aching, raced back to the last time he saw her, right here in this room.

It was morning on an early summer day and already sweltering, the air so still and humid it draped over the neighborhood like a shroud. She stood by the open door, silhouetted by the bright light streaming into the room. Her long dark hair was pulled back in a quick and practical ponytail, ready for the business at hand. She was athletic and tall, tall enough that whenever she had worn heels, she had him by two inches. Compared to her lithe figure, his looked compact, bullish. And his expression was always stern—even when he did not intend it to be—while her features were open and welcoming. With the sunlight, he had to squint to discern them now. As if she were already fading.

Bucky sniffed her hand and she patted his head absently. He must have thought they were all going for a walk.

“You didn’t have to take off of work, Ben. I could have loaded all of that.”

He shrugged. It was a task, albeit one he despised and disagreed with entirely. That was his way: He always put his head down and plowed through anything unpleasant. This was no different. However, there was nothing left to do now. Her little Honda was overflowing with bags and lamps and pillows and picture frames. It could take no more. When he finally met her gaze, he saw tears in her eyes.

“Oh, you’re crying now?” he spat, suddenly angry. He fought to keep his face from contorting in contempt. “Don’t forget, this was your idea. All of it.”

If he drew her into an argument, maybe she would step away from that bright door. Maybe she would stay longer.

“I’m so sorry, Ben. I tried. I tried so hard.”

She wasn’t taking the bait. It was maddening.

“You’re bailing, Rachel. When I need you the most. Call it whatever you want to call it,” he said, pointing at the door, “but this is fucking desertion.”

“I’ve begged you for months to snap out of it.” She wiped the tears from her eyes and cleared her throat. “Don’t act like this is unexpected.”

There, he thought, that’s better. You can’t win an argument unless you argue. He might still win.

“I thought it was a rough patch. I never thought you were serious.”

“Ben, last week I heard you yell ‘Fuck!’ from the kitchen and when I ran in, I saw you picking a fork off the floor. A fork! No mess, nothing broken, no big deal, but you bellowed like your foot had been caught in a bear trap.”

“I told you, I had seven things going on at once—”

“You’re always pissed, yet you’re never present. And you always have an excuse. That’s just the latest example.” She shook her head. “I actually thought you were hurt.”

He flung his arms wide. “I am hurt!”

Rachel breathed a heavy sigh. Bucky, realizing a walk was no longer in the offing, trotted to the empty spot in front of the fireplace, circled once, and flopped down with a sigh of his own.

“I loved your father too, Ben,” she said. “I miss him too.”

“Don’t invoke my father when you’re walking out the fucking door.”

She slung her overnight bag over her shoulder.

“I’ll be back this weekend with my girlfriends to pick up my furniture. Please make it easy on everyone and don’t be here.”

She turned. This is really happening, he thought. There are no arguments left to win. He swallowed hard.

“Don’t go.”

She turned around.

He gritted his teeth. “Please.”

She stepped away from the threshold into the shady end of the room and touched his cheek. “Maybe if you could’ve said that without looking at me with such bitterness. Or if the words sounded like they weren’t fighting through venom.” He looked away and she withdrew her hand. “I’m truly sorry about all of this, Ben, but you’re not the man I fell in love with anymore. And I can’t build a life with whoever you are now.”

On her way back to the door, she stopped beside the dog. He lifted his head toward her, ears up. She cupped his long muzzle in her hand and kissed it. “Take good care of him, Bucky,” she said through fresh tears. “Be a good boy.”

Ben felt tears of his own coming but would not give her the satisfaction. “If you’re going, then go,” he said. “We don’t need you.”

She rose from Bucky’s side and walked through the door without breaking stride or looking back.

“I don’t need you!” he yelled after her.

The echo of his voice snapped him back to the present. He realized he had just yelled at the empty doorway. He ran his hand through his rumpled hair—brown flecked with a few remaining strands of red from boyhood—and sighed.

“That can’t be good,” he muttered to himself.

Ben had respected Rachel’s wishes and left the house the day she came to collect her remaining things. When he returned that night, emptiness suddenly filled the spaces once occupied by her furniture. It was jarring enough to see, but even the acoustics were affected. Sounds traveled farther with nothing to interrupt them, then rattled back into the gaps and bounced off the naked hardwood floors. In the first few days after she left, it seemed overwhelming to fill those holes, to start over, but after a week he went online to order cheap, modular furniture just to stop the strange echoes. By the time he had assembled everything and filled the largest gaps, even her scent had faded.

But he still had Bucky.

When he did not want to get out of bed, when the idea of simple grocery shopping seemed like a herculean task, there was his dog. Nudging Ben out of bed with a cold, wet nose, ever ready for a walk. Jumping in place, thrilled to see him at the end of the workday, ready for still more walks. And sitting beside him, taking up too much room, while Ben ensconced himself on his couch, watching his extreme nature shows. The dog provided him not just companionship but also the necessary structure when Ben felt like he did not have the backbone to take another step.

Ben understood that Bucky was more than a friend. The dog was his last bulwark against something more terrifying to him than any mountain lion creeping in the darkness at the edge of his property: total depression. The strange, new echoes of Bucky’s nails clacking on the hardwood floors in the aftermath of Rachel’s departure were bad enough. But their absence would be even worse.

Ben fled the house without bothering with coffee.

It was still dark when he stepped outside. He took a few steps, then stopped in his tracks. He looked in every direction and, satisfied that there was nothing ready to leap out at him, walked quickly to his car. Half an hour later, he settled into his cubicle five miles away with an extra-large coffee he had bought on the road. He worked for a defense contractor in the Crystal City section of Arlington, and thankfully, his tasks on Monday did not require much concentration or interaction. He put in earbuds and lost himself in an Excel spreadsheet until the early afternoon, when he began to feel flulike symptoms. Lightheadedness. Nausea. He thought about going home, but under the circumstances, he decided that feeling sick at work was preferable to feeling sick at home. He stuck it out until the end of the day.

It was twilight when he left for home and was greeted with a familiar sight: Jim, at the top of their block, trying to get his boxers to play fetch. It usually ended up as a wrestling match between the two dogs, but any exercise was good exercise, Jim had told him. The big man waved and Ben stopped the car in the road. He rolled down the window.

Jim’s ever-present grin faded when he leaned in and saw Ben’s face.

“You look like shit, brother.”

“I didn’t sleep much last night.” Ben furrowed his brows as a buttress against tears. When he knew his voice would be steady, he added, “Bucky was killed last night.”

“What the fuck? Come on, pull over.”

Ben obeyed. He explained what had happened and Jim coaxed him out of the car and into the house for dinner.

He went through the whole ordeal again, this time for Lisa, as she made them a huge southern meal of chicken and potatoes. Ben picked at his. When Jim went to let the dogs out again, she told him that he needed to eat.

“It’s not the food, I just—”

“No, I get it,” she said, and patted his hand. “It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not that. I…may have flushed my antidepressants down the toilet last night.”

“You what?”

“Is that dumb? That’s dumb, right?”

“That was pretty damn stupid, Ben, yes.”

“It seemed like the thing to do at the time. On a scale of one to ten, how bad are we talking?”

“It’s a ten, and ten equals calling your doctor and getting more.”

“Seriously? Can’t I just ride it out?”

“It’s called antidepressant discontinuation syndrome and you can feel like shit.”

“I already feel like shit.”

“Like the flu?”

“A little bit.”

“Congratulations, moron.”

Ben looked at his uneaten food. “Here’s the thing. Rachel wasn’t ‘for better or worse’ material. I know that now. But Bucky was. I don’t want to tune out for this. Does that make sense?”

“So wean then.”

“Look, I already did it and I’m in the middle of it, so why not keep going?”

“Jesus, you men are so fucking stubborn.”

“Look, can you not tell Jim I was on happy pills?”

“You’re so cute, thinking he doesn’t know already.”

“How does he know?”

“Because I told him.”

“But you’re a nurse.”

“I’m a nurse, not your nurse. And I’m your neighbor.”

“Well, shit.”

“Eat your food.”

—

The next day at work, Ben bolted upright from his chair. He felt a sudden, dull pain radiating from his chest to his back. His heart raced and he found it difficult to breathe. He cursed himself. Lisa was right and now he was having a heart attack. But instead of calling for help, he felt an overpowering desire to move. He raced to the stairwell and pounded down five flights of stairs to the lobby and did not stop until the chill November air cooled his head, which throbbed with heat. It was midafternoon and the lunch crowds had already moved on, so he had the sidewalk mostly to himself. He loosened his necktie and unbuttoned his shirt and took great, gulping breaths of cold November air. It felt sharp in his lungs, as if his body were resisting it. The wind chilled his face and neck. He touched his fingers to his brow. They came back wet.

He leaned against a tree and concentrated on taking slow, deep breaths. As he did, he watched a few passersby out for coffee or heading to the Metro. The wind whipped leaves down the street and the sun was low in the sky, too low for the hour. He dreaded this time of year. Eventually, his heart rate slowed and his fear abated. When he calmed down, he realized two things. First, it was incredibly stupid to leave a building, populated with coworkers and telephones, for the street if he was having a heart attack. Second, he figured the more likely culprit was not a heart attack but a panic attack.

It felt so real, he thought. He had believed he was going to die, that his heart was about to pop like a balloon. He walked back to his building and took the elevator back to his floor. Once seated in his cubicle again, and confident that no one had seen him make a spectacle of himself, he did a search for the symptoms of a panic attack.

Racing heart. Chest pains. Breathing difficulties. Sense of terror, or impending doom or death.

“Bingo,” he said.

He looked over his shoulder, then did another search on the properties of his antidepressant. After scouring through several websites, though, he could not find panic attacks as a sudden withdrawal symptom.

He reclined in his chair. This was new. Never in his life had he had a panic attack. Not in the navy. Not during his father’s long illness. Not when it became apparent that Rachel was serious about leaving, and not when she left. Was it a withdrawal symptom, or could it really be because of the attack, of losing Bucky? Or was it both? Or could it all be cumulative? It had been the worst year of his life, and if he was being honest with himself, he had not handled it particularly well. At least your heart is fine, he thought.

You’re just crazy.

He sat up and went back to the website on panic attack symptoms. He read the list again. One in particular caught his eye.

Sense of terror, or impending doom or death.

“Terrific,” he said.

—

He spent the next day cleaning the house. Junk thrown away. Paperwork filed or shredded. Dusting, disinfecting, organizing. Spring cleaning in the fall, everything ninety-degree angles and dust-free. Order, it felt good again. Rachel had always said he was tough to live with after his father died, too demanding, too angry at the little things. But he handled the big things well, he had always replied. I’m getting up every day, functioning just as before. Not missing a beat at work. Still, she wanted him to talk to someone. He could handle his own shit, he told her. Between the stress of living next to Madeleine and the stress of living with him, she threatened to leave. They had just moved in together, had just bought a house together, so why would he take it seriously? When he finally realized she meant it, it was too late. He agreed to talk to someone, take medication, anything. The irony was, with her gone and no one to clean up after him, the house became a fucking mess, and thanks to meds he never wanted to be on in the first place, he had no longer cared.

Now, with the house back in shape, he moved outside. He was full of energy. He tingled. The more he accomplished, the more energy he had. He raked. He called a lawn service and arranged to have all the brush rimming the fence line cleared from his property over the next weekend. All of the trees would need to be trimmed back too. It looked unkempt. Plus, he wanted a clear line of sight. Standing in sunlight again, looking at the corner of the yard where Bucky had been killed, he realized the feeling scratching at the back of his mind. An old friend who hadn’t come around in a while: anger.


Chapter 4

THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 13

Lindsay Clark’s thighs burned from the ready stance. The white smock she wore was thick and heavy and perspiration pooled around her mesh helmet, and she felt it begin to slide around her face, like a scuba mask that did not have a proper seal. It made her think of the beach. No, concentrate, she thought, as she parried another attack. Stop wishing this to be over and do what you came here to do.

She lunged with her foil, but her opponent parried, and just as quickly launched a riposte over the top of her blade. She lifted her elbow and the tip of his blade glanced off the bell guard and past her mask. That was a close one. She retreated to gather herself. They say fencing is the chess of sports. As she shuffled back, she thought perhaps she should have taken a chess class first.

This fencing match had been three minutes, maybe four, but it felt like an hour. Her thighs burned. Her shoulder carrying the foil ached. The opponent she had been paired up with in class, a man probably ten years younger than her thirty, had fifty pounds on her and a swimmer’s build. Was he even sweating?, she wondered. It was hard to tell beneath all the gear. All she could see was his lean, muscular torso, draped in a smock like hers and topped with a wire-mesh mask.

He was a very athletic, aggressive fencer. He smacked the tip of her blade over and over, trying to rattle her. Intimidate her. He feinted twice to throw her off her rhythm, but she did not take the bait.

On the first night of class, the instructor addressed the students: “In fencing, you are hardwired to be one of two things: an attacker or a defender. It’s natural, it’s inevitable, and whichever you are reveals itself quickly. So play to your strengths.” But playing defense was not why she took the class. Every clash, every unmistakable metallic shing that split the air, reminded her of the hours and hours spent mesmerized by the black-and-white movies. Flynn and Fairbanks, the swashbucklers. They were beautiful, they were graceful, but most important, they each got their point across.

Something buzzed on her hip, beneath the smock. She had forgotten to remove her cellphone from the pocket of her sweatpants. She hesitated. Even through her inscrutable wire mesh mask, her opponent must have sensed her distraction. He lunged forward. She panicked and thrust her foil forward without thinking. In a last-ditch effort, she turned her wrist outward to try to twirl his blade away in a counter-six motion, but he mirrored her movement, and the tip of his blade went under hers. For a split second, their blade tips twirled around each other in a graceful orbit, then he plowed forward into her.

A touch. The electronic counter buzzed red.

It had all been one motion, his lunge, his avoidance, his strike. No hesitation whatsoever. Yet again, her opponent was the one who got his point across. She offered a sportsmanlike nod to congratulate him on a good match, but he was already walking toward the bleachers with a fist in the air.

“Who says chivalry is dead?” she mumbled into her mask.

She walked off the gym floor and began shedding her gear. She read the text on her phone that caused the buzz. It was from Faith and said, “Call me!!!”

Faith answered on the second ring. “Where are you?”

“I told you. I have fencing tonight.”

“I can’t keep track of all your tomboy stuff. I need a favor.”

Lindsay’s face got red, but she said nothing.

“Come on, you know I think you’re adorable playing Zorro.”

“What do you need?”

“It’s for my mother, actually. She needs you.”

“Sissy hates me. What could she possibly need with me?”

“There’s a board meeting and she needs you to play zookeeper. Literally. Apparently, there’s a neighborhood in Arlington that’s overrun with rats or something. It’s disgusting. Anyway, I told her you’d be perfect.”

“Perfect for what?”

“To answer questions.”

“Faith, do you even know what I do?”

“I know, I know. But come on, you’ve forgotten more stuff about animals than most people will ever…give a shit about in the first place. Besides, I thought it might help, like, break the ice or something.” Faith dropped her voice: “I’ll make it up to you.”

Lindsay sighed. “Fine, when is it?”

“Seven thirty.”

“Tonight? You’ve got to be kidding me. I’m still in the District and I’m a sweaty mess.”

“Ditch the musketeers, get cleaned up, and hustle over there.”

“God damn it, Faith. Where?”

“I’ll text you the address.”

“She better be nice.”

Within the hour, Lindsay parked the car and pulled the collar of her coat up against the wind as she approached the brightly lit building on South Buchanan Street in Arlington. The white Barcroft Community House on the corner had been designed as a small Methodist chapel in 1908, but was quickly sold to the Barcroft School and Civic League and operated as a one-room schoolhouse for years until larger schools were built. Eventually, the small building was designated as an Arlington Historic District itself. Lindsay read all of this from a plaque outside as angry residents streamed in, alone and in pairs. Next to the plaque was a corkboard plastered with community minutiae—flyers for babysitting and housecleaning services, used cars for sale, advertisements for high school plays, and missing pets. Lots of missing pets, she thought.

Lindsay was dressed in khakis and a sweater, her blond hair still wet from her rushed shower and pulled back in a ponytail. She watched as leaves swirled in a small cyclone on the street. Something about the place tugged at her. Suddenly, stepping inside was the last thing she wanted to do. She told herself it was just apprehension about Faith’s mother and not the dozens of sad eyes that stared out at her from the pamphlets tacked to the corkboard.

Last chance, she thought. She took a deep breath and went inside.

Inside, the space was light and warm. It had been renovated recently. The hardwood floors were light and polished. Arched windows ran along the sides of the room toward a stage in the front. Standing by the stage was Sissy Chapman, chatting with an elderly couple. Lindsay looked closer—the residents were chatting; Sissy had her listening face on. Furrowed brow, nodding along slightly, eyes intently focused on the speakers and limitless in their sincerity. When Sissy interjected, a smile flashed across her face as if the sun had come out after a storm. She had a great smile, Lindsay conceded, just like her daughter. When she discreetly scanned the crowd and noticed Lindsay, she broke off the conversation as quickly as she could, apologizing profusely and pledging to resume their conversation with a light touch on the elderly man’s arm. To her credit, Sissy’s smile never left as she strode toward Lindsay, high heels clacking across the hardwoods, but her eyes lost their softness. Like her daughter, Sissy was a striking woman, but instead of owning her age, she tried diversionary tactics and feints. Hair piled just a little too high, makeup a little too thick. She sported blouses that plunged to her ample décolletage and power suits so bright they screamed. Clearly, Arlington County did not seem to mind—its residents elected her three times to the County Board.

“That’s what you’re wearing? Seriously?” asked Sissy. Her smile was wide and never faltered for an instant.

A lunge. No time wasted, thought Lindsay.

“Faith called me in the middle of a workout. I got here as quickly as I could.” A firm reflection of the blade. A counter six.

Sissy looked around. “This crowd,” she said. She waved to the elderly couple. “Worse than last time.”

“Can you tell me what this is about?”

“Long story short, there’s a…rat problem in Barcroft. Some crackhead lives here and keeps feeding the birds or something and it’s attracting rats.”

“Can’t the county do anything?”

“Residents can file a complaint with the Department of Human Services, who cite her for violations of the county code. She has thirty days to comply, and if she does not comply, the county can levy a fine.” She recited this by rote. “So far, the crackhead has always complied.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“She’s dead. From what I hear, her family’s from out west and the house is all tied up legally speaking, so no one can get inside yet and no one is doing the bare minimum. She was enough of a pain in the ass when she was alive, but if I don’t get reelected because of a dead crackhead…”

“All this is well and good, but what am I doing here?”

“The Public Health guy is a no-show and I need you to talk about rat control.”

“Mrs. Chapman, I’m the assistant curator of great cats at the Smithsonian Institution’s National Zoo.”

“Well, then, a couple of rats should be no problem at all for someone as bright as you.” Attack and touch. Match: Sissy.

The head of the Barcroft Community Board called the meeting to order and introduced Sissy Chapman, member of the county board. Sissy stepped forward and thanked everyone for coming and acknowledged that there was a serious problem in the neighborhood. “But if we all work together, we can come up with a solution,” she urged. Lindsay scanned the faces of the crowd. She had seen Sissy speak before, and despite their differences, Lindsay had to admit the woman was masterful. Faith learned everything she knew about persuasion at her mother’s knee. But this crowd wasn’t buying it. Through the eye rolls and the coiled postures ready to strike with questions, Lindsay could tell they had heard it all before. And they still had rats.

“We all know how this started,” continued Sissy. “I learned last time how unconventional this issue is, so I brought in some unconventional assistance to help us solve the matter. I’d like to introduce a representative from the National Zoo, Lindsay…”

She looked toward Lindsay and wrinkled her brow, never losing her bright smile.

“Clark,” said Lindsay.

“Clark!” chirped Sissy. “The floor is yours, Miss Clark.”

Lindsay’s cheeks turned crimson. I thought I was here to answer questions, she thought, not be served up as the main course. She checked her ponytail as she made her way to the front of the room.

“Hello, everyone…as Sissy said, I work for the National Zoo. With lots of different animals and environments and foods…and being surrounded by a wooded area, we too have to worry about Rattus norvegicus, or the Norway rat, which is the most common rat in these parts…” Now she did feel stupid for wearing khakis. “Some of the measures we use are bait stations. Have you tried those?”

She reviewed some of the common measures the zoo took to combat rats, and what little she had remembered from her biology classes, but she was losing the already impatient crowd. It reminded her of a scene in a Three Musketeers movie when an army charged the swashbucklers. But there was just one of her, not three, and she was unarmed. Finally, a tall man stood up, and said in a southern accent, “Look, I’m sure everyone appreciates you coming here, but you’re not really telling us anything we haven’t heard a thousand times already.”

The crowd murmured its assent.

“Once again,” he said, gesturing toward Sissy, “we get a lot of lip service from the county, but what can you do? The house is filthy, the owner is dead, and the family’s not from around here. And now it’s a safe haven for rats. It’s a public health hazard, not a damn embassy. They don’t have diplomatic immunity, they’re stinking rats!”

Sissy spoke up: “Sir, I understand your frustration, but until the family can resolve the house issue, we’re forced to play defense.”

“How do you defend against cougars?” someone asked from the back of the room.

A young man leaned against the wall by the doors she had just entered, eschewing the few empty seats left in the center of the room. Lindsay had not noticed him when she had walked in. She estimated he was her own age, maybe a few years older, but it was hard to tell at this distance. He was nondescript, with brown hair, of average size and build, though maybe an inch or two shorter. More than anything else, what stood out about him was that he looked angry. It was in the eyes, which bore into the officials at the front of the room. Of which she now numbered.

“My dog was killed three days ago, right in my own backyard. It was huge—if it had decided to go after me instead of my dog, I wouldn’t have stood a chance. All the flyers outside for the missing pets? I’m pretty sure this is what happened to them.”

Many in the crowd gasped. Side conversations sprang up and new questions were shouted at Sissy and Lindsay.

The man continued above the din. “First, it’s the pigeons and the rats. Then it’s foxes. Now a cougar. The food chain is in overdrive in our neighborhood because of that house. Does a kid have to get taken before you actually do something?”

The room erupted. Sissy raised both hands and waved them up and down, as if the crowd were on fire and she was trying to fan the flames. She looked over and saw the small smile on Lindsay’s face. “You wanted cats,” Sissy hissed, “so say something, genius.”

Lindsay cleared her throat and raised her hand. “If there is a cougar in Arlington—”

“Not if. There is a cougar in Arlington,” said the man.

“I don’t doubt you, sir. I was just going to say, it’s an anomaly.”

“Fine, an anomaly killed my dog. But it looked an awful lot like a cougar.”

Lindsay looked at Sissy for a moment. She was trying to keep her smile afloat, but it was capsizing. She jutted her head toward the man with the questions as if to say, “Shut him up already,” but Lindsay pursed her lips and rubbed her forehead.

She thought for a moment, then faced the man again. “But they’ve been hunted out of this region for a hundred years or more…”

The man was about to interrupt, but she lifted her hand to cut him off and continued, more to herself than the crowd, “It could have wandered into this area from somewhere else. A couple of years ago, a mountain lion that had been tagged in South Dakota was killed by a car in Connecticut.” She looked up at the man. “Sorry, sir, just trying to get some context here.”

She addressed the rest of the crowd. “Mountain lions, cougars, pumas, catamounts—they’re all the same species—are really very adaptive creatures that can survive in any number of environments. And diets. Normally, that diet consists of ungulates—deer, sheep—but it will eat whatever it can catch. And they’re ambush predators. They’ll hide in brush, trees, places with cover, then they’ll pounce, taking the animal down and breaking its neck in the process.”

“That’s disturbingly accurate,” said the man.

“An animal will not see it until it’s too late. Sometimes that means pets if the opportunity presents itself.”

“Kids?”

“It’s extraordinarily rare, but it has happened.”

The crowd erupted once more. Sissy moved close to Lindsay and grabbed her by the elbow. Her smile was manic. Low, through gritted teeth, she asked, “What in God’s name are you doing?”

“Mrs. Chapman, you might have an actual cougar in Arlington. Do you have any idea how rare that is?” To the man: “Can you show me where it happened?”

“Now?” The man looked surprised, but not unhappy. “Sure.”

“Where are you going?”

“Sorry, Mrs. Chapman, you can take the girl out of the zoo, but you can’t take the zoo out of the girl.”

“This is all very interesting, but I think the bigger issue right now is the rodent situation…”

“I disagree.”

As Lindsay followed the man out the door, the Barcroft Community House became a zoo. Residents shouted over one another, yelling questions at Sissy. She heard folding chairs screech against the floorboards as members rose out of their seats.

Sissy yelled, “What about the rats?”

“Cougars eat rats too,” said Lindsay, and she was out the door.


Chapter 5

THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 13

Ben watched her from outside the bushes, closer to them than where he had been standing the night Bucky was taken. He had wanted them cleared immediately, but he hoped maybe there was a silver lining in that his contractor wasn’t available until Saturday. Maybe a helpful clue remained in the thicket. Just standing there, waiting, he wanted to pace, but every time he started the new motion sensor lights he had installed illuminated the yard—on, off, on, off.

“Please stop,” a voice called from inside the bushes.

Ben resigned himself to craning his neck, looking up to the house and scanning the yard in every direction.

Lindsay rustled inside the bushes where the cougar had dragged Bucky, her flashlight dancing inside.

“Oh!” she said.

“Find a footprint?”

“No, it’s too kicked up in here.” She emerged from the bush with a tuft of tawny hair between her thumb and forefinger. “Found this though.”

“That could be my dog’s. They were the same color.”

Lindsay smiled and shook her head. “Which way did he go?”

Ben pointed over the fence. Lindsay threw a leg over it.

“Wait a minute. Are you sure this is a good idea?”

“How big was your dog?”

“Ninety pounds. Greyhound.”

“That’s a big meal. That’ll last it a week or two. Unless the cat was a female nursing cubs, but I think that’s unlikely.”

“Reassuring.” Ben followed her over the fence.

He led her through the yards where he had chased the animal. Like Ben’s, each successive yard was on a grade, sloping toward Four Mile Run. A few houses’ motion sensor lights blared to life as well, but none of the residents investigated; either they were still at the meeting or out elsewhere, in bed, or too accustomed to wildlife strolling through their yards. Ben and Lindsay clambered over a fence to the final yard, where Ben had given up the chase. He pointed across the neighbor’s front yard to the spot in the street where the beast had dropped Bucky. In a muddy, grassless patch by the fence, Lindsay spotted a print. She knelt down next to it and retrieved a small tape measure from her coat pocket that she had brought along from her car. “Five inches. This is tremendous.”

When she looked up at him, Ben wanted to remind her that the owner of the “tremendous” print had killed his dog. Even in the dark, he could see she was beaming. She had a twig in her hair. Kids at Christmas should look this happy, he thought.

“So that’s big then?”

“Massive.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“This must have been the route it took to your yard.”

“Maybe, but that’s where it landed when it came back for me.” He recounted the cougar’s leap, how it abandoned Bucky and bolted for him, only to change its mind.

“It just sat there?”

“And sniffed me.” He rubbed his neck. “Maybe he didn’t like my deodorant.”

“No, that’s…odd. If he was going to attack you, you never would have seen it coming. And he already had his kill…”

“Hey.”

“Sorry, your dog…he already had that, and was outpacing you…”

“I was by no means getting in his way or impeding him. There was no reason for it other than to, I don’t know, put me in my place.”

“Cougars don’t do that. Not to humans, anyway.”

“Well, nobody told this cougar.” Ben looked at Lindsay’s hair and pointed to his own. “You have a…”

She swiped at her hair. “A bug? Is it a bug?” She bent over and shook her hair out.

“Here, let me.”

Ben stepped forward and pinched the twig from her hair. “Just a stick.” Suddenly, the porch light of the house in the yard where they were standing came on. “Let’s go,” said Ben, and they jumped over the fence and ran until they were back in his backyard. He smiled. His first in months. “You’re wandering out here in the dark, looking for a giant killer cat, and you’re worried about bugs?”

“Bugs are not my favorite.”

“Anything else not your favorite?”

“Bears. You?”

“Clowns. And now cats. Last I checked, it’s still illegal to kill clowns, but I’m hoping that’s not the case with this bastard.”

The smile fell from her face. “Kill it?”

“It’s running around a residential neighborhood. My dog is bad enough, but it could very easily have been a kid.”

“This cat, being here, is a marvel. We don’t know where it came from or how it got here. It’s either come here from a very long way away, which is extraordinary, or it’s been here all along, which is even more extraordinary. And the size of it!” She paused for a moment, then continued, quieter. “Ben, I’m truly sorry for your loss, but it wasn’t malicious, I assure you. It’s just its nature. And this is an incredible opportunity for study.”

“Study?” He nearly spat the word. “That,” he said, pointing in the direction of Madeleine’s dark house, “brought it here. The rats, the animals. I don’t know how or why it got as far as it did, but mark my words, that shithole brought it into the neighborhood.”

“I agree with you.”

“You do?”

She nodded. “I heard enough at the meeting to know that your neighbor actually altered the ecosystem here. Look, maybe we can help each other. I’m going to work tomorrow to see who I can talk to about studying this situation. Maybe they will want to trap the cat. If we determine that the house was involved—and I’m sure we would—then the National Zoo telling Arlington County it has a pest problem might lend some weight.”

Ben looked off to the side and took a deep breath. It seemed like taking the long way around when a shortcut seemed obvious, but she had already done more than any county official since Manny. He looked over her shoulder toward Madeleine’s.

“Fine. No one in Arlington is doing jack shit anyway. You’re the only person who seems to have a plan and you’ve been here for all of an hour. But I want to be involved. I’m the one who has to deal with the consequences of living next door to that,” he said, waving his hand. “I want to stay in the loop.”

“Deal.”

They exchanged numbers and she promised to let him know what the zoo responded with. On her way out of the yard, she looked at Madeleine’s house and stopped in her tracks.

“Did you see that? Up in the window? Are you sure no one is in there?”

“Rats. They ruffle the shades. Welcome to my world.”

“No, I think it was a cat.”

“The rats can get pretty big.”

She looked at him and smirked. “I think I know a cat when I see one.”

“Fair enough.”

“So how did she die?”

“Heart attack. She was in the hospital for a few weeks. Brain dead. Terrible. While she was in, Animal Control came and took her pets. Her legitimate pets, that is. Must be a straggler.”

“We can’t leave it in there.”

“Sure we can.”

She looked horrified.

“Do you know how many half-eaten rats I’ve found on my lawn? Probably gifts from that same pest. That house and everything associated with it has caused this neighborhood nothing but grief. I’m not inclined to do shit.”

Lindsay glanced at the sole of her shoe. “I think I stepped in some of your righteous indignation.”

“You want to talk bugs, it’s probably covered in fleas…”

“If you want to be anywhere near Operation Humane Cougar Capture, you will help me liberate that cat. Consider it practice.” She started toward Madeleine’s gate.

“Hold on.”

She stopped.

“There is no way you are trespassing in that house, loaded with rats and God knows what else, at night, to find a cat. I will tackle you if you even try, I swear.”

“And they say chivalry is dead.”

Ben sighed. “I’ll do it. Tomorrow. When I get home from work.”

“Before work.”

He stared at her for a moment. She stared back, with a slight smile indicating she was clearly pleased with herself.

“Fine, but it’s probably better off in there. There’s a pet-eating cougar on the loose, maybe you’ve heard.”


Chapter 6

THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 13

Neighborhood meeting nights always put Hazel Bennett behind, but she could not afford to miss them. Lord knows what would happen to the neighborhood if she was not around to keep everyone in check. Tonight had been livelier than she had been prepared for, though, and certainly the most bizarre meeting since the Roux woman was still alive and causing trouble. As she filled the kettle at her sink and peered through her kitchen window to the high fence that surrounded the dark house and bordered her yard, she thought the Roux woman was still causing trouble even from the grave.

She looked to the left of the high fence, at the McKelvie boy’s house. She would not miss his oafish greyhound and its barking, but wild animals on the loose in the neighborhood would not stand. And she and McKelvie had always been in lockstep when it came to Roux and her rats. The rats were clearly still a problem, and drawing even bigger problems.

She hated the rats. Everyone hated the rats, but she hated the rats. They were nature’s perfect filth machines. It’s not just that they were pestilence embodied, it was their efficiency, something she could admire in any other species but loathed in these creatures. They could flatten their bodies to fit into impossible spaces. With their strong teeth, they could chew through any barrier. They even survived on the waste of other animals. And the Roux woman had practically shielded them. Hazel had put down rat poison stations, but the woman kept feeding the pigeons (rats with wings, really) despite Hazel’s insistence that she not. The rats loved the food, and it was loaded with vitamin K, which actually counteracted the poison. They were damn near indestructible.

And breeding? Forget rabbits (which were also a problem, but only with her garden in the spring and they were not a priority now); rats should replace them for that particular euphemism. Even with Roux dead and not feeding the birds anymore, and the neighbors using traps and poison stations to keep them at bay, as long as they had the safe haven of that dump, they would never be fully eradicated.

It was near eleven, but she was too wound up from the meeting. The dishes were clean, countertops wiped down, and coffeemaker filled and set to auto, so she opened her mystery novel and waited for the kettle. It was the fifth in a series about an antiques dealer in a town with a shockingly high mortality rate, and she had gotten a few pages deeper when the kettle whined. She went into the kitchen and removed it from the burner. The high whistle abated, and in its place another whine came from outside.

Cozy.

Her cat was calling from outside. Was it possible he had darted out without her noticing when she returned home after the meeting? Cozy was purely a house cat, not equipped for life outdoors on a good day, let alone in a neighborhood plagued by rats and God knows what else now. She bolted through the door leading to the backyard. She called his name. The meowing continued closer to the fence. McKelvie’s new high-wattage motion sensor lights flashed on. It bathed the yard in a glow like that of a sports stadium. It was practically day over the fence, lighting up the adjacent section of her own backyard. In another situation she would have cursed him for it, but tonight it was useful. She saw no trace of Cozy in her immaculate backyard. She kept no trees or shrubs, but there was the thicket in the corner, on McKelvie’s side. She walked deep into her yard and called, “Kitty kitty kitty.” The meowing stopped.

It was quiet again.

She scanned the yard. McKelvie’s lights shut off, leaving her yard illuminated only by her own porch light, feeble by comparison. She shuddered at the thought of her cat somehow getting over the high fence, trapping himself in Roux’s jungle, when she heard the meowing start again.Behind her, back inside. She marched toward the house.

She closed and locked the door and called for him again. He was not in any of his dozing or hiding spots on the main floor, so she climbed the stairs to her bedroom and nearly slipped in a puddle.

“What in God’s name?”

She went to the hall closet for paper towels, daubed one into the puddle, and held it to her nose. Cat urine. She cleaned up the mess. When the floor was spotless again, she set out to reprimand the cat.

“Cozy! What’s gotten into you?”

She got down on her hands and knees by the bed and lifted the duvet. A shaft of light caught two wide, glowing eyes. Cozy gave a loud and plaintive cry.

“Are you not feeling well, Cozy?”

Another cry, more urgent.

“Why did you go outside?”

A hiss.

“Fine, Mr. Cranky Pants. You can stay under there all night with no treat if you want to be naughty.”

Hazel washed her hands and went back to her tea. She thought about returning to her book, but she was too frazzled now; she simply would not concentrate on it. Finally, she turned on the television and watched a celebrity dancing program she had recorded. “Stars,” she said to no one, and snorted. At best, she was thinking, she could name two of the contestants, when a foul smell overcame her. And she heard the scratching.

She turned and saw the mound of rats. Hundreds of them, just standing there, watching her in a tight mass. Her first thought was not fear, but revulsion. Indignation even. Her home had always been a bastion of order and cleanliness, and it had been invaded by the enemy.

She recoiled and tried to flee, but she spilled herself from her chair. She turned back to see the tangle of rats move as one across the floor. As they reached her, they reared up. Impossibly, from the floor, she realized she was looking up at them. They nearly reached the ceiling. Worse, she noticed there was no daylight, no space, between them. They were pressed together.

No, not pressed, she thought, fused.

One twisted, gnarled body, thousands of tiny heads protruding. The mass crested over her, swaying like a cobra for a moment, hundreds of black eyes looking down on her, before it crashed over her in a wave and thousands of razor-sharp teeth found purchase at once.


Chapter 7

FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 14

Ben stood on Madeleine’s front step in the early morning, clutching a flashlight and staring at the green door. He had already set a can of tuna fish on the sidewalk to help lure the cat out of the house, and carried another in his pocket. He did not expect to find the door unlocked, but figured it would be worth the extra moment to check rather than climb into a window unnecessarily. To his astonishment, the doorknob turned. Then again, he thought, what idiot would break into this dump? This idiot, he thought ruefully. He took a last look over his shoulder at the new morning light coming over his neighbors’ sleepy houses, cursed Lindsay, and stepped inside.

The smell of urine was overwhelming. “Oh, Jesus,” he said, then cursed Lindsay and Madeleine. His eyes watered and he began coughing and then his coughs turned to gags. He pulled his sweatshirt over his nose and mouth and tried to steady his breathing. The shades were drawn and the house was almost entirely dark, but he could hear a tiny stampede in the darkness and caught glimpses of small shapes darting on the outskirts of the shaft of light through the open front door. Rats, he thought. As he caught his breath, he cursed them too and added himself to the list for not bringing traps or bait stations. Or the marines.

He turned on his flashlight. Sweeping ahead of him, its beam revealed trash scattered on the floor, shredded newspapers, and rat droppings. Amid the filth, toward the kitchen, two eyes glowed back at him. For a moment, Ben thought it was a gigantic, brazen rat, but when he trained his beam at it, he realized it was the cat. A gray Maine coon. It was underfed and patches of hair were missing. What hair it did have was matted and probably infested with fleas. It sat there unfazed in the trash, not retreating, but not coming any closer either. Ben reached into his pocket and opened the can of tuna. He set it down gingerly.

“There’s plenty more where this came from if you come outside right now. Seriously, do I even need to sell you on this?”

It turned around and walked toward the kitchen, deeper into the house.

“Come on!”

He did not want to penetrate any farther into this place. The stench was like a physical thing and he fought to suppress a rising panic. The fact that it was exactly the same structure as his own house just next door brought him no comfort. The familiar setting, overlaid with trash and feces, made it all the more nightmarish to him. It was like standing in his own front room, but after the apocalypse. But he had made a promise, and though he did not like cats, he did not like the idea of any animal alone in the dark, surrounded by rats. He followed it toward the kitchen. Then he heard a faint, rhythmic thumping, lessening in volume, a sound he had heard a thousand times, but heavier, in his own house. The cat was padding down the steps into the basement.

He followed the cat as far as the landing of the basement, across from the galley kitchen. Behind him, weak light came in through a kitchen window, revealing the silhouettes of full garbage bags and still more trash outside of them. Ahead of him, the landing, framed by a rectangle of utter black. Intermittent skittering drifted up from below. He did not even want to shine his light into it.

He chuckled. “Not on your fucking life, cat.”

Behind him, something hissed. The bags shifted and something large lunged toward him. He dodged by instinct, forgetting himself, and his foot found nothing but air. He tumbled after it into the maw.


Chapter 8

FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 14

Ben threw his arm out to the spot where the handrail would be in his own house. He found it. For a split second, he thought the fact that Madeleine’s house was a dark mirror to his own saved his life, until his momentum swung him into the wall, hard, and the railing pulled free and he fell again.

He toppled sideways, sliding on his shoulder and landing at the foot of the staircase in a heap, bruised and battered, but unbroken. He shook his head. His flashlight had come to rest on the other end of the landing, pointing its beam to the center of the basement, where it illuminated what looked like a fire pit. He kicked himself over to the flashlight and grabbed it. The sound of wood creaking caused him to look up. In the weak light at the top of the staircase, a witch appeared. He shook his head, but the figure was still there, still the same. Crouching, the figure’s true size and detail were hidden beneath a cape. A brimmed hat with a peak. An honest-to-God witch, he thought.

Before shining the light in front of him, he grabbed the handrail, now at his feet. It was more than ten feet long and unwieldy but it put something between the two of them. After fumbling with the makeshift staff, he tightened his grip on it, found his balance, and swung his flashlight up the stairs while holding his weapon. The witch stopped.

It was definitely a woman, but he wasn’t sure what he was looking at. The light revealed that her cloak was more of a poncho, red and black with pictures of birds. Beads, embroidery, and fringe. And the hat she wore was more of a helmet, carved of wood. It was painted to match the poncho, and it had the face of a bird on it. Over its brim were wooden rings in a conical shape; beneath it spilled graying black hair. For a moment, the beads and fringe and sequins began to reveal themselves to him, until she held up her arm to block the beam and her butcher knife reflected the light back at him dully.

“Get that light out of my damn face,” she said.

“No!” he yelled. Is that the best you can do? he thought. “Put the knife down!”

“I think not.”

At second glance, he saw it wasn’t a butcher knife but a dagger. Double-edged with a wooden handle carved in the shape of a bird’s head. A solitary gem was inlaid for the bird’s eye. In his beam, it seemed to glare at him, angry. In the darkness, he heard the skittering, then a thump. He flashed his light wildly into the basement. Rats darted from his beam. He had hoped his cursory sweep would eliminate the possibility that there were more people down here, but the piles of junk could have hidden anything. He quickly swung the light back up to the top of the stairs.

“You’re jumpy, boy.”

“Lady, so help me God, I am not going to die in this fucking pit. Put the knife down.”

“I’ll whistle for my dog.” The brim of her helmetlike hat hid her eyes, but he saw her smile. The smile, with no eyes, no context, made his blood run cold. Without the eyes, her smile was a secret. I know something you don’t know.

His quick glance around the basement revealed that it was identical to his own, structurally at least. There were a couple of windows, but they were small and their lowest edges were four feet off the ground. He would never get through them quickly enough to avoid a knife in his back. The only way out was up. Past her. Or through her. He tightened his grip on the railing.

He had never been more terrified, not even face-to-face with the cougar. At least then he was out in the open. Then he could have screamed and someone might hear. But this, he thought. This was a dungeon. Though it was just after dawn, it was still entirely dark in the basement save for some faint light coming through a transom window across the room. And it occurred to him that he had flushed the meds that might have kept him calm. There was no more of an outside-looking-in feeling, the clinical distance they afforded. He was in this situation, fully present, unbearably so, for the first time in months. His panic threatened to overwhelm him until he felt a familiar rush. His old friend tapping him on the shoulder. Anger.

He wedged the end of the railing against a stair a few steps below her feet, then swung the full weight of his body to the left. The railing bent around a support column a third of the way up its length. It did not give.

He heard the woman back a step.

“What are you doing?”

He swung the full weight of his body around the fulcrum of the support, grunting. The basement came alive with sounds. The squealing and skittering of rats fleeing. When it did not give, he tried again, yelling. He heard it splinter, then cranked on it madly until the long spear of a railing gave way to panic, adrenaline, and rage. Now it was halved, a more manageable length. He brandished it like a club, and with his other hand, pointed the flashlight at her.

“Lady, I don’t know who you are or what you’re doing here. I’m leaving and if you try to stop me I will break this over your head and leave you to the rats.”

“You’re trespassing.”

“Trespassing? Who the fuck are you?”

“I’m her mother.”

“Bullshit,” he said, but he dropped his club an inch. “I heard her mother died in a crash or something.”

“Her father too, but I raised her. I’m her mother. We’re blood now.”

“So why are you dressed like you’re in a cult?”

“You’re in my daughter’s house. I don’t answer to you.”

“Look…I saw the cat in the window. I thought it was trapped and I just came in to set it free. That’s all.”

“The cat.”

“Why else would I be here?”

“I don’t understand why any of you did what you did to Madeleine.”

“I didn’t do shit to her. Turn on the lights.”

“No electricity.” Again, the smile. It gave him the shivers.

He shone the flashlight quickly around the basement again. Most of the rats didn’t even bother to flee it now. He was the intruder. The makeshift fire pit in the center of the basement drew his beam for a second, but he could not afford to let it linger. He pointed it back up the stairs.

As soon as she backed away from the rectangle at the top of the steps, she would be out of sight. She could be around any corner then. He hated it, but the best way to keep a knife out of his neck was to get her into the basement with him, where he could see her.

“All right. Come down.”

“You come up.”

“I don’t trust you, you don’t trust me. One thing you can trust is that I want out of this dungeon.”

“I’m not taking a step with that light in my eyes.”

It seemed a fair concession. He trained the beam at her center mass instead of her face.

She walked down the stairs, knife at her side. He kept the beam trained on it as he moved deeper into the dark interior of the basement. He backed to the rim of the fire pit, making room for her. When she reached the bottom, where he had landed in a heap, he backed in a semicircle around the pit, putting it between the two of them.

They were level now and he studied her more closely. He had expected a crone. Bent fingers with talonlike hands, no teeth, warts on the nose…yet beneath the strange garb, she appeared normal. Jeans and sneakers. From glances at the parts of her face not hidden by the shadow of the hat’s brim, she appeared middle-aged, no more than fifty. She even looked familiar. No flying monkeys, no bubbling cauldron. Just rats and a fire pit, he thought. Close enough.

“I’ve seen you before,” Ben said. “You were at the last couple of community meetings, weren’t you?”

Silence.

“How long have you been here?”

He dropped the beam onto the fire pit for a moment. The light revealed photographs and what appeared to be figurines—wooden carvings—scattered around its rim. He could not make them out, but he could not afford to dwell on them.

“What’s all this?”

“I’m in mourning, asshole.”

He swept the beam over her attire. “Interesting way of doing it.”

“I don’t have to explain my ceremonies to you.”

“You do when the ceremony includes pushing me down a flight of stairs.”

“I didn’t touch you, jumpy boy.” She lifted the knife slowly, pointing it at him. Her eyes were hard and shone like diamonds. “Besides, that’s the least of your worries right now.”

She mentioned a dog, he thought.

“Come on.” He beckoned her closer. “Ring around the rosie. Nice and slow.”

“Why should I do what you ask?”

“Fine. Call 911 and report me for trespassing. We can wait together or you can save us both the headache.”

She snorted, but she followed, and together they encircled the pit, reversing positions. The rectangle of light at the top of the stairs was still faint, but brighter. He felt the stirrings of hope when something brushed against his leg. Without thinking, he jumped to the side and shone the light at the spot.

It was the cat. In its mouth was a dead rat, half its size. Gooseflesh erupted on his skin.

Laughter floated at him from the other side of the pit. “You wanted him, jumpy boy.”

He stomped his foot and the cat darted up the stairs, taking its prize with him. He started after it.

“Fine,” she called after him. “ ‘Set it free.’ Take it. You think it’ll make a difference?”

“It’s better off out there than in here.”

“Not with the cat, jumpy boy. With you.” She showed him her teeth again in a leer. Again, the smile. Again, it filled him with dread.

He shone the light into her eyes again as he mounted the steps. She blocked the light with her forearm.

“You think it’ll show you any mercy? A small kindness for a small kindness?” She laughed bitterly. “Maybe it’ll save you for last.”

He bounded for the rectangle of light.

“Have a nice day,” he called over his shoulder.


Chapter 9

FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 14

The slide projected on the auditorium’s screen was an artist’s depiction of a wolf on its hind legs, its forelegs embracing a woman’s waist. They were flanked by two men in tricornes, one with a musket, the other a spear. The wolf’s teeth were bared and its tongue protruded from its mouth as if mocking the woman’s defenders. In the background, villagers ran terrified across the countryside as another wolf disemboweled a second woman.

“So, in a three-year period, this beast—or beasts—reportedly racked up over two hundred attacks, with over one hundred kills,” said Richard Severance. “Pretty impressive stats, really.”

The crowd laughed.

As Lindsay slipped into the auditorium, the slide on the screen changed to an eighteenth-century engraving of another wolf. Severance saw her from the podium and smiled at her. It reminded her of the first wolf.

She scanned the room; no one had noticed her enter. All eyes were riveted to the speaker. When they weren’t rapt, they were cracking up. She hated to admit it, but after last night, she thought, that is how you work a crowd.

Severance stood at the podium in a gray suit and jacket with no tie. She imagined he was in his late forties, but with his sandy blond hair and impish grin, it was hard to pinpoint. He was an amateur cryptozoologist—Is there any other kind? thought Lindsay—but he held court at the National Zoo whenever he wasn’t traveling. He was beloved among the staff, even though no one particularly believed him. Friday was a training day for the new docents, who heard lectures on everything from safety policies to care of the animals, and Severance was the final speaker. It always amazed Lindsay that the zoo allowed him to present to those who would give guided tours, but the director loved him and he was a bit of harmless fun, and he held attention with ease. After a long day of administrative training, who would not want to cleanse the palate with a PowerPoint presentation on Bigfoot?

It also did not hurt that he was a massive donor.

“The precise death count is disputed,” continued Severance, “but we do know that this was no fairy tale. Many, many attacks occurred, and the creature in question caused so much hysteria in the Gévaudan province of France that it even drew the attention of this guy,” he said, and an image of a painting of a bewigged noble appeared on the screen, “my esteemed and distant relative, King Louis XV.”

Severance offered his profile to the crowd, mimicking the king’s pose in the slide. He jutted his chin. The crowd laughed again.

“Anyway, the countryside was in such an uproar that King Louis rolled off his mistresses long enough to dispatch professional wolf hunters to kill the Beast of Gévaudan. After months of killing wolves, the Lieutenant of the Hunt, François Antoine, killed a particularly large wolf and declared victory. Some of the locals who had seen the beast or survived attacks corroborated specific markings on its hide and the villagers celebrated. Antoine stuffed the beast and returned to Paris a conquering hero.”

Severance tapped his pointer and the screen changed to another engraving of a stuffed wolf, regarded by a man in a tricorne, surrounded by a crowd of more men in long wigs and grandiloquent women.

“Who here has seen Jaws?” asked Severance.

All of the hands in the auditorium shot up.

“This would be the part of the movie when they catch the smaller shark and reopen the beaches.”

The crowd murmured in anticipation.

“Another beast attacks two children then goes on another year-and-a-half rampage. Finally, a local hunter, Jean Chastel, killed a second wolf. And legend has it that Chastel shot the beast with”—he reached into his breast pocket—“this.” He produced a small, shining object and held it aloft between his thumb and forefinger.

“A silver bullet.”

The crowd gasped.

“Our beast—and a French author with a flair for the dramatic—is where that little bit of lore originated. I’m inclined to believe that it wasn’t so much the composition of the bullet as its velocity, but that’s just me.”

He tossed it to an attractive young lady in the first row. She caught it.

“See? Harmless. But killing this wolf finally seemed to do the trick. This beast allegedly had human remains in its stomach. Reports of attacks stopped. And nothing bad ever happened in France again.”

Richard took a sip from a bottle of water and waited until the laughter died down.

“To this day, no one knows for sure what the beast—or beasts—was. It has been described as resembling a bear, hyena, wolf, panther, and any combination thereof, and as large as a horse. A long snout like that of a wolf, pig, or greyhound is another common feature of most accounts, with a long tail that the creature could use as a weapon. And, of course, fearsome teeth.

“The most widely accepted theory is that it was a pair of wolves or a pack of wolves. Other theories include mastiffs, boars, and hyenas. Theories also include hybrids, crosses between dogs or wolves. Even a mesonychid, a nasty prehistoric mammal the size of a horse, that didn’t get the memo that it was extinct. There are even more outlandish, supernatural theories involving a demon. And, of course, a werewolf. The point is, no one can be entirely certain, and that’s why these deaths are not known as ‘the Well-Documented and Empirically Proven French Wolf Attacks of the 1760s.’ It has become known as ‘the Beast of Gévaudan.’ It’s a legend. But make no mistake, it’s a legend that most definitely occurred.

“You see, that’s what cryptozoology is all about. From the Greek kryptos, meaning ‘hidden,’ and zoology, the ‘study of animals.’ ” He spread his arms, gesturing at the assemblage. “I would never pretend to be a scientist or presume to tell you your business, but just as UFO means unidentified flying object and not alien spacecraft, cryptids are not always Bigfoot or the Loch Ness Monster. Cryptids are simply animals that haven’t been discovered yet…”

He gestured to the screen, which displayed a bright green lizard with golden flecks.

“Like the Varanus bitatawa here, the golden spotted monitor, recently discovered in the Philippines. A six-foot lizard, already well known to locals, but just discovered by scientists.”

The screen flashed to a black-and-white photo of a fisherman holding aloft a prehistoric fish.

“Cryptids can be animals that have made a reappearance, like the coelacanth here, rediscovered in 1938 off the coast of South Africa when an ordinary angler caught it.”

A mountain lion superimposed on a map of the northern United States appeared.

“Cryptids can be animals way outside of their normal range. Like the unfortunate mountain lion from North Dakota who went on a walkabout only to get struck and killed by a car…in Connecticut.”

He looked at Lindsay and raised an eyebrow.

She smirked.

“Cryptids live where the unreal meets the real. Where science shines a light into the dark corners of legend. Where folklore becomes fact. You want to know what I think the Beast of Gévaudan truly was? I don’t care. Sure, part of me desperately wants to know its true identity, but a larger part of me, the more romantic part, desperately does not. Our civilization has the ability to explore the deepest ocean trenches now. We can travel to the stars and back. With our ever-evolving technology, pushing farther and farther toward our frontiers is becoming easier and easier. And as we do, we will continue to have a rash of discoveries. Until we won’t. They’ll slow to a trickle, then dry up completely. Every legend will have been classified and categorized, demystified and defanged. The best we’ll be able to hope for…is a zoo.”

The crowd groaned. He held up his hands. “Cheap shot, sorry. We share the same mission. Conservancy. But I’m an amateur. A dilettante. Hell, other cryptozoologists don’t even like me, but I ask you this: What brought you into this business? What sparked your imagination as a child? Did you hide under the covers as a kid, flashlight in hand, reading about the ‘leadership of winter mixed-species flocks’ in the International Journal of Zoology? Or was it closer to this?”

The next slide was a painting of an enormous squid attacking a barque, its gigantic eyes staring wide, its tentacles curling around the masts up to the topsails.

“I’m not preaching ignorance here.”

Next, a picture of another giant squid wrapped around Jules Verne’s Nautilus.

“It’s your business to know everything, and Lord knows, I support it.”

A black-and-white photograph of a group of men standing on a beach, surrounding the remains of a giant squid. Its mantle was the size of a man.

“I know I’m preaching to the choir here, but in our relentless drive forward, I’m saying sometimes a little mystery, a little romance, is good. It may just inspire the next great conservationist. Or at the very least, the next amateur cryptozoologist. For those of you not swayed by my presentation or dazzled by my charm, I’ll leave you with one last clip.”

The screen turned black and a video came on. The footage came from a fishing boat. Excited Japanese voices shouted over one another in the background as a massive red shape could be seen undulating next to the boat, just below the surface. Tentacles coiled around the cable hauling it to the surface. A giant squid, alive, captured on video.

“After the initial thrill of seeing this for the first time, do you want to know what I thought?”

He tapped his pointer a final time and the giant screen went black.

“I thought ‘one less sea monster.’ ”

The crowd applauded. After he shook hands with the excited docents, Severance found Lindsay by the doors.

“Lindsay Clark, I knew you couldn’t stay away.”

“You make the most persuasive case for pseudoscience I’ve ever heard, Richard.”

“If you only had an imagination, you’d be unstoppable.”

“If you only had scientific rigor, you’d be a real zoologist.”

He smiled. “Backhanded compliments I can take, but don’t call my rigor into question.”

“Simmer down. I actually stopped by on business. I was at a community meeting in Arlington last night where someone reported a mountain lion attacking his dog.”

“Arlington, Virginia?”

“I went to the site—fur, prints—it’s the real deal. Puma concolor. And big.”

“That’s fun.”

“I don’t think fun is the word. It snapped a full-grown greyhound’s neck in a resident’s backyard and nearly came back for seconds on the guy.”

“No, that’s really fun. Why are you telling me?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I figured this might be another anecdote to spice up your campfire stories.”

“Is the institution getting involved?”

“Arlington hasn’t officially approached the Smithsonian yet, and knowing who is involved, I doubt they will. I’m on my way to talk to Curator Bankbridge.”

“Well, all this is very fascinating. You and I should buckle down immediately over lunch and a few cocktails and discuss your…kitty.”

“I don’t like empty calories.” She turned to walk away.

“Hey,” he called after her.

She awaited his next innuendo with a smirk.

“Sample?”

“Of course.”

“May I?”

She dug into her shoulder bag and handed over a clear plastic bag filled with tufts of hair.

He studied it and frowned at her. “Lindsay, if I had feelings, they’d be hurt right now. You think I don’t know a hoax when I see one?”

He tossed it back to her.

“Nice try, Clark.”

“What are you talking about?” She held the bag up to the light. Even jumbled together, there appeared to be two distinct fur samples, one shorter and flat, the other longer and coarser. They were both darker than mountain lion fur, darker than Ben’s description of his greyhound too.

“Wait, this is a mistake.”

“Yes, yours.” He turned on his heel.

“Richard!” she called after him, then quieter, said, “I wouldn’t do that to you.”

He stopped and sighed. “Was it dark? Were there cocktails involved?”

“Come on, I know Puma concolor fur when I see it, and Puma concolor was in here last night.”

“Then someone is pranking you.”

“No one even knows about this.”

“I’d keep it that way. You’d hate to look like a pseudoscientist.”

“Why would someone do that?” she said, more to herself.

“Welcome to my world.”

“Someone switching out my mountain lion sample and replacing it with two different fur samples? That’s ridiculous.”

“More ridiculous than you being wrong, certainly.”

“It was Puma concolor, I swear.”

“Very fascinating, but I wouldn’t ask Bankbridge to commit zoo resources—and by extension my resources—until you get your ducks in a row.” He did an about-face and strolled back down the corridor. “Or in this case, your otters.”

“What?”

“Your sample. It’s not two animals, it’s one. Enhydra lutris.”

“Sea otter?”

“The longer hairs are the guard hairs, the shorter are the underfur.”

“You can tell that just by looking?”

“That’s me at half rigor. Au revoir.”


Chapter 10

FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 14

It was already dark when Ben pulled into his driveway after work and saw the rear half of his house awash in blue police lights. That would be impossible, he thought, unless cruisers had driven right into his backyard. He turned off his car and sat for a moment, regarding the lights, then Madeleine’s house. He had more to contend with than rats and bobcats now.

That morning, he had left Madeleine’s for home, locked all the doors and windows, and spent an hour in the shower, scrubbing the filth off him. Even in his cubicle, hours later, he was convinced he could smell animal urine, no longer certain if it was in his nostrils or just his mind. Should he call the police, he wondered? If that half-ass witch was telling the truth and truly was Madeleine’s mother, she had more of a right to be there than he did, which was no right at all. It took effort, but he tried to look at things from her perspective—crazy, certainly, but grieving. Would he have reacted the same way if someone came into his house uninvited? Then he thought of the state of the house, and his disgust for someone capable of staying there overrode his tenuous empathy. In the light of day, it seemed so unreal, but that morning in the predawn, he had feared for his life. And now it was dark again.

He got out of the car and walked into the backyard. He scanned the lawn and the corners as he approached the fence between his house and Hazel’s behind him. If there were any lingering animals, he figured the commotion would have scared them away. Several police cars were parked on the street behind his, and one still had its lights on. He was about to call Hazel from his cellphone when he saw an officer exit the back door, lean forward, and put her hands on the tops of her thighs. It was Cushing. He watched her take deep breaths for a few moments, then called out.

“Is Hazel okay?”

She shot up.

“I didn’t see you.”

“What’s going on?”

She walked to the fence. By the time she reached it, she had collected herself.

“Were you friends with Ms. Bennett?”

“I’d say more like allies.”

“Allies?”

Ben jerked his thumb toward Madeleine’s house. “Is she okay?”

“No,” she said, looking back at the house. “She’s definitely not okay.”

“Oh.” Both were quiet for a minute. “That’s really sad. I just saw her last night too. What happened exactly?”

“That’s what we’re trying to determine. What time was it that you saw her?”

“Around eight or eight thirty. At the Community House on South Buchanan.”

Officer Cushing removed her notepad again. “Did she have anyone who would want to see her hurt?”

“Enemies? Jesus, it wasn’t a heart attack?”

“Please answer the question.”

“I would say she probably considered a lot of people enemies. I don’t know how many people considered her one though. Or considered her at all.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“She was the neighborhood’s prickly old lady. The kind who always had something to say about your grass being too tall or where you parked your car. You know, ‘get off my lawn’ and all that.”

“Did you ever have any run-ins with her?”

“I suppose that’s the single benefit of living next door to Little Shop of Horrors over there. Hazel and I had a common enemy. Hence, allies. So it was foul play?”

“We’re trying to figure that out.”

“Something shook you up. Just tell me.”

“ ‘Shook me up’?”

“Should I say you look like hell?”

She turned. “Have a good evening, Mr. McKelvie.”

“Come on, I’m going to find out anyway.”

“I’m sure you will, sir.”

She was almost at the house.

He called after her. “Hey, can you at least tell me if it’s something the rest of us should worry about?”

She paused on the back step, and for a moment Ben thought she would answer, then she disappeared inside.

—

“The rats, partner. Rats.”

Ben and Jim sat in the Lost Dog Cafe on Columbia Pike an hour later. The walls were adorned with crude paintings of anthropomorphized dogs wearing suits, eating pizza, and shooting pool. Ben noticed the other diners looking at their table.

“You’re using the R-word in a crowded restaurant,” said Ben.

“Listen. Lisa said her paramedic friend said he had never seen anything like it in his life. They went to town on her, partner. Hundreds and hundreds of bites, chewed down to the bone.” Jim lifted a folded slice to his mouth. “There was barely anything left of her. Half the cops blew chunks, the other half came by just to see it.”

Ben pushed his pizza away.

“How is that even possible?” he asked. “It’s not like she was dead a week. We just saw her last night. So, what, she had a heart attack or fell and hit her head, then the rats did that in less than a day? Something’s weird.”

“I guess the moral of the story is ‘don’t die.’ ”

“I could understand if it was a while. The smell might attract…”

“Yeah, yeah. What I want to know is how it went with that zoo lady?” Jim raised his eyebrows twice in quick succession.

Ben told him of his talk with Lindsay and his rescue mission for the cat. By the time he finished recounting his standoff with the woman in the basement, Jim was frozen with his slice halfway to his mouth. He stared at Ben, astonished, until the cheese slid off his pizza.

“Did you call the cops?”

“I was debating it.”

“Debating it? Someone throws you down a flight of stairs—”

“She didn’t throw me…”

“—then pulls a knife on you, and you don’t even call the cops? You didn’t even need to use the phone, all you had to do was lean over the fence!”

“She had a claim to be there. I didn’t. Technically, I was breaking and entering. Well, the door was unlocked, so…entering.”

“How do you know she was her mother? She could be anyone.”

“I didn’t ask her for ID.”

“Call the cops, Ben.”

“They have their hands full.”

“There’s more than one of them. You pay taxes.”

“I only ever see one and I don’t think I’m her favorite citizen right now.”

“Who?”

“An officer named Cushing.”

“Cushing? She’s a friend of Lisa’s,” said Jim, grinning. His eyebrows danced again. “She’s nice.”

“She is nice, if today is opposite day.”

“Cute though.”

“So are mountain lions in the right light. When I called about mine she was less than pleasant. And again today. Now you want I should call about some crazy witch-looking woman on the same day rats chew my neighbor to pieces? I’m starting to sound like the boy who cried wolf.”

“Bullshit.” He pointed at Ben. “You are the wolf. We’re the Big Bad Wolves, remember? So get mad. Huff and puff, man.”

Ben looked up at the wall where a dog wearing sunglasses drove into the sunset. “That’s not something you need to worry about.”

“You couldn’t have at least brought some rat poison inside the house with you?”

Ben shrugged. “I admit it was not a well-thought-out operation.”

“What are you doing tomorrow night?”

“I don’t know. Watching the Discovery Channel. Rat-proofing. The usual.”

“Jesus Christ, you’re sad. Come out. Lisa has some birthday party in Shirlington for one of her nurse friends. There’s going to be lots of caring, idealistic young ladies there.”

Ben shifted in his seat. “I don’t know, man. I’m not really up for that now.”

“Sack up. You’ve been saying that for months. If you’re not at Busboys and Poets at seven o’clock, I will revoke your testicles. Fuck it, I’ll even drive you.”

Ben sighed. “Fine. Can I eat now?”

“ ‘Watching the Discovery Channel’ is code for Internet porn, isn’t it?”

“I said I’ll go.”

—

Ben opened the door and his security system beeped in incessant greeting until he punched in the code. It had been a concession to Rachel, who insisted on installing one after finding Madeleine in their driveway one afternoon, on all fours, scrubbing. When Rachel tried to drive up, Madeleine blocked the driveway and started yelling at the car. “I’m scrubbing the poop, but what do you want me to do, cut down the trees?” The crazed woman stood her ground and Rachel put the car in reverse, drove around the block, and called Ben from her cell. He was ready for a confrontation by the time he reached home from work, but Madeleine had pulled her garden hose into his yard and was spraying soapsuds from the driveway. She was all smiles.

“I know there’s been some problems with the birds…I’m really sorry…I’m scrubbing the poop.”

“You don’t have to scrub our driveway.”

“I think the sparrows like that tree right here and…”

“Madeleine.”

“…there’s this telephone line too, runs right over your driveway, and the sparrows like to sit there in the mornings and I think—”

“It’s not the fucking sparrows!”

Her eyes stopped darting and she looked at him for the first time.

“Look at my house.” He gestured to the side of the house facing hers, speckled with bird droppings. “Look at my car. Look around your house. It’s the fucking pigeons!”

“Really?”

“You heap mounds of birdseed onto your porch, which draws the pigeons, which in turn draws the rats. I can’t believe I actually have to verbalize this, but stop scrubbing my driveway and stop feeding the fucking rats, the ones with and without wings. Just stop!”

Madeleine looked perplexed, not upset, as she dragged her hose home.

Ben pushed the memory aside. It had been a long, bizarre day and he had spent enough time thinking about that woman, her house, or her crazy witch mother. And now poor Hazel…He just wanted to turn off his brain. He thought of falling onto the couch and turning on the television, but he went into the basement instead. The few months they lived together, Rachel had taken over the bedroom closet and the upstairs bathroom, so he had made the basement his own. Even after she left, the bulk of his stuff remained subterranean. He passed the bookshelf containing old detective stories, a jar for coins, and one shelf reserved as a shrine to his father. He paused for a moment and looked at the framed photographs—black-and-white pictures from when his father was a kid, in uniform by his first patrol car, modern pictures with his hair gray and a paunch. He looked healthy, robust. Ben’s eyes drifted over the miscellaneous items. The silver nameplate his dad wore over his breast pocket while on the job. The copper badge he had worn over the other. The pewter urn. Ben continued to the bathroom.

Even though he had scrubbed himself pink that morning, after hearing about Hazel, he decided on another shower. Despite his attempts not to think about her, the memory of Madeleine in his driveway returned. She had freaked Rachel out that afternoon, and he had been pissed at the time—about that, about the state of the house, his crumbling relationship, his father’s passing—but he wondered if he could have handled it differently. Not at the time, he thought. But now? Had they not had things in common? He knew what it was like to lose parents. He pushed the thought aside. No, he was not wrong, he thought. How could he be wrong? In his defense, Exhibit A was Bucky, Exhibit B was poor Hazel. The more he thought about it, the more he wanted to find Madeleine’s grave and yell at her some more.

He dried off, put on some gym clothes, and walked upstairs. From the kitchen, he looked through the window at Madeleine’s house. No lights were on except for the perpetual Halloween glow of the front porch lantern. No one pays attention to the scary things after Halloween, he thought out of the blue. He wondered if kids in the neighborhood would play hopscotch and sing songs about her house one day. They should. Call the cops, Jim had told him. But it had been a long day. Instead, he dumped a can of tuna into a bowl and filled another with water and carried them to the back door.

He scanned the yard for movement.

“Hey, cat!”

The wind whipped the leaves in the backyard and chilled him. The cat did not come.

“Here, kitty kitty,” he called, softer, then set the bowls down and went back inside.


Chapter 11

SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 15

Jim was true to his word. The bar at Busboys and Poets was lined with drunk nurses. The place was a bizarre hybrid of restaurant and bookstore, with one section for a bar and another, larger performance space for poetry readings and events. As the night progressed, the thoughtful hipsters were steadily drowned out by the nurses, who carried on as if it was a bachelorette party. Ben and Jim sat at the corner of the bar, with Jim facing the revelers and Ben doing his best to keep his back to them. A drunk nurse bumped him.

Ben made a face.

“That’s good,” said Jim. “Chicks dig assholes.”

“Asshole?”

“Fine, aloof. You like aloof better? It won’t kill you to talk to someone.”

“I’m talking to you.”

“You’re fucking hopeless.” Suddenly, his face brightened. He straightened in his chair and waved someone over.

Ben looked absently toward the door to see Officer Cushing approaching.

He spun on Jim. “You motherfucker.”

“Who, me? This is a public place in a free country.”

“You knew she was going to be here,” he said, seething. “You set me up.”

“Technically it was Lisa’s idea, but I am enjoying this thoroughly. Stacy!”

To her credit, she did not break stride when she spotted him. She looked momentarily startled, but she had a strong chin that did not dip for an instant. With her chestnut hair down and makeup on, and out of her police uniform, she had a nice figure, Ben noticed. And no longer suppressed by a bulletproof vest, she was a little buxom even. She looked very stylish in a short leather jacket and heels. She gave Jim a hug and a kiss, keeping her eyes on Ben the whole time as if he might try to steal her purse. Just then, Lisa came up. Both women made a high-pitched noise and hugged. Ben mouthed “motherfucker” to Jim, who was beaming.

Lisa looked at Ben. “So, Jim tells me you two have met before?”

“That we did,” said Ben.

“I almost arrested him,” said Cushing. Everyone but Ben laughed.

“Jim, will you help me with something?” said Lisa, and then they were gone, leaving Ben alone at the bar with Cushing.

As soon as Jim and Lisa were gone, he expected the officer to bolt. Instead, she sat down and flagged the bartender over. Ben stared at the bar top. “I smell a setup.”

“Well, I don’t smell piss. That’s an improvement, I guess.”

Despite himself, Ben smiled.

“Look, I’m…you didn’t catch me at my best. I just watched something kill my dog. I apologize if I came across—”

“Like an asshole.”

Ben gritted his teeth. “Yes.”

“I suppose I’d be a little fucked-up too.”

“Thanks.” He held out his hand. “Ben.”

“Stacy.”

“No offense, Stacy, but I still intend to get even with Jim and Lisa.”

“Hear, hear.” She grinned and raised her glass. “I’m going to add their car to the Stolen Vehicle Database.”

—

They talked for two hours, until the nurses left. When she said she had an early shift in the morning, he was drunk enough to follow her outside. He felt good, better than he had for as long as he could remember. He would still yell at Jim and Lisa, though, even if their intentions were pure.

“You okay to drive, good citizen?” she asked.

Ben smiled. “Jim and Lisa drove. I fully intend to make the short ride as painful as possible.”

“Even though I’m fucking awesome?”

“Even so.” Ben nodded, smiling. “It’s the principle of it.”

“Don’t be too clever, Mr. McKelvie.” She smiled, then crossed the street.

“Can I call you?” he called after her.

She spun on him with imaginary pistols in both hands, like a gunslinger. “Just dial 911.”

Ben laughed. Well, then, he thought.


Chapter 12

SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 16

Ben awoke to a piercing scream in his ear. He bolted upright and looked around his bedroom. Dark. He whipped his head around to find the alarm clock: 4:20 A.M. It was impossible to think with the deafening, relentless blaring, but his first conscious thought was that the repeater for the burglar alarm was in his bedroom closet. He leapt out of bed.

His second thought was to grab a weapon. He kept a baseball bat on the other side of the nightstand, in the corner. He grabbed it and stepped out of the bedroom in a crouch. From the landing at the top of the stairs, he could see into the empty guest room and down the dark staircase to the first floor. He turned on the hall light. Part of him wanted to beat an intruder to a pulp, but he thought it much more prudent to give a burglar every opportunity to get out of the house. Anyone not fleeing from the cacophony was not someone he wanted to meet. When he reached the main floor, he rushed to the front door and punched in the code. Immediately, blessedly, the blaring ceased, revealing a much softer ringing beneath it. The phone. He picked it up. It was the security company calling.

“Mr. McKelvie, this is Security Solutions; your alarm has been tripped. Is everything okay?”

He cradled the phone between his face and shoulder to keep both hands on the bat. “I don’t know.”

“The police have already been dispatched.”

“Thanks.” He hung up.

He moved to the back of the house, clutching the bat and turning on all of the lights ahead of him. The kitchen was empty. The sunroom beyond the kitchen was empty too, its door to the backyard closed. He looked closer. It was still locked as well. Someone could have closed a door behind them fleeing, but they could not have locked it.

That left the basement.

“Shit,” he whispered.

Unlike Madeleine’s unfinished basement, which had one large expanse that ran from one end of the foundation to the other, Ben’s had been partitioned into a landing and a room that doubled as another bedroom. The bedroom was blocked by double doors. These were closed, but Ben felt a draft coming from underneath. The light switch to that room was behind those doors. He tightened his grip on the bat and threw them open.

He was met by a pair of glowing eyes, low to the ground. Ben’s heart burned with fright. He took a step back and raised the bat. The eyes regarded him with languid ambivalence. He felt the cold wind on his skin.

From the light coming in from the landing, the shape around the glowing eyes slowly revealed itself. Ben inched forward and inched forward and found the light switch. It was the cat. That it was not the cougar did nothing to calm him since the animal sat in the middle of chaos. At the far end of the room, the window had been forced open. November wind swept through the room, ruffling scattered papers that had been blown from the nearby desk. Even the heavier items from the desk—his laptop, books, paperweights—had been swept to the floor. Muddy prints, reaching as far as the bookshelf, marked the floor in haphazard patterns, as if their owner had been dancing. More books had been knocked off the bookshelf. Instinctively, Ben looked to his father’s shrine. The badge and the pictures remained undisturbed.

In the midst of the mess, the cat, its fur matted and dirty, looked at Ben with an eerie calm.

Ben remembered the installer had told him there was a forty-five-second grace period between the security system being tripped and the alarm erupting in full. At first glance, it looked like the intruder made it as far as the bookshelf and the shrine before the ringing began, scaring the hell out of him. Ben looked more closely at the prints then and wished it had been a him. They were not human, but animal. And familiar. He looked hopefully at the cat’s paws, knowing no domestic cat could do all of this, but its paws were smaller. Far smaller.

“Drop the bat now!”

Framed in the large window well were two police officers pointing guns at his chest. Ben dropped the bat and raised his hands. The cat fled from the basement and up the stairs.

“I live here!” As the police dropped into the well and came through the window, he realized he was half-naked and wild-eyed. If Cushing had thought he looked crazy the last time the Arlington County Police Department paid him a visit, then he must look like an utter lunatic now. His wallet containing his driver’s license lay on the carpet, knocked off the desk, but he opted against making any sudden moves. “I’m Ben McKelvie; this is my house. My wallet is on the floor there.”

The first officer removed the license, looked it over, then at Ben. He was bald and imposing and his name tag read WATTS.

“Sorry, sir. Are you okay?”

“No apologies necessary. I’m fine. The alarm woke me. I came down to the main floor, saw no one, then came down here to find…all this.”

“Did you encounter anyone?”

“No, sir.”

“You can put your hands down now.”

“Oh, right.”

As the other officer spoke softly into the small, shoulder microphone that ran to the radio on his belt, Watts said, “We need to clear the house, just the same.”

“Of course. Just let me put on some clothes.”

The officer sniffed and made a face. “Is that cat piss?”

“Probably.”

Ben grabbed the bathrobe hanging on the back of the bathroom door and followed Watts around the house as they checked closets and under beds. When they found nothing on the top two floors, Ben put on coffee while the cops returned to the basement to wait for the detective.

Ben brought down two mugs. The cops stood over the muddy prints.

“So a burglar brought a dog along?” asked the other officer. His name tag read MALEEV.

“Was anything taken?” asked Watts.

Ben shook his head.

“Wonder what kind of dog,” Maleev asked no one in particular.

“Greyhound,” said Ben.

The detective arrived thirty minutes later, a man a few years older than Ben and named Brubaker. He processed the scene. He took pictures of the room, the window, and the muddy prints. Inside and outside of the house, he scoured for DNA evidence—blood, saliva, cigarette butts—but Ben knew he would not find anything. As time wore on and nothing turned up but animal hair, the detective performed a quick dusting of the area, though Ben got the impression it was more to put on a show than because he was expecting to find something.

When Brubaker finished, he jotted down some notes. He looked at the muddy carpet with Ben. The officers had left.

“They said you think these are greyhound tracks.”

“I had one. I’ve seen enough of them to know.”

“How would a dog force a window?”

Ben shrugged.

Both men stared at the tracks for a while and said nothing. Finally, the detective looked at Ben.

“It seems like someone is trying to get our attention.”

“Sorry?”

The detective stared at Ben. His gaze was not unkind. Calm but steady.

“You mean me?” Ben laughed bitterly. “Okay.”

“Someone forcing your window open then shoving a dog into your basement seems like a pretty bizarre prank, Mr. McKelvie. Just trying to suss everything out.”

“Last week, a mountain lion killed my dog in my own backyard. Two days ago, my neighbor drops dead. No idea why. And tonight, my house gets broken into. Fuck, yeah, I’m looking for some attention.” Ben walked over to his father’s shrine and held his father’s badge in front of the detective. “But I swear on this, I am one hundred percent not shitting you that someone broke into my home.”

Ben told him about the squatter at Madeleine’s who claimed to be her mother. He left out the parts where he trespassed and squared off with her in the basement. The detective jotted down Ben’s abridged story and said he’d check it out. Finally, he finished his notes and looked around the room.

“Well, I’ll fill out my report. Not too proud to admit I’m not entirely sure what to make of it though.”

“Humility I can deal with.”

“Good to know. Do you have somewhere else you can stay? Someplace you might feel more comfortable?”

“Just check on that squatter.”

He nodded at the badge still in Ben’s hand. “Keep your valuables close to you.”

The sun was coming up when he ascended from the basement to show the detective out. Ben had had several cups of coffee, but the adrenaline had worn off, and in the morning light, he thought he might have a decent shot at some more sleep. He walked upstairs to his bedroom to find that someone else had had the same idea. The cat, dirty and matted, was sprawled on his bed, sleeping soundly. His sheets were also covered with muddy prints, but these were from the Maine coon, as it circumnavigated his bed to find the optimal spot. The cat’s ear twitched.

If only this thing could talk, he thought.

Ben went to the bathroom and filled the tub.

“If I’m not sleeping, no one is sleeping,” he said. “And if you’re hanging out, you’re taking a bath.”


Chapter 13

SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 16

Ben sounded as if he had forgotten when she called him Sunday morning. He had promised to show her around the woods near Four Mile Run, but he was distracted and yelling at something in the background.

“Maybe we should do this some other time.”

“Oh no, a deal’s a deal. I’m just negotiating with a temporary guest.”

When she went to his house, ready for the day in a windbreaker, jeans, and boots, with a backpack slung over her shoulder, he looked as if he had a hangover, but he was similarly dressed and ready for their hike. He had even packed snacks.

“Come down to the basement, there’s something I want to show you first.”

He must have noticed a cloud of hesitation pass over her face.

“I’m the only thing in this neighborhood that doesn’t bite.”

Downstairs, Lindsay was perplexed by the footprints.

“They’re greyhound, right?”

“I think so. I work with cats, but yeah, these look like canine prints.”

As they talked, the cat sauntered into the room. It was light brown with black rings and even streaks of white. Unfortunately, it was missing patches of fur, revealing some scabs that were healing poorly. Lindsay lit up and dropped to her knees. The cat trotted over to her, purring.

“You should have seen it before the bath. I thought it was one color,” said Ben. “Turns out it was just filthy.”

“I have a balm I can bring you for these rough spots.”

“How about I bring you the cat instead?”

“Nice try. What’s his name?”

“I don’t know and I don’t want to know. He’s not staying.”

Lindsay stuck out her lower lip in a pout. “Don’t listen to him, he’s mean,” she said to the cat. “How did you get him out?”

“That is a tale. I’ll tell you on the trail.”

It was a mild day for November, clear skies and sunny. If not for the leaves on the ground and their rich colors on the trees, it could have passed for spring. Lindsay followed Ben as he retraced his chase of the mountain lion once more through the yards of his neighborhood until they reached the spot where it had disappeared into the trees. To anyone watching, she thought, they looked like a man and a woman out for a hike, but to anyone listening, it would have been disturbing. Along the way, he told her about his rescue of the cat and the crazy woman who stood in his way. He told her about Hazel and the rats, and finally about the break-in. Before they entered the leafy shade of the woods, Ben reached for her arm.

“Wait. Shouldn’t we have weapons or something?”

“A cat like this would only need to kill one large ungulate every two weeks. It’s only been a week since its last kill. And that’s just the one we know about. Plus, believe it or not, they’re shy animals. It’s off hiding somewhere. We should be fine.”

“Should be.”

“Unless it’s a mother with cubs.”

“Fantastic.”

“But…one mountain lion being here would be strange enough, so I doubt we’re dealing with a mother. I just want to poke around, see if I can find any kill spots or a den. I’ll even settle for scat. Something to take back to the curator.”

“What happened to the hair samples?”

Lindsay looked into the woods. “Inconclusive.” She looked back at him. “Look, I understand if you don’t want to take me any farther. I’ll be fine, really.”

“You’re out of your mind.”

“You know, I do this for a living.”

“A zoo is a controlled environment.”

“Not always.”

“I’ll just carry a big stick.”

They trudged through the woods, fallen leaves crunching beneath their boots. Ben led her to a deep valley with a small stream running through it. Charming Arlington homes lined the edge of the high ridge above the valley floor. Yet, if she momentarily ignored her peripheral vision, it was as if they were in a deep forest valley. Well suited to a big cat, she thought, though she saw no obvious signs. The stream was a tributary that led to Four Mile Run; where the two met, Ben and Lindsay turned north and hiked along the trail. In a quarter mile, they came upon Sparrow Pond, a small wetland.

“This thing is loaded with turtles in the summer,” said Ben. “I used to bike here a lot.”

“Not anymore?”

He shrugged.

“What do you do for fun?” she asked.

Ben looked serious for a minute. “I don’t remember. What about you? You’re all geared up. You must be pretty outdoorsy.”

“I work. A lot. When I’m not working, the zoo has these conservation campouts where some of us take families to tour the Smithsonian Conservation Biology Institute in Front Royal. It’s in the mountains. We camp, cook out under the stars. It’s nice.”

“That’s still work-related. What do you do for fun fun?”

“That is fun fun.”

“You know what I mean. What do you do for you?”

She paused for a moment, considering whether or not to tell him. Finally, she said, “I do like fencing.”

“Fencing?” he said. “Get the fuck out.”

She stared straight ahead, wishing she had kept quiet. She felt his eyes on her and turned red. “Seriously?” he asked, laughing.

“What’s wrong with fencing?”

“Wrong? I think it’s the greatest thing I’ve ever heard.”

She pushed herself off the railing overlooking the pond and marched back to the trail. “Okay, jackass.”

“Wait!” he called after her. When she kept walking, he yelled, “The Mark of Zorro!”

She turned around slowly, still scowling.

“Tyrone Power and Basil Rathbone—best duel ever committed to film. I own it.” He jabbed at the air with his walking stick. “I still watch The Princess Bride every time it’s on, just for the swordfights. Are you any good?”

She eyed him with less suspicion. “I aspire to fair. It’s not like in the movies. Not if you’re doing it right anyway.”

“I’ve always wanted to learn how to fence.”

“Why don’t you?”

He shrugged again. “No time.” It was his turn to stare out at the wetland. “No, that’s a cop-out. I have time. It was just something I always wanted to do but thought it wasn’t right for me. Or, more accurately, I wasn’t right for it. Not graceful enough.” He looked at the walking stick in his hand and tried a smile. “More suited to carrying a club, I guess.”

She thought of her last opponent. “You’d fit right in.”

They continued north at a leisurely pace. When they saw beaten paths into the woods, they veered off the paved trail looking for signs, but found none. They stopped where Wilson Boulevard crossed over the trail. Lindsay turned around, but Ben said, “Come on, I want to show you something.”

They crossed the street and entered a sprawling park, bordered by the stream to the left, but on the right, the land lifted up into a broad rose garden. In the distance were a small playground and a tree garden.

“It’s called Bon Air Memorial Rose Garden. In the spring and summer, the roses are every color—red, pink, orange, yellow, purple, crazy hybrids—it’s really something.” He pointed to a section of the stream. “Fish, trout I think, actually spawn here. For a couple of days, fishermen will line the banks right there.”

“The stream is like five feet wide.”

“I didn’t say it was fair.”

There were a few families out and some Hispanic boys playing soccer on the large field between the playground and the stream. “This place is filled with families in the spring and summer. It’s nice. I haven’t been here in a while.”

“It’s beautiful,” she said.

He leaned in for a kiss. It was so unexpected, it landed before Lindsay could shove him away.

She wrenched back. “What the hell?”

“Sorry. I’m sorry.”

“That is not why I’m here.”

“Sorry. Seriously, I’m on zero sleep here…I just misread the signals.”

“There weren’t any signals! If anything, there were negative signals.”

“Okay, you made your point. Jesus. It’ll never happen again.”

“You know who makes a move like that in the woods? After they show you their basement? Serial killers, that’s who.”

“This isn’t the woods, it’s a park. With roses in it.”

“They’re not even in bloom!”

Ben stared at her for a moment, his brow furrowed and his mouth a hard line, but then he exploded into laughter. After a moment, Lindsay could not help but join him.

He put his hand over his eyes. “I’m really bad at this.”

“Next time, kiss the girl closer to the end of the hike so you don’t have to walk all the way back with the embarrassment hanging over your head. Idiot.”

“Where’s a cougar to carry me off when I need one?”

They laughed and headed south toward Ben’s house.

They decided to take a different trail on the way back. It ran parallel for a time next to the W&OD trail but sat at a lower elevation, on the other side of the stream and closer to it. They were nearing the point where the Sparrow Pond wetland was on the other side of the stream when the wind shifted and they smelled it.

“What is that?” asked Ben.

“Meat,” said Lindsay. “Come on.”

They stepped off the trail and continued south, close enough to peek down into the stream, scanning the banks and large rocks piled along Four Mile Run’s bottom and sides. They nearly missed it, but nestled among the large rocks was the mouth of a large drainpipe, adding its trickle to the stream. Directly above it, the smell was stronger.

Lindsay removed her backpack and retrieved a small penlight. She scrabbled down the side of the bank, clutching riprap and rocks until she was in front of the mouth. The smell was powerful here, putrid. She pulled her shirt over the bridge of her nose and lit the penlight. Nothing inside but sticks, tangle, and muck as far as the tiny lance of her light could penetrate. Beyond that, total darkness. Ben dropped down into the stream, losing his balance and soaking one boot. “Shit,” he said. He hopped from rock to rock until he drew alongside her.

Lindsay put her face into the pipe and yelled at the top of her lungs.

“What are you doing?” Ben asked her.

Then she picked up some stones and threw them deep into the pipe. Over the rushing of the water at their feet, they could hear the faint echo of stones pinging off the sides, then nothing.

“Give me a boost,” she said.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“It’s riparian,” she said, barely listening to Ben. She was too intrigued by what could be inside. She slung her backpack back on. “Zero thermal advantage. It’s not even dry…”

“Hey, snap out of it. You’re not going in there.”

“Something is in there, something big. It might be your dog.”

“As much as I’d love to stumble upon the grisly remains of my beloved pet, Bucky might not be the only thing that’s in there.”

“Mountain lions make their dens in dense vegetation, preferably a place that can maintain a cozy ambient temperature.”

“Maybe Garfield didn’t get the memo? What if someone screwed up his den and he relocated here?”

“Hello? The screaming, the stones?” She cupped her hand to her ear. “Nothing.”

“I can’t let you go in there.”

“ ‘Let me’?”

“I’m not going to let you crawl in there and get mauled.”

“Not when you can maul me in the rose park?”

He rolled his eyes. “Come on.”

“Are you going to give me a boost here or not?”

They stared at each other for a moment, then Ben relented, cupped his hands for her boot, and boosted her up to the entrance.

The pipe was large enough that she could crouch and make her way in without getting on her hands and knees. She turned around and flashed a wide, satisfied smile down to him.

“Don’t get eaten,” said Ben.

She pulled her shirt over her nose again and ventured inside. Within two steps, her smile vanished. The rot was sharp and overpowering in the close confines of the pipe, funneled right to her with no fresh air to dissipate it. It was all she could do not to throw up. She shone her light forward, hoping to find the source without getting much closer, but it was a small flashlight and the beam gave way to pitch black after ten feet.

She inched forward carefully, in a crouch, one hand pressing the shirt to her face, the other hand aiming the light forward. A small stream and a layer of slime ran along the bottom of the curved tunnel, and slipping would not help her situation. Whatever was causing the smell was upstream and the water was polluted. After advancing ten feet, Lindsay’s beam revealed a sharp turn ahead to the left. Where the tunnel veered out of sight, the water passed over a heap, bloated and half-hidden around the bend. Ben’s dog. Or maybe a deer. It wasn’t until she was nearly upon it that she realized it was wearing flannel.

She gasped into her shirt and staggered backward.

“You okay?”

She maintained her balance and fought the urge to vomit. She turned toward the gaping hole of daylight twenty feet back down the pipe to Ben.

“It’s a body!” she yelled into her shirt.

“What?”

“A bod—”

The attack flattened her. She saw the circle of daylight, then nothing. Utter black. It took her a moment to register what was happening, and when she tried to scream, her face was pressed into the rotten drain water.

Then came the thrashing. It was on top of her.

It wrenched her back and forth with blinding speed, rattling her brain in her skull and scrambling her thoughts. She had no time to be scared, and when coherent thoughts came, she fought to fit the fragments into context. Ambush from behind. Neck strike. Consistent with mountain lion. Ben was right. She wondered why the biting did not hurt more. The punctures, the teeth. She heard the animal growl then, low and frustrated, as it shook her into the sides of the drainpipe and back down into the water, and she remembered the backpack.

For a moment, it gave her hope. She fought to slip out of it then, but the animal slammed her into the walls and she could get no purchase on the slick surface beneath her. And the backpack was not tearing. It was not until she saw the blessed circle of daylight recede that she realized she was being pulled deeper into the throat of the tunnel and she panicked. Once around the bend, she would never see daylight again. She felt the other body against her leg and knew she was next.

She heard frantic splashing in front of her and saw Ben scrambling toward her on all fours. She reached out and grabbed his hand. He clutched her wrist with both hands and pulled, but he had no leverage in the muck. Now the beast pulled them both toward the elbow in the tunnel as a single unit, but with one arm held in Ben’s, Lindsay now had a fixed point in all of the thrashing, and she slipped her other arm from the pack. As her shoulder wrenched free, the shaking became less intense. She grabbed Ben’s wrist with her free hand then, and when she had a firm grip, she freed her other hand. The pack shook free, and as she was released from its grip Lindsay and Ben shot forward as if flung from a catapult. Behind them, they heard the animal tumble backward, ricocheting off the walls. Although she felt it more than she heard it, the pipe’s walls reverberated with the low, electric growl of the beast.

Shaken senseless, Lindsay was too dazed to get her bearings. She felt something tugging her again, this time Ben, yanking her by her belt and her arm. There was no up or down, left or right. There was only the blessed circle of light, getting bigger now. Still, there was twenty feet of muck separating her from the gaping circle of daylight, closer now, but an apex predator, disturbed in its den, was closer still. The low, frustrated growl became a high-pitched shriek and in the confines of the tunnel, it sounded like propeller blades drawing closer. She was on all fours now, mindless of the stench and the slime, scurrying like mad. She and Ben pushed and pulled each other the last few feet to the lip and spilled out into Four Mile Run.

Ben pulled her to her feet and shoved her across the stream, away from the pipe. She dashed up the opposite bank as he hurled rock after rock into the pipe, yelling obscenities. Finally, he was on the bank next to her and they clambered up the steep face of the valley until they emerged onto the higher W&OD trail, panting. With the stream and enough distance between them, they collapsed on the trail, chests heaving, keeping their eyes on the drainpipe’s mouth below. They were both caked with mud and slime and soaked through with rancid water, shaking violently. Ben turned to her. He looked like he had crawled out of a toilet.

When they caught their breath enough to stand again, they headed south.

“Thank you,” she said.

“I don’t want to hear another word about that fucking kiss.”

“Deal.”

—

Lindsay felt foolish in the Virginia Hospital Center emergency room, separated from the rest of the beds by a curtain, clutching a thin cloth gown to her chest as a nurse irrigated her back.

Lindsay had agreed to be taken to the emergency room only after she convinced Ben to let her shower first at his place and borrow some sweatpants and a sweatshirt. His phone had been smashed, and hers was still in the tunnel, probably worse off and waterlogged, so they could not call for a ride, let alone the police or the Arlington Department of Health. They had trudged through his neighborhood with the sun going down and the wind picking up, wet, shaking with cold, and caked in mud. Even after her piping-hot shower and a cup of emergency-room coffee, she was now half-naked, wet, and shivering all over again. The solution used to irrigate her wounds was shot at a high pressure, and it stung her raw back. What stung worse was her pride.

“You just have some minor lacerations, no puncture wounds,” said the nurse. “Pretty lucky, considering.”

Lindsay didn’t answer. She didn’t trust her own voice.

“I’m Lisa,” the nurse continued. “I’m a friend of Ben’s.”

Great, thought Lindsay.

“What were you guys doing out there?”

Lindsay cleared her throat. “Being incredibly stupid.”

“Well, I got that much.”

Lindsay smiled. “Cougar hunting.”

“Try the bars next time.”

Lisa turned for the door, but Lindsay cleared her throat and asked, “Could I maybe borrow your phone for a minute?”

The nurse smiled and removed a cellphone from the pocket of her scrubs.

Faith was in mid-laugh when she answered and said, “Who is this?”

“It’s me.”

“Who?”

“Lindsay.”

“Oh my God, Lindsay, I can barely hear you!” There was loud music in the background and what sounded like cheering. “Did you get a new number?”

“I’ll explain later. Can you meet me at—”

“You should totally meet us at Carpool! Everyone is here and Taylor is making us piss our pants.” At that, Lindsay heard an explosion of laughter in the background. She had never heard Taylor’s name before and had no idea who made up us.

“I can’t come out,” she said, pushing her voice as loud as it would go without quavering. “I’m in the emergency—”

“Babe, I so can’t hear you. Call you later, okay?”

The line went dead. Lindsay stared at the phone for a moment, then handed it back to the nurse.

“Bad connection,” said Lindsay.

“Right,” said Lisa, walking out of the room. She returned with a doctor, a woman who looked to be Lindsay’s age but regarded her patient over the chart and the rims of her eyeglasses as if Lindsay were a child. The doctor stitched a gash below her left shoulder and another above her right buttock, administered a rabies vaccine, then a tetanus vaccine for the filthy water the gashes had been exposed to. Finally, she prescribed some antibiotics that Lindsay would have to take several times a day, with strict instructions to watch the lacerated areas, and return immediately if there were any signs of infection. “And stay out of sewers,” she added. Lindsay agreed and got dressed.

Ben was waiting for her in the emergency room with a female police officer. It sounded like a heated conversation when she approached.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Just a couple of stitches. We can go.”

“Just a second,” said the officer. “I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

Ben had already given her the drainpipe’s location. The cat was probably long gone by now, escaped deeper into the tunnel and out through another exit, wherever that might be. Lindsay told the officer as much but reiterated that sending patrol officers around the pipe at night would probably not be a good idea. If the cat was still in there, he might be guarding his food. If he had not taken it with him.

“If that food is what you say it is, we can’t wait.” She looked at Ben. “Next time, leave this sort of thing to the professionals.”

Ben pointed at Lindsay. “She’s the National Zoo’s assistant curator for great cats. I had to go to the Smithsonian to get someone to take this seriously. And she found it. With a body. When the Arlington police are that professional, maybe I can stop carrying a baseball bat to take out the trash.”

Lindsay was impressed he remembered her exact title, but at the moment the last thing she felt was professional. She had paid her own way through Michigan State’s zoology program, working nights and volunteering as a docent on weekends, then again through Cornell for her master’s. After, she bounced from zoo to zoo, working her way up from a keeper to assistant curator at smaller zoos. After years of work and study at smaller regional zoos, she finally won the coveted assistant curatorship at the Smithsonian Institution’s National Zoo, only to let the very animal she specialized in get the jump on her in an uncontrolled environment. She thought it was sick, and therefore acting inconsistently and unpredictably, but that was no excuse. Today had been a disaster on every conceivable level. She had gotten cocky and it nearly killed her. With everything she knew, after everything she had seen, it had happened again. She knew she should be grateful that she was alive, but mostly, she felt humiliated.

In the car, Ben asked, “Are you sure you’re all right?”

“Why are you in a pissing contest with a cop?”

“She didn’t believe me.”

“I didn’t believe you until I saw the hair sample.”

“You weren’t a bitch about it.”

“Nice.”

Ben gave a wry smile. “In my defense, I was pretty agitated at the time.”

Ben drove north on George Mason and pulled into a twenty-four-hour pharmacy.

“Ben, I’m fine. Really. I can get the pills by myself.”

“I know you can, but I’m going to watch you fill the prescription,” he said, pointing to the chrome, Art Deco diner across the street, “then I’m going to watch you take it with some greasy diner food.”

She ordered a farmer’s omelet, he a burger and fries. Tired and deflated, she barely spoke as they waited for their food. Ben was quiet as well and stared out the window, his second cup of coffee nearly drained in front of him. As their food arrived, she found herself suddenly overwhelmed with gratitude. Tears welled in her eyes and the more she tried to stop them, the more they came.

Ben looked out the window.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Stop beating yourself up,” he said. “Trust me, it doesn’t do any good.”

Lindsay shook her head and gave her eyes a rough swipe. “Ah! All right, I’m done. The cat was probably going to be put down anyway, but because dumbass me let myself get attacked, it’s official. Some professional…” Her chin quivered as she struggled with the last words.

“When they put it down, I’m going to dig it up and shoot it again.”

“Ben, you do realize it’s my job to conserve these animals and not butcher them?” She looked out the window, but no matter how indignant Ben made her, she still felt selfish. Her mind kept returning to what Curator Bankbridge would say about this. She had doomed a cat—even one that very likely was a killer—and her reputation, and it was nobody’s fault but her own.

“And my job is an analyst for the Department of Defense.”

“Sounds utterly fascinating.”

“It’s excruciatingly dull. My point is, I’m a details guy.”

“So?”

“So this cat, this thing rather, is not a normal cat. And as much as your heart bleeds for it, it needs to be put down.”

“I’m sorry about your dog, but it’s the cat’s nature.”

“Look, I’m not such an asshole that I can’t recognize the…beauty of such an animal. I get it. All I do is watch Discovery Channel. I mean, a mountain lion in my backyard? Totally amazing. I can’t put my finger on it, but something was…off.”

“You were terrified.”

“No, I wasn’t.”

“Ben, it’s okay to be scared. It’s completely understandable.”

Ben slammed his coffee cup on the tabletop. The waitress ambled over to wipe up the mess and refill his cup. She gave him a dirty look and mumbled the word decaf as she walked away.

He rubbed his temples. “I’m not fearless. I’m not a tough guy. I was on…happy pills.”

“They’re not working.”

“I’m not on them anymore.”

“Reconsider.”

He waved her off. “Look, what I’m saying is they took the edge off of things. Leveled everything out. It was like I was there, but I was watching myself, one ‘me’ removed. I was shocked, stunned, speechless…all of it. But by the time I got scared, I was already chasing this thing that had my dog in its mouth. Finally, when I was out of breath and it doubled back, it could have ripped my throat out, but instead, it stopped just short. As close as you and I are right now. Watching me.”

“It’s bizarre behavior for sure, but we’re likely dealing with a dangerous—but most likely sick—animal.”

“It was more than that. It was…wrong.”

Lindsay leaned forward in their booth. “My family took me camping once when I was a little girl. All of us were in a tent, me, my parents…and I couldn’t sleep. Then I heard this rustling in the leaves outside. We’d been camping at this spot before, and I’d seen raccoons at night, so I didn’t think anything of it. Then I heard this low, heavy grunt and I knew it wasn’t a raccoon. I felt it. I slipped out of my sleeping bag, grabbed the flashlight, and pulled down the back flap of the tent. I shone my light out and ten yards behind the tent something settled on a mound. Then the mound itself moved and two eyes shone right back at me. I froze. It was a black bear. Now, black bears are generally harmless if you don’t corner them or mess with their cubs, but I was eight or so and let’s just say I didn’t have access to Wikipedia at the time. All I could do was turn off the light. I was terrified. Then I realized, I didn’t want to not know where the bear was, so I turned the flashlight back on. The bear actually settled down then, just took a rest in the leaves behind the tent, and watched the light. I tried to whisper to my parents, but no sound came out. After a while, it stood up with another grunt and ambled off, totally disinterested. It looked at me one last time, then disappeared over the ridgeline behind our tent. Even though I was scared, I felt like this creature was actually dismissing me.”

“No.” Ben shook his head. “I’m telling you, this was different.”

“It’s natural to anthropomorphize.”

“You weren’t there.”

“I was there today.”

He met her eyes over his coffee cup. “So was I.”

“Embarrassing as it is for me, it was acting in defense of its den. In other words, normally.”

“You said yourself it wasn’t a normal spot for a den.”

She sat back in the booth and sighed. She looked out the window, but felt him staring at her, waiting for a reply. Finally, she snatched the menu from the table. “You want dessert?”

—

Exhausted and full, they pulled into Ben’s driveway near midnight.

“You sure you’re okay to drive? You can crash on the couch.” He touched his heart and held his hand up.

She laughed. “I’ll be back in Georgetown in ten minutes.” She remembered his break-in and the prints in his basement then. “You want me to walk you in?”

Ben shook his head. “No girl has ever offered to walk me to my doorstep before.” A wry smile touched his lips. “No, I’m fine.”

They got out of the car, both of them looking around instinctively. When they each realized what the other was doing they laughed. Lindsay crossed the lawn toward her car and Ben headed toward the door. He called after her.

“Other than the horribly awkward kiss, the discovery of human remains, and the mountain lion attack, it was a pretty good day.”

“I thought we weren’t going to mention the kiss.”

He smiled. “Oh, I can mention it. You’re forbidden.”

Suddenly, she ran to him and threw her arms around him, squeezing him hard. “Thank you,” she said, then jogged back to the driver’s side of her car before he could hug her back.

She started the car and he tapped the window.

He gave her a kind smile and his brow, normally tense, relaxed. “Honestly,” he said, “I don’t remember the last time I spent all day outside. In the fresh air. Just because. And I want you to know: I’ll never pull that again.”

Lindsay laughed. “Asshole.”

“Take your pills.”

“You too. And you watch your back.”

There was no traffic at that hour and she crossed the Key Bridge in minutes and was parked at her building on N Street just after midnight. She let herself into her apartment and went to each room, turning on all of the lights, slipping off Ben’s clothes as she went. She thought that he was wrong. He may have saved my life, but he’s still wrong. An animal didn’t need to be special to lash out. She knew that well enough. She’d known it since Baltimore. And she should have known better today.

She wanted Faith. She wanted to fall asleep next to her, but she had no phone with which to call her or send a message. For a brief moment, she thought about driving over to her place, but she was bone tired now. And miserable.

She found some of her own pajamas, and crawled into bed with the lights still on. She turned on the television to take her mind off the drainpipe. Finally, the day began to slip away. She felt herself dozing off. As her eyelids drooped, her vision constricted. It resembled a receding circle of light, just out of reach. She felt herself being drawn deeper into that dark tunnel until she flailed in bed, jarring herself awake. She sobbed for a long time then, but afterward, near daybreak, fell into a dreamless sleep.


Chapter 14

MONDAY, NOVEMBER 17

It was after midnight by the time Lindsay left and Ben walked inside. He was welcomed with a noxious smell and a wet foot as soon as he passed through the doorway. That damn cat had pissed on the doorjamb.

“God damn it!”

He stormed into the kitchen and snatched some paper towels off the counter. As he rummaged under the sink for disinfectant, he detected, by smell, another puddle by the back door. After cleaning up both messes, he tromped up the stairs looking for the culprit. He found the cat sprawled on his bed again. The cat beheld him from the center of the bed with a regal air. It lifted its bushy tail and let it float back to the bed lazily.

“Like I need anything else to contend with today, you asshole. You want to take your chances outside?”

The cat curled into a tight ball, then unfurled itself in a giant stretch. It showed Ben its belly. Now that it was bathed, Ben had to admit the Maine coon was a handsome creature.

He sighed. Along with his breath, he expelled any anger or leftover adrenaline remaining from the long day. He kicked off his shoes and flopped onto the bed. The cat did not budge. Something sharp poked his thigh and he removed his father’s badge from his pocket.

“Some good luck charm.”

The cat meowed, loud and demanding. It continued to lie as if it had turned itself inside out. Ben relented and scratched its belly. The cat purred.

He looked over and thought of the rats invading Hazel’s house and what they had done to her. Having a cat might not be such a bad idea, he thought.

“The enemy of my enemy is my pet,” he said. “Just use the box next time, all right?”

The cat nudged his hand with its nose.

Ben stared at the ceiling, agitated. Too much coffee, he told himself, but he kept replaying the day over in his mind. The kiss. Horrifying. The attack. Slightly more horrifying. And his conversation with Lindsay in the diner. Was he attributing human motives to a wild animal? He had watched an apex predator take down a huge, muscular greyhound—his beloved companion—with no more trouble than Bucky himself had taken down a rabbit years before on Thanksgiving. Wasn’t that terrible enough without ascribing some malevolence or deeper meaning to it?

Before he realized what was happening, he felt his heart begin to pound. Faster, harder. It became difficult to breathe. He knew precisely what was happening, but he bolted upright in bed anyway, panicked.

“Again?” he gasped. “Seriously?”

The cat jumped off the bed and scurried beneath it. He bolted from the bed and threw open the window, letting the cool night air into his suddenly hot, claustrophobic bedroom. He tried to stop his mind from tumbling from one nightmare to the next, but he could not. It was as if his subconscious were on its hands and knees in front of a closet, reaching in and pulling terrible thoughts out like garments, only to fling them over its shoulder to plunge even deeper inside. The attacks. Bucky. Rachel. Dad. Nothing was too small or insignificant to be pulled out and examined. Even more mundane worries, by comparison, were dragged out and into the light, examined, then tossed aside to add to the mounting anxiety pile. A report due at work that he was woefully behind on. The mortgage he signed based on two incomes and that he now had to carry alone. Alone—how he would end up if he survived, because on top of all of his other problems, now he had to contend with panic attacks too. If he survived? Where the hell did that come from? he asked himself. It’s not like he was being hunted, he told himself. He had survived a brush with death and, like an idiot, he pressed his luck. End of story.

He consciously tried to throw up roadblocks to slow the runaway train that was his brain. He focused on his father, but even that had its drawbacks. “Big Ben” had battled cancer over the years without complaint. When he thought of his father’s resilience and grace in the face of it, it shamed him. I can’t even manage a breakup without happy pills and now I’m blowing a gasket. Big Ben had been a rock, and just thinking about him halted the spiral and he found himself leveling off. He left the window open and collapsed into bed again, letting the night air dry his skin. He thought of his father, and he thought of Bucky, and his mind wandered back to the rabbit. That day had been the first time he had truly seen Bucky for the powerful creature that he was, and the last time he had seen his father that way.

He had been in New Jersey, visiting Big Ben for Thanksgiving. It was the name everyone called him, which always amused Ben because his father was a short guy. This holiday, though, he seemed even smaller. It had been a couple of months after one of his father’s early surgeries. He had been split up the middle so the doctors could get at the cancer and his insides had been completely reconfigured, and it had been a long, painful recovery. But recover he did and by the holiday he was moving around well enough. Before dinner, they sat together on the back porch and watched Bucky run his figure eights in the yard. By accident, in his mad running, the greyhound had flushed a rabbit. It surprised the dog. The rabbit bolted, but Bucky, already in motion, overcame his own surprise quickly, banked, and overtook the smaller creature before it could dart under the fence to safety. Bucky pounced on top of it and shook it by the neck like a chew toy.

Ben and his father tumbled off the back porch, yelling. His father got there first. In that moment, Ben marveled: Bucky was not Bucky, the harmless, overgrown puppy. He was no longer even a racing dog. He was a wild animal. A perfect, streamlined predator, ninety pounds of fang and claw and pure, rippling muscle. The men’s shouting had startled Bucky off the rabbit for a moment, but his entire body quivered with bloodlust, and he started back to finish the job.

Without hesitation, Big Ben threw himself between this beast and the broken rabbit. He planted his feet and he flung his open hand over his head. In that moment, all of the sickness and the operations and the infections fell away. Ben stared at him in wonder. His father was restored. In a stance as powerful as any comic book superhero, his hand raised like an angry god’s. Zeus ready to hurl a thunderbolt.

Faced with an alpha, Bucky ducked his head. He whimpered, then cantered off to the side and away.

Now both of them are gone, Ben thought, picked off by predators. As much as he liked remembering his father that way, when he thought of that day, he thought of the rabbit too. Ben had corralled his dog and led him inside, and when he came back outside, his father was by the fence. He joined Big Ben and they stood over the rabbit, still alive and shaking with the pounding of its tiny heart. It was on its side, its neck broken. Its back legs twitched as if trying to right itself, its mouth opened wide in a silent scream, and then the light went out in its eyes.

Ben shot upright in bed. Its eyes.

The alarm clock on the bedside table read 2:45 A.M. He bolted out of bed and was halfway down the stairs before running back up and grabbing the flashlight from the drawer of the bedside table and the baseball bat propped against it. He pulled on some fresh jeans and his boots, zipped up a jacket, and with his torch and bat, stepped out his back door. The motion sensor detected his movement and bathed the backyard in thousands of lumens. He scanned his yard, then cast a quick glance toward the fence that bordered Madeleine’s. Was that woman still there, skulking around in the basement? In her strange garb, alone with the rats? When he satisfied himself that his own yard was empty, he moved toward the fence bordering Hazel’s property.

Once he was out of range of the motion detector, the lights turned off and the darkness rushed in again, but he was already through Hazel’s yard now, sweeping his beam from side to side. On the other side of her house, he crossed the street, continuing the route he had taken with Lindsay earlier that day and when pursuing the cat before that.

The neighborhood was as still as he had ever seen it. Streetlamps and front-porch lights burned, but they were isolated circles in an otherwise black landscape. He looked up at the sky. Yesterday had been a clear day, but low clouds raced overhead now, hiding the moon somewhere to the west. He crept through yards, careful not to make noise to alert his neighbors, or anything else, until he reached the yard where he had given up the chase only a week ago. He hopped over the final fence where he had, out of breath, cursed his dog’s killer that night. In the yard, he pointed his light at the last section of fence where the cat had leapt over with Bucky, then doubled back to menace him. Ben took a deep breath and turned off his flashlight.

Immediately, he heard a faint scratching behind him.

He whirled around, swinging his bat at the air and nearly dropping his light as he fumbled to turn it on. A fat possum waddled down the fence line, crossing the section he had just clambered over. When it could go no farther, it dropped into a pile of leaves.

“Relax, McKelvie,” he whispered to himself. “You’re not on the fucking moor.”

He tightened his grip on the bat and turned off his light again. The night plunged back into total darkness. He heard the rustling continue for a moment, then stop. As his eyes began to adjust, he caught the pale form of the possum disappear beneath a shed in a neighboring yard. There were no sounds then. No cars passing, no barking dogs. Just a light breeze through the trees.

He walked to the spot where the cat had stopped to size him up. He looked in every direction. The yard was bordered by trees, in deep shadow. No lights from the house. No streetlights. No lights at all.

Dread flooded him then like a dark tide.

Lindsay’s bear story had loosened it, but it was the rabbit. Just as Bucky had flushed it into the open, that memory of it had flushed what had been hiding in his subconscious for a week. The light went out of the rabbit’s eyes. But there was not a light, not really. It was just something people said. It was life that had left, not a light.

Except for the cat. Its eyes gleamed with light. No, Ben thought, they burned. He looked overhead, hoping the moon would show itself, but in his heart he knew that even the biggest, brightest harvest moon in the clearest night sky could not explain those eyes. They glowed of their own accord, in reflection of nothing. They glowed from within.


Chapter 15

THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 20

It had been four days since Ben and Lindsay’s encounter in the drainpipe, and though Ben had told no one, it was all over the neighborhood, and the little converted chapel that was the Barcroft Community House was standing room only for the next meeting. Ben had wondered how everyone knew, but as he watched Jim assail Sissy Chapman, it fell into place. Jim organized the block party every year. It was Jim who had organized Ben and the others against Madeleine. Jim who greeted everyone after work from his lawn at the top of the street as they drove home, as he played catch with his two boxers and a tennis ball. Lisa had told him about Lindsay’s hospital visit, and Jim had simply done his thing.

Yesterday, Ben had called the Arlington Police Department for the second time in as many days, asking for the detectives who were assigned to the case of the body in the drainpipe. He had given his name and explained that he was one of the people who had discovered the victim. The desk sergeant had asked if he had any new information to share.

“Well…no, not new information necessarily, but I was told I—”

“Sir, we appreciate your call, but this is an active investigation and we can’t divulge any details to the public.”

“No, no, I get it, but I’m not the public. My friend and I actually discovered the body. We were attacked. My dog was already killed. I’m just looking to confirm some things. Officer Cushing promised the department would keep me posted.”

He realized as soon as he said it out loud how ridiculous it sounded. She had only been trying to keep him quiet. He had been had.

“Sir, I don’t care if Eliot Ness himself promised you information, Arlington PD does not comment on active investigations.”

“May I speak to Officer Cushing then?”

“Again, sir, if you’ll leave your name and information I’ll have someone call you back when they get a chance.”

“Your noncommittal response does not fill me with confidence that a reply is forthcoming, Sergeant.”

“Everyone’s a little busy right now, sir, what with the protecting and the serving and all. Have a nice day.”

Today, as expected, no return call had come and Ben was more than happy to let Jim, as he had long promised, huff and puff and blow the whole damn house down.

Ben leaned against the wall next to the front door of the Community House with his arms folded. Despite his anger, he was exhausted. Even with motion sensors, locks, an alarm system, and a new guard cat who continued to piss around the doors and windows with a flagrant disregard for the litter box, sleep was short and fitful. He had been consumed with research, spending extra hours at work scouring the Internet for big cats with glowing eyes. On Monday night, he finally dropped all pretense and eliminated the “cats” portion of his search and just focused on the glowing eyes. The folklore he found was ridiculous—pure fiction—but it did not help him sleep. He knew what he had seen.

He turned his attention to the show at the front of the room. Sissy Chapman wore a darker, more somber suit than her usual reds and pinks, but her makeup remained unchanged, propping up a strained smile that edged toward maniacal. She tried to convey great depth and sympathy with her eyes, but with that fixed smile it looked as if she were wincing in anticipation of a blow.

This time, Sissy came with heavier reinforcements than Lindsay, who had clearly gone off Sissy’s script the week before. Flanking the councilwoman was a senior Arlington police officer who wore a stern expression and whose name tag read PASKO and a no-nonsense gray-haired woman in charge of the Department of Human Services, which included the Public Health Division. Ben spied Cushing off to the side. They made eye contact for a chilly moment until she joined Officer Pasko.

The crowd was already agitated, and Jim’s incendiary questions were not helping the situation.

“My wife is a nurse and she stitched up a young lady this weekend who was mauled by a mountain lion. Apparently, I now live at the corner of Rat Road and Bobcat Boulevard. I want to know, should I just move?”

Laughter, gasps, and murmured assent rose from the crowd.

A middle-aged woman stood up. “I heard the attack happened on Four Mile Run. In broad daylight! I live right up against the Run. What is going on?”

Sissy stepped forward, waving her hands. “Everyone, please settle down. I appreciate your concerns, but if—”

Jim cut her off. “We’re long past the ‘if everyone does their part’ bullshit. What is the county doing about this?”

Officer Pasko stepped forward and looked at the middle-aged woman.

“Ma’am, Arlington PD has increased the number of patrols in the neighborhood, concentrating on those streets immediately bordering Four Mile Run. We’re working very closely with the Department of Human Services to ensure that traps are set for the vermin, which could be a possible food source. We are—”

“No offense,” a young mother said, “but what do the police know about animal control? What happened to that woman who was here last week from the zoo? Can’t they do something?”

“Who do you think got attacked on the trail?” someone yelled.

The crowd gasped. Word had spread. Jim looked back at Ben and winked. He lives for this shit, Ben thought.

Questions came out in a jumble from the crowd and any semblance of order was lost immediately. A man yelled, “Are you going to close the beaches?” and some in the crowd laughed, while others shouted him down. Sissy’s grin was frozen in place, but her brow was knotted as if she was fighting a migraine. Ben pushed himself off the wall, put two fingers into his mouth, and whistled. In the closed space, it sounded like a bottle rocket launching.

“Was that Manny Benavides in the drain?”

The crowd fell silent.

Cushing whispered something in Pasko’s ear. He looked at her and nodded. She looked at Ben with daggers in her eyes. Neither Ben nor Lindsay had mentioned the body to the nurses. He had not even mentioned it to Jim. Ben had told Cushing that night, and promised that he would not mention it to anyone until they were able to positively identify the body and inform Manny’s wife. But that was days ago and no one had bothered to keep him informed.

“I’m not at liberty to discuss the particulars right now, only to say that there was a victim of an animal attack.”

“Murder.”

“We’re investigating just how and where it occurred, but animals don’t murder, Mr. McKelvie.”

“I’m sure Mrs. Benavides will be comforted by that.”

Pasko ignored the barb and focused his attention on the young mother again. “And yes, ma’am, the department is working with the National Zoo. They have agreed to send,” he continued, glancing at Ben, “a qualified representative to help us in capturing this animal. We’re using the full resources of the department and taking every available measure to neutralize this animal.”

When Ben realized he wasn’t going to get any answers, he left. He made it to the parking lot when Cushing called after him.

“Hey! Are you fucking happy?”

“Not particularly, no. What’s your problem?”

“You said you weren’t going to mention anything.”

“Four days ago.”

“So you throw the department under the bus, so, what, you can scare the shit out of everyone?”

“We found the guy! Doesn’t that entitle me to be kept in the loop?”

“Do you give a shit that there’s an active investigation, that his family might not have been notified yet, or that they could have been in that meeting?”

“Is any of that true?”

“No, but that’s not my point. I’m asking if you care about any of that. Or do you only care about being right?”

Ben had opened his car door, but slammed it shut and spun around. “I care about being taken seriously, because I am right. I asked you that first night if Manny had gotten taken by that thing and you looked at me like I had a penis growing out of my forehead. Now, is it him?”

“We’ve already established that you looked half-crazy and smelled like piss. And you acted like an asshole, so I guess I shouldn’t be so surprised now that you truly are an asshole.”

“I’m sorry I fell into a puddle of greyhound piss when a fucking mountain lion killed my dog, Officer! Now, was it Manny?”

She stared at him, eyes blazing with fury, but she said, “Yes.” Then, in a low, controlled tone, “You want to be in the loop? Fine. The body had his identification in a zippered pocket. What clothes we could recover off the body matched his wife’s description. She was notified a few days ago, but at her request, it’s been kept out of the papers. It’s horrific to them, the particulars. She doesn’t want her kids to hear about how it went down. Now everyone and their brother knows thanks to your little stunt in there. How long do you think it’ll take for her kids to hear about it on the playground?”

Ben took a deep breath. “Look, I’m sorry about that. I am. But I am telling you there is something very strange going on here. First, Manny. Then a few days later, Hazel. All inside a couple of weeks. That’s not to mention my dog and the dozens of other pets,” he said, pointing to the bulletin board at the front of the Barcroft Community House, crammed with flyers of missing cats and dogs. As he pointed, Jim emerged from inside the building, looking around. He nodded and started toward them.

“Something is preying on this neighborhood.”

Cushing sighed. “Yes, a mountain lion! I get it. I believe you now, are you happy? And in Hazel’s case, it was probably heart disease.”

“So the rats came after she died? You know that for a fact?”

“What, you think they killed her before she died? Invaded her home en masse and attacked in a swarm?”

“Maybe.” It was Ben’s turn to stare at her. “Yeah.”

Cushing chuckled. “Okay, X-Files.”

He wanted to tell her about the eyes, but every time he opened his mouth, he lost more credibility. He considered pushing the rat issue, but she would tell him that it was a code enforcement matter, and he would retort that his code enforcement contact was, until a few days ago, rotting in a drain. Over Cushing’s shoulder, Jim called out, “Where are you going? It’s just getting good!” and a massive shape shot across the street and tore out his throat.

Jim never saw it coming. The blur spun him 360 degrees and when he whirled back around, his torso was ripped open and blood coursed down the front of his shirt.

The blur had torn Jim’s windpipe as it sailed past him. His throat looked black in the night, save for the flashes of crimson caught by the streetlights. For a moment, Jim’s disbelieving eyes met Ben’s, then he crumpled in the middle of the street.

Ben tried to speak but the words careened in his head like lotto balls, and he could not draw one into the chute and out of his mouth. He heard gurgling and a whistling sound, then nothing but the staccato clacking of claws landing and recovering on the blacktop. Unaware of the danger, Cushing continued to glare at Ben, ready to counter his next slight. By the time she sensed the commotion behind her, the beast was on Jim again, burying its large, heavy head in his neck and thrashing.

“Shoot!” yelled Ben finally.

At that, the creature bolted down the sloped street, toward the dead end of the woods, Jim clamped in its long muzzle. Ben charged after them. To Cushing’s credit, she recovered quickly and was a half-step behind him as he ran. “Shoot, God damn it, shoot!” he yelled again. No sound came from Jim. No screams, no curses, no pleading. How could he? thought Ben. With what? Ben chased after the beast, screaming at Cushing. But when he noticed Jim’s lifeless body floundering, doll-like, in the beast’s maw, he knew it was too late. All that mattered now was stopping the killer before it escaped into the woods at the bottom of the lane.

Cushing must have felt the same way. In one fluid motion, she stopped, drew her sidearm, sighted, and fired two rounds at the blur. Ben saw the leaves rustle on either side of the mound of fur. Warning shots, to scare it off.

The beast stopped just before the dense tree line of Four Mile Run. It dropped Jim and spun around, its back arched and hackles raised. It emitted a low growl and bared its fangs, and Ben saw that it was not a mountain lion at all but a massive wolf.

Screams from the top of the hill. The Community House emptied, the people from the meeting drawn by the gunshots. They stumbled into the street to discover the avenue wet with gore. Instead of slipping into the woods at its back, the wolf charged.

Cushing sidestepped and followed it with her weapon, but the wolf darted between them, ruining her shot. Ben dodged and watched it pass. The long muzzle, the heavy head, the massive shoulders—from his nature shows, he recognized it as a gray wolf. Its body was slender but powerful, easily twice the size his dog had been, and in the profile of that broad, heavy head burned a single, orange eye. Ben caught a smell like that of a swamp and then the beast was gone, pumping up the hill, back toward the Community House.

Cushing pivoted and bolted after the creature, leaving Ben at the dark end of the street. But there was nothing he could do. Neither for her nor for Jim. Jim’s head, barely attached to the rest of his body, lolled in the direction of the woods. Ben walked around to that side and crouched beside his friend. His clothes were soaked through with blood, making the places on his torso, neck, and face that had been ripped apart indistinguishable from the places that had not. The windpipe was laid bare, the carotid artery torn, and just above the bloody mess, Jim’s eyes, stark white and wide, stared out in shock.

Ben could not see over the rise in the road, but he could imagine his neighbors’ terror at the hellhound bearing down on them. He imagined them scattering, the wolf darting among them, changing directions on a dime. He thought of Lisa then, six blocks over from this very spot, completely unaware and waiting for her husband to come home from a mundane neighborhood meeting. Or was she at work tonight? Is that how she would find out, when the ambulance brought her husband in on a stretcher like so much meat?

Ben heard a high-pitched scream then and squeezed his eyes shut. It was piercing and more urgent than everyone’s confused shouts and cries, and then it went silent. That shook him from his stupor. At any moment, the wolf could come back down the hill to collect its prey and escape into the woods and he was the only thing between it and the cover of Four Mile Run. He looked for something to defend himself with, a stick, a large rock, but saw nothing. He realized then how fruitless it was. He knew with crushing certainty and dread that if the beast wanted him—and in his heart he knew that it did—he was dead. If not here then it was just a matter of time. He was marked. They all were. He decided to go back to his friend’s side and wait. Soon, he heard sirens, and after a few minutes a breathless Cushing crested the rise and jogged toward him.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

He shook his head. Then he took another look at Jim’s mangled body. “What happened?”

“It ran into the crowd. I couldn’t get a shot off. Not before…” She cleared her throat. “Pasko got a few shots off, but it fled north on Buchanan. We couldn’t keep up. There…there was an old man…”

“Stuart.”

“How do you know?”

“I just do.”


Chapter 16

FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 21

Lindsay got the call just after midnight and was in her car, heading south over the Key Bridge, in under ten minutes. Earlier that evening, Faith had shown up at her apartment after hitting the Georgetown bars hard, so she neither stirred at the phone nor when Lindsay got out of bed and dressed. Ben’s front door was open and she walked in without knocking. A double beep, from the burglar alarm, announced her arrival.

“Back here,” came a voice from the rear of the house.

All of the lights were on. She moved through the den and past the kitchen, to find him in the sunroom that overlooked the backyard. His rusty red shirt contrasted sharply against the airy colors of the room—beige and light blues—when she realized the color of his shirt had run onto his arms, beading in the hair there. He was sunk in a couch, holding a glass in one hand and rolling something shiny over and over again in the other. It looked like a badge. He did not look at her when she entered, but stared straight ahead. He did not seem to be looking at anything in particular.

“My dad took me camping once too,” he said, as if picking up the thread of an earlier conversation. It took her a moment to realize he was. “He wasn’t an outdoorsy kind of guy and neither was I, but we tried once. Went to the Pine Barrens. You ever been?”

She shook her head.

“It’s just this huge swath of pine forest right in the middle of New Jersey. This rural oasis the size of Rhode Island, right in the middle of the densest state in the union. The soil is really sandy, and there were lots of forest fires long ago, so the area is dominated by these stunted pine trees. There are lakes and rivers running with cedar water. Blueberry bogs, cranberry bogs. Ghost towns. Almost no people at all. Say what you want about Jersey, but the Pine Barrens is this strange, beautiful place. It’s otherworldly.

“Otherworldly,” he said again, looking in her direction for the first time. “I can appreciate it now. Unfortunately, it’s also the home of the Jersey Devil. You’ve heard of that, haven’t you?”

“The hockey team?”

He smiled a weak smile.

“Most definitely not the hockey team. It’s our Loch Ness Monster. Our Bigfoot. No two descriptions are perfectly alike, but some features are pretty common. Two legs. Cloven hooves and a forked tail. Small arms with claws. The head of a horse, sometimes a dog, but always with horns.” He spread his arms, tipping his drink. A small stream dribbled from the glass to the couch. “And giant wings like a bat’s.”

“Sounds like a myth with an identity crisis.”

He tilted his glass toward her. “So Dad takes me camping. We get the tent set up and a fire going, and night falls. And the pines come alive with sound. Owls hooting, crickets chirping, raccoons rustling around in the dark. And he tells me the story of the Jersey Devil for the first time. Said he heard its screams as a boy himself playing on the Delaware River. He swore he had friends who saw footprints. He laid it on pretty thick. Really making up for lost time with the campfire stories. But he completely misread his audience. It terrified me. I cried and cried. I made him sleep in the car with me. He was pissed—I mean, it took forever to set up camp—but he did it. He did it. For me. He always slayed the dragons for me. He’s gone now, but the dragons…”

“Ben, what happened tonight?”

“Did you know in 1909 there were so many sightings of the Jersey Devil in one week that they closed schools in southern Jersey? No lie. For a week, eyewitness accounts crisscrossed the state. Walking on roofs, attacking animals, scaring people. There was mass hysteria about the Jersey Devil, of all things. Factory workers stayed home. Can you believe it? In the twentieth century. A hundred years later, I couldn’t even get people to believe in a fucking bobcat.” He drained his glass.

She put her hand on his, the one with the badge, and stopped his twirling. “You said it was a wolf?”

He looked her in the eye. “This time.”

“You’re in shock.”

“So are the dozens of witnesses. It’s in the police report. It’s public record.”

“I’m just trying to wrap my head around all this. First a mountain lion attacks, then a wolf? In Arlington?”

“Not just Arlington, Lindsay. Barcroft. And you’re forgetting something. Hazel and the rats.” He told her about the eyes then. That he couldn’t sleep the last night he saw her, how he had run out of his house in the early morning to the dark spot where he had first seen the cat’s glowing eyes, and then had seen that same glowing again tonight.

“Maybe I’ll make a drink myself,” said Lindsay.

There was a bottle of rum and a bottle of Coke on the counter. She fixed two and handed him one. She sat beside him on the couch and stared into the same middle distance and sighed.

“I used to study bears. Ursus maritimus in particular. Polar bears. After my camping trip, I was fascinated. I got my undergrad at Michigan State, and I was getting my graduate at Cornell, but I changed my concentration. Before getting the job here, I was interning at the Maryland Zoo. One Friday, I was in the polar bear grotto, giving a lecture to some third graders on a field trip. It was indoors, behind a giant glass wall that viewed the bears’ swimming pool, below the surface of the water. It was like an underwater cave. I remember it was really hot that day, and I was happy to be down there instead of topside, in the sun. It was blue and cool and quiet. Very serene. I was in the middle of my little speech with my back to the glass when I heard the kids giggling. I thought one of the bears had dived in and swum up to the glass behind me. Like they always did. When the kids wouldn’t stop pointing, I glanced over my shoulder.

“I saw a pair of legs, treading water. It’s not possible for someone to fall into the enclosure; he deliberately scaled many barriers to take a dip in the pool. This kind of thing happens more often than you think in zoos. There’s no shortage of extreme animal lovers or mentally ill people or drunks or just plain assholes that need to get up good and close to tell the animals just how much they love them. Ninety percent of the time, the animal doesn’t know what to make of it, and handlers or park security can get the person out of the habitat without incident.

“I knew as soon as I saw the splash behind him that this would not be one of those cases.”

She took a long pull on her drink.

“It’s funny, what I remember. The bear’s legs, bicycling through the water toward the guy. The children thought it was a show. They had no idea what was coming. But I knew. Even from the other end of the pool, underwater, and through all the churning of the water, I could tell it was him by his massive paws. Our largest male. ‘Snowball,’ if you can believe it.

“I tried to rush the kids out of the grotto then, but there were people queued up behind them in the narrow cave entrance, and some sick bastards were trying to push their way in to see the show, so the kids couldn’t leave. They were trapped. I screamed at them to turn around. To close their eyes. Some did. I should have taken my own advice.

“At some point, the guy must’ve realized it was a bad idea because he was facing us then, his sneakers pumping and squeaking against the glass. When Snowball reached him, the impact drove the man underwater and I saw his face for the first time. Young guy. He got his head above water after that for a second, but Snowball had him in his forepaws and was pumping with his back. When the guy was pushed under again, his head was in Snowball’s mouth. He saw me then. We locked eyes for a second, but Snowball found a good grip and the man’s head came apart in a cloud.”

Ben said nothing. Lindsay swirled the glass in her hand, the ice clinking. “It was like a giant screen. As it was happening, I kept telling the youngest kids that it wasn’t real. It was just a movie, I told them. It was all I could think of to say. A few of the adults took pictures.”

“Who was he?”

“Just some guy. His name was Travis Riley. No history of mental illness. Just had a bad week…something about a job or a girlfriend. Both, I think. Witnesses topside said he was in his own world. Not when I saw him though. He knew exactly what was happening when he saw me.”

“I think I remember reading about that. Gruesome. And Snowball?”

“Still there. Still a favorite. It’s been years. The thing is, I know in my heart it wasn’t the bear’s fault. This guy entered Snowball’s habitat. In the bear’s mind he was defending himself and his territory. It was just doing what it does, the most natural bear behavior in the world. It’s all on this guy. I knew that then and I know it now. Even so…I couldn’t do it anymore. I had to switch. So,” she said, “cats. And here we are. For years though, the whole scene would occasionally replay in my mind, usually when I didn’t want it to. Stress can do funny things to a person.”

“I know what I saw, Lindsay. And I need someone to believe me. I need you to believe me.”

“I do believe you. But just humor me for a second. Could it have been stress? Grief? Lack of sleep? The happy pills?”

He shot her a look.

“A trick of the light?”

“The killings, they’re not just related…they’re all the same. By the same hand. Or paw or whatever. And I’m next.”

“They’re animal attacks, Ben. That’s all, I promise you. I’ll figure this out. Wolf attacks in Arlington? Two weeks after a mountain lion attack? You won’t be able to keep the Smithsonian away this time. We’ll figure this out and we’ll stop it.”

Ben squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Something is wrong.” He looked exhausted and desperate. Haunted, thought Lindsay.

“You’re going to feel a lot better once you take a shower and get a good night’s sleep.”

“I’ll feel better after another drink.” He pointed at her glass. She shook her head. He put the badge back in his pocket and left the room. As she waited for him to return, the backyard’s floodlights activated. She walked to the window to see what had set off the motion sensor. Outside, a man stood naked in the middle of the yard, staring up at the house. His front was drenched in blood, smeared on his chin and mouth.

Ben came into the room then and saw the lights. “What is it?” When he joined her by the window and saw what she was looking at, he dropped his glass. It shattered at their feet.

“Who is it?” she asked.

The man lurched forward a step, lifting his chin and testing the air with his nose. As he moved his head, his eyes glowed.

Lindsay looked at Ben. She saw the horror on his face, but for a second, she thought she noticed a slight smile too.

“Jim,” he said.

He grabbed her by the wrist and ran toward the front of the house, snatching his car keys from the kitchen counter as they went. They burst through the front door and sprinted across the short yard to the driveway. He flung her into the passenger seat and she did not protest. Rather than run around to the driver’s side, he climbed in beside her, punched his key chain, and all the doors locked. She saw why. A shape charged toward them from the backyard. Ben clambered over her into the driver’s seat and fumbled his key into the ignition as it cleared the chain-link fence between the front and back yards in an easy bound. In another, it was up onto the hood of the car. A large gray wolf, its jowls and massive chest stained black and crimson. It emitted a low growl, punctuated by the high-pitched screeching of its claws peeling away paint from the hood of the car, which Lindsay thought sounded a thousand times worse than nails on a chalkboard. Pink foam sputtered from its muzzle and splattered the windshield, which the wolf tried in vain to slash. Lindsay recoiled in her seat, trying to catch her breath.

“Drive!” she screamed.

Ben threw the car in reverse and stomped on the gas. The car shot out of the driveway and the wolf slid from the hood with a final screech. As Ben cut the wheel to get into the street, he clipped Lindsay’s car, parked on the street.

“Sorry,” he said.

“Insurance. Go!”

She looked out the passenger-side window in time to see the wolf rocketing toward her and slamming its body into the side of the car as if it were a rhino. Ben put the car into drive and punched the gas again. They roared down the street. Lindsay turned around and looked through the rear window and watched the wolf chasing them, but losing ground as they sped away. Ben took the corner hard and the car went on two wheels briefly before righting itself again. It wasn’t until they were speeding east on Route 50 toward the District that she felt she could speak. She looked at his gauges.

“You’re going eighty. It was a wolf. I think you outran it.” She had not meant to sound bitchy; she just wanted to exert a measure of control in what was now a world spinning way too fast.

“That wasn’t a wolf.”

“I know.”

She looked at him. He met her gaze wearing a slight smile.

“That means I’m not crazy,” he said.

“If you were right about that, then you’re right about it wanting to kill you.”

“I guess I’m batting a thousand tonight.”

She directed him to her apartment. As Lindsay fit the key in the lock, the door swung open. They both jumped back and yelled.

“Where the hell have you been and who the fuck is this?” asked Faith.

“I thought you were sleeping.”

“Well, I’m not.”

“This is the guy I told you about. The one with the dog? From your mother’s meetings?”

“Who’s her mother?” asked Ben.

“Sissy Chapman.”

“Get the fuck out.”

“What?” yelled Faith.

“You may want to call her,” said Ben. “She’s had a rough night.”

Faith took a long look at him, her first, and saw the blood. Faith’s hands went to her mouth. “Is she…?”

“She’s fine,” said Lindsay, casting a glance at Ben. “Right?”

He nodded. “But two people were killed at her meeting tonight.”

“What the hell happened?”

Ben and Lindsay looked at each other for a moment. Lindsay said, “Wolf attack.”

Faith looked at them in dismay, then rushed for her phone.

“Why is your roommate giving you such a hard time?”

“She’s not my roommate.”

It took Ben a moment. “Oh,” he said. After another moment, Lindsay’s words must have sunk in. “Oh. I mean, that’s cool.”

“I wouldn’t have kissed you anyway.”

Faith called her mother, hysterical. Five minutes later, she was changing her clothes and heading out the door. Lindsay tried to protest, but Ben said, “Let her go. She’ll be fine.”

“There’s a killer…wolf loose in Arlington, Ben.”

“Does your mother live in Barcroft?” Ben asked Faith.

“We live in North Arlington.”

“I think she’ll be fine.” Ben shot Lindsay a look, and Lindsay interpreted it to mean that if Sissy was a target, an attack on her would have occurred by now.

“Whatever, I’m out,” said Faith and she stormed from the apartment. Lindsay followed her, but Faith brushed her off and ran down the hallway to the elevator. She jabbed the call button viciously with her painted fingernail—click click click.

“Please don’t go,” said Lindsay.

“She needs me,” spat Faith.

The doors slid open, Faith stepped inside, and the elevator swallowed her without another word, leaving Lindsay standing alone in the corridor.

“I need you,” she said.

Lindsay returned to the apartment, crestfallen.

Suddenly, she spun on Ben. “Wait, how do you know who it will or won’t kill?”

“I don’t know anything for sure. But I’ve thought a lot about it. All of the attacks have happened in Barcroft.”

“This thing can travel outside of a neighborhood, Ben.”

“I know, but it doesn’t need to. Not only have the attacks been happening in a single neighborhood, but the victims all live in a one-block radius.”

“You think it has targets.”

“She said it’ll save me for last.”

“Your neighbor’s mother? The squatter?”

Ben ran his fingers through his hair. “I thought she was just crazy. I hoped anyway.”

“Stay here. I need to make a call.”

Lindsay went into her bedroom and pulled her new phone from her pocket. Luckily, she had programmed all of her numbers in it two days ago, but she looked at the bedside alarm clock and doubted that he would pick up at this hour. She stared at the phone for a long time. Finally, she took a deep breath and found the contact. She was surprised when he answered on the third ring, sounding wide awake.

“I need your help,” she said. “I’m dealing with something…weird.”

“Lindsay Clark and weird,” said Richard Severance. “Two of my very favorite things.”
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Lindsay was so shaken up that when Richard told her to meet him at Martin’s Tavern on Wisconsin Avenue, she thought nothing of it. When she walked into the dim and dark-wooded landmark, wearing old jeans and whatever she had thrown on when she received Ben’s call, she felt even more stupid than when she made the call to Richard in the first place. Worse, in the wee hours of Friday morning, the place was packed with Georgetown’s nightlife, a mix of locals, attractive partygoers, and power brokers. Installed in a corner booth, Richard Severance could easily pass as any of the three.

He wore a dark suit and jacket over a crisp white shirt with no tie and his ever-present impish grin, seemingly amused by the crowd around him. He chatted with a table of four in the next booth. Watching him, Lindsay had to concede the man was handsome for his age, whatever it may be. For any age, for that matter. She slid into his booth. Ben slid in after her, scrubbed clean of blood and sporting a fresh T-shirt and an oversize National Zoo sweatshirt.

“Thanks for meeting us,” she said.

“Don’t thank me yet.” Richard signaled a waitress, who hurried over and addressed him as Mr. Severance. He ordered another martini and pointed to his two new guests. They declined. When the waitress left, he said, “You have exactly until I finish this drink to convince me this isn’t more otter hair.”

“Richard, I told you I would never—”

Richard raised his hand. He called over to the next table, “Charlotte, dear, what’s that delightful euphemism you just taught me?”

“Haters gonna hate,” said Charlotte.

“Indeed they will,” he said.

Lindsay looked at Ben. “Lean forward,” she said. She spun around in the booth, turning her back on Richard. She lifted her shirt, exposing her back and the gash, healing now, below her left shoulder. The rest of her back was covered in bruises. She lowered her shirt and faced Richard again. “That was from last week. I was investigating the mountain lion sightings and we found…a body…in a drainpipe. While I was in there getting a closer look, it attacked me. The cat was in a drainpipe, which I thought was odd at the time…”

Ben, who had been scrolling through his new phone, said, “Here,” and slid it across the tabletop. Richard scanned it and passed it to Lindsay. A blurb with little detail had been posted to the Arlington Patch about the Community House attack. Ben continued: “It’s late now, but there’ll be plenty about it online tomorrow. Two dead with a hundred witnesses, including the police and a local politician. And me.”

“You couldn’t have found that before I took my top off in public?”

Richard steepled his fingers and pressed them to his mouth. Finally, he waved the waitress over. “You have me for another drink.”

Lindsay started from the first community meeting, recounting how she met Ben. At first, she felt ridiculous relating the story. She knew Richard professionally, and cryptozoologist or not, she realized what came out of her mouth sounded like madness. Ben remained quiet until he picked up the story with the attack on Bucky, and by the time he finished, both of them were stumbling over each other’s words describing the night’s attack at Ben’s house.

“You’re telling me you saw a dead man?” asked Richard. “If we’re talking a zombie apocalypse, I think I’ll need drinks by the pitcher.”

Ben stood up. “This is your guy? I have enough problems without listening to this.”

“I know her, which is why she has a sliver of my time and attention this late. Who are you?”

“Come on, Ben,” pleaded Lindsay. “It wasn’t a man, Richard.”

“Smug asshole,” said Ben.

Richard grinned, but said nothing.

Ben left the booth. He was up the aisle, marching toward the exit when Richard called out after him.

“Shapeshifter.”

Ben turned around and the two men stared at each other for a moment. “What kind?”

Richard’s grin grew wider. “Since I have a few more years of experience with not being taken seriously than you, why don’t you sit down and learn something.”

Ben slid back into the booth. “All right, a shapeshifter,” he said. “Now you have my attention.”

“If one is after you, you’re going to need thicker skin than that to stay alive.”

Lindsay put her head in her hands and groaned.

Ben looked at her impatiently. Richard seemed amused.

“You were there. You saw what I saw. It came as my friend,” Ben said, then, realizing his voice was growing too loud, quietly added, “and then it wasn’t.”

“I know, I know,” she said. “I just need a minute to wrap my head around this.”

“Proper scientists for you,” said Richard, pointing at her. “Join us when you can, love.” He held up the same finger and said, “So, one cougar attack, one confirmed dead. The city worker.”

“Two. No one counts my dog.”

“Which you say you were present for,” said Richard. “But the creature didn’t attack you?”

Ben shook his head.

“We’ll put a pin in that. Two weeks later though, a wolf attack. Tonight.”

“Back up. There’s my neighbor Hazel. Rats.” Ben quickly related his conversation with Officer Cushing at the fence, but reiterated that no one had actually seen anything.

“So they were all your neighbors?”

“All but Manny. He was just unlucky enough to respond to a lot of calls in Arlington.”

“The most logical explanation is ‘When Animals Attack: Arlington edition.’ Ecosystem thrown out of whack. Out of the ordinary, but not out of this world. Until tonight. Tell me again.”

Ben started, but Richard said, “Not you. Her.”

Lindsay described the thing in the backyard again, in the shape of a man but clearly not a man. It moved like a foal, as if learning to use its legs for the first time, and was covered in blood. Its dead eyes stared blankly, yet shone with an eerie light that was all wrong. And that smile…

“So,” Richard said, wiggling all four of his fingers. “A cougar. A horde of rats. A wolf. And a…Jim. One of these things does not look like the others. And yet, it’s too much of a coincidence that all of these different types of animals, none of which belong here save maybe the rats, decide to go on a rampage in a circumscribed area of a single town. Of a single neighborhood? To say nothing of the glowing eyes.” It was Richard’s turn to lower his voice. To Lindsay, he said, quietly yet insistently, “Even you have to see it.”

To Ben, he continued: “If you can figure out the who, then maybe you can figure out the why, and then I can figure out the what. And if we figure out the what, and we get proof of it, it stops becoming folklore and starts becoming real.” He turned his gaze to Lindsay. “Science, that is.”

Finally, she met his eyes and nodded.

“So what’s the thread?” he asked.

“Madeleine,” said Ben. 

He told Richard the story of his former neighbor and her house, and how her neighbors had banded together against her. He told him about the cat and getting ambushed by the woman in Madeleine’s house, the bizarre shrine in her dungeon of a basement, and how she said that maybe “it” would save him for last. Richard remained relaxed, but he looked at Ben now with a hint of suspicion.

“Why didn’t you mention that before?”

“I had to know you believed me before I told you everything.”

“You said she was dressed strangely. Describe it again.”

“She wore a sort of helmet. The silhouette made her look like a witch or a pilgrim, but I think it was carved out of wood. And her poncho or wrap…beads, fringe. Embroidered images of birds.”

“Native American?”

“That was my impression, yes.”

Richard rubbed his hands together. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Instead of a general shapeshifter, it could be—”

“A skinwalker,” said Ben.

Richard sat back in the booth with a grin. He looked at Lindsay and nodded. Lindsay eyed Ben with suspicion.

“I poked around the Internet,” he said, then quieter, “It was the eyes.”

“So you think this old hag, the mother, is a skinwalker?” asked Richard.

Ben looked at Lindsay, then at Richard. “I think so.”

Richard’s eyes twinkled.

“What the hell is a skinwalker?” asked Lindsay.

Richard leaned in. “A Native American witch with the power to ‘borrow’ the skin of any animal it needs for the job at hand. Even other people. Predominantly Navajo lore, but not exclusively. In all cultures, they are considered ‘pure evil.’ Legend has it, the witch has to have committed a pretty heinous crime—like murdering a member of its own family—to achieve the level of magic necessary to become a skinwalker. They can use actual hides or an amulet or some other sort of totem. Whatever they use, they have one thing in common: They’re a pretty nasty piece of business. They’re fast, they’re fierce, and they can become anything. Navajos tell stories of them lingering outside of houses, peering inside windows. They can imitate any cry they want, a relative’s or an infant’s, to lure people outside. Then again, they’re also known to just break in and attack. And then there are the eyes.”

Ben added, “They glow, but not in the same way normal animal eyes glow. They just…shine. You saw it, same as me.”

Richard nodded. “The lore really gets out there. If you make eye contact, it can take over your body.”

“They also say skinwalkers can read your thoughts,” said Ben.

“Who’s they?” asked Lindsay.

Ben cleared his throat, then muttered, “Wikipedia.”

“Lindsay,” said Richard, “I’m not saying it’s all true. But let’s examine what we know as fact. Something is killing people in Arlington. We have a hypothesis. Certain elements are fantastical. My whole raison d’être is to separate fact from fiction. Don’t dismiss everything out of hand as fiction just because scientists have never encountered this before.”

Ben jumped in, excited now. “There are the different animals. The frequency of the attacks, the constrained area, the deliberate nature of them. I’m telling you, if you looked up witch in the dictionary—”

“Or Wikipedia,” mumbled Lindsay.

“She had everything down in that basement but a giant black cauldron and a winged monkey on her shoulder. And she definitely has an ax to grind. I saw her before at the community meetings where we talked about Madeleine, and all of the victims—Hazel, Jim, Stuart—had given Madeleine grief and were very vocal about it. Even me.”

She thought about Faith and her mother then. “What about Sissy?”

“She was ineffectual. Useless. And she didn’t really care. Even this witch could see that. No. Me, Jim, Stuart, Hazel…we’re the ones who kept the pressure on Madeleine through the county. And our county man was Manny. Think about it. After this…thing killed Jim, it had its pick of dozens of fleeing people. It singled out Stuart. The cops themselves said it was darting through the crowd instead of running away straight. Like it was looking for him. Hunting him.”

Lindsay looked from Ben to Richard. “You two are perfect for each other,” she said.

“You have any better ideas?” asked Richard.

“I’m not denying I saw what I saw. I can’t explain it and I don’t even know where to begin, but if you’re putting forth a hypothesis, you have to defend it.”

Richard offered a broad smile. “Bring it.”

“First, Ben, you said this woman told you, ‘Maybe it will save you for last.’ I can’t believe I’m saying this, but if she’s a skinwalker—the skinwalker—why would she refer to herself as it?”

“A woman with a knife, in ceremonial dress, knocks me down the stairs into a rat- and roach-infested basement where she has a fire pit and you think the weird part is that she refers to herself in the third person?”

Richard held up his hand. “No, it’s a valid point. It’s possible she disassociates, sees the animal as an ‘other.’ She could compartmentalize the experience for any number of reasons. On top of everything else, she could be a paranoid schizophrenic. Or,” he added, looking at Ben, “her grammar is terrible.”

“Second,” continued Lindsay, “you told me Madeleine was from Seattle. Navajos are from the Southwest.”

“What, Native Americans can’t move?” said Ben.

“It’s not solely a Navajo legend, just the most popular version,” said Richard. “A lot of myths overlap. Again, not an exact science here.”

“But,” she said, turning to Ben, “that’s two occasions the alleged skinwalker didn’t take you when it could have.”

“Again, because she, it, whatever, was saving me for last.”

“That doesn’t make sense though,” said Lindsay. “It wasn’t always saving you for last, only after you saved the cat. And you didn’t rescue the cat and speak with this woman until after your dog was killed. It could have taken you right in your own backyard that first night, but it didn’t.”

“There’s my scientist.” Richard beamed. “Welcome back.”

“So now that you two ghostbusters have classified it, how do you kill it?” asked Lindsay.

“Legend has it skinwalkers can be killed with weapons made of silver or from a bullet dipped in white ash.”

“Naturally,” said Lindsay, rolling her eyes. “Do you have any of that stuff?”

Ben shook his head.

Richard said, “But I do. And you’re welcome to it, and to all of my resources, on one condition. I’m running the operation now.”

“I’m running for my life,” said Ben. “There is no ‘operation.’ ”

“There is now.” Richard removed his phone from his breast pocket. “Excuse me,” he said. He slid from the booth and stepped outside. Ben and Lindsay looked at each other without a word, then out the tavern’s windows at Richard. After a minute, he returned.

“My guy is on it. He’ll meet us at your house tomorrow night. Until then, you’re both bunking at my place.”

Lindsay laughed. “Oh no, I’m going home.”

“It’s attacked you twice now,” said Richard. “Even if you’re not on the hit list, you’re in its orbit now.”

Lindsay sat back in the booth and exhaled.

“Who’s your guy?”

Richard finished his drink and smiled. “A specialist.”
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Severance had insisted they spend the night at his house, though house was not the word Ben would have used. The impressive stone mansion stood off Foxhall Road, a tree-lined lane that rose north out of Georgetown. It was nestled behind a massive iron gate, and from its elevated vantage, the residence offered a view of Arlington across the Potomac River to the south, and in every other direction the wooded area surrounding a stream called Maddox Branch, which did little to calm Ben. Too similar to Four Mile Run.

The circular driveway in front of the mansion was larger than the foundation of Ben’s entire house. Their host showed them to their rooms then retired for the night. Ben barricaded himself in his bedroom with an armoire against the door.

He surveyed the room. The furnishings surprised him. The first floor was very sleek and modern, but this room was dominated by a massive four-poster bed in the center of the room and a dresser equally as imposing and of the same dark wood. The room was sparse and old-fashioned, and it invoked an earlier century, a time when it wasn’t so difficult to believe in what was chasing him. There was an adjoining bathroom, and he showered, scrubbing the remaining blood from his fingernails. The heat and water loosened his muscles and he began to feel drowsy. Another minute under the steamy jet of water and he imagined they would find him there in the morning passed out. Satisfied he had washed away the dried black and red flecks of his friend’s blood, he turned off the water, dried himself, and dressed in his clothes again while he still had the energy for it. He climbed onto the bed and collapsed. He rolled over onto his back, looking up into the lacy canopy, and replayed the events of the evening in his head. He waited for the panic attack.

None came.

Instead, he relived everything. Watching Jim get his throat torn out. The thing returning to his house—dressed as Jim was the only way he could put it—and attacking them. Chasing them. Relentless.

This time, he purposely and consciously invaded the dark closet of his mind and began pulling out insecurities. Women, finances, everything. His heart remained steady, his breathing even. He realized he had not had a panic attack since the drainpipe, the evening he had the revelation about the thing’s eyes.

He held his hand in front of his face. Steady. In fact, he felt great.

He laughed.

When he heard the sound of his own laughter, he laughed even harder. He imagined all of that laughter rising out of him, filling the bed’s canopy and lifting him into the air like a hot air balloon, and he laughed harder still. He laughed until he heard a knock on his door.

Before he could say “Come in,” the door opened and bumped into the chest of drawers.

“The hell?” asked Richard Severance.

Ben leapt out of bed and heaved the armoire back to its original space. Severance held a rocks glass filled to the brim with a brown liquid but managed not to spill a drop as he squeezed into the room.

“Protection,” said Ben, wiping tears from his eyes.

“You’ll need protection from me if you scratch my floors.”

“Sorry.”

“Besides, skinwalkers can climb walls, get onto roofs, and into windows. And if they can become rats, probably through the toilet too.”

Ben looked toward the window and sighed. “I’m never going to sleep again.”

“What’s so funny?”

“I feel…great, actually.”

“I apologize because it’s late and I can’t think of a better word for it, but you’re a crazy person.”

“That’s just it. I’m not. I’ve had all this…dread. And I could never put my finger on it. And now I can. My body wasn’t sabotaging me, it was warning me. There really is something out there trying to kill me.”

Severance still looked at him as if he was crazy, which Ben conceded was fair.

“Don’t you see?” continued Ben. “All the cards are on the table now. There is a perfectly legitimate reason to be terrified. I don’t have to manufacture my own reasons anymore. I’m off the hook!”

“There’s just one problem with that. There really is something out there trying to kill you.”

“Well, thank you, Mr. Glass Half-Empty.”

Severance hoisted his rocks glass and drained it precisely to the halfway mark. He smiled. “I really should top that off. Good night.”

He turned to leave.

“So you chase monsters,” said Ben. It was not a question.

“I’m a conservationist.”

“Me too, in that I’d like to conserve my own ass.” Ben spread his arms in a gesture that encompassed the large room. “I appreciate the hospitality, but considering I am being stalked by some goddamned monster and will be lucky to see the next sunset, how about you level with me. Have you dealt with this before?”

Severance took another drink, but Ben sensed that now it was to buy himself time. “No,” he said finally. “Not this.”

“Anything similar?”

“Maybe.”

“ ‘Maybe,’ he says.”

“Not coy maybe, maybe as in I don’t really know.”

“Do I stand a chance here?”

“How about I fix you a drink?”

“That bad?”

“A skinwalker…if we can get a jump on it, we might be able to stop it. Anything is possible.”

“Why risk your neck? Why help me?”

“I’m helping Lindsay. You’re along for the ride.”

Ben rolled his eyes. “Come on.”

“Because I believe you. And if you two are right, then there is a nasty piece of work out there killing people. And we have a chance to kill it before it kills more.”

“Kill? Not capture? Wouldn’t a live specimen put you on the map? Fame, fortune, the respect of your peers and all that?”

Severance neither smiled nor raised his glass. The two men regarded each other evenly, and for a moment, Ben saw behind his devil-may-care mask. He recognized a similar anger, hidden better but just as immense, and maybe beneath that, a similar ache as well.

“I recommend you get some sleep while you can. It’d be better if you’re well-rested tomorrow.”

“What happens tomorrow?”

Severance just raised his glass in salute, drained the rest of his drink, and spun on his heel.

“Nighty-night, don’t let the bedbugs bite,” he said, leaving the door open behind him as he left.

Ben shut the door.

He switched off the light, then moved toward the colossal bed. Just because another panic attack was not seemingly imminent did not mean he was not terrified. He reconsidered, walked back to the light switch, and illuminated the room once more, then climbed back onto the bed.

How on earth am I supposed to sleep? he wondered to himself. He remembered his previous panic attacks, how his own mind sabotaged him and exhumed every terrible memory, anxiety, and fear to drive him into a downward spiral that bottomed out in a full panic. Maybe an upward spiral might have the opposite effect, he hoped. Instead of sheep, count your blessings. Gather your angels. Fortify yourself.

There was Lindsay. They did not always see eye to eye—actually he was certain that he drove her crazy at times—but she was here. He had gotten her into a horrific mess but she had not bolted at the first chance. Hell, his fiancée had left him before there were any murders or monsters. Go figure, he thought. Turns out the zoologist whom he had known for all of two weeks and who liked girls was more of a “for better or worse” person than the woman he had been set to marry. Somewhere else in this mansion was Lindsay, probably wide awake and as terrified and alone as he was. He wanted to find her room, thank her, talk to her. Not even that, he thought, if he was being honest with himself. He just wanted to be in the presence of someone he trusted, and she had certainly earned his trust. To feel the comfort and camaraderie of the campfire, the shared warmth and solidarity against the predators waiting beyond the firelight.

But he remembered the kiss—the miscalculation, as he had come to call it to himself—and he thought better of it. And it just did not seem fair to burden her one iota more.

Beyond Lindsay, his present circumstances looked pretty grim, so he raided his past, looking for happy memories. Safe and reassuring recollections. Instead of exploring the darkest closets of his mind, he envisioned the good times housed in a treasure chest. Instead of rooting around and flinging the terrible memories every which way, he sifted with care and excavated them as he would a rare coin or a precious jewel. Just the exercise of it calmed him. Perhaps it was simply the flood of adrenaline finally receding and revealing his deep exhaustion, but whatever the reason, he felt his breathing deepen and slow and become even.

Somewhere in his treasures, he rediscovered a forgotten gem buried inside a larger store of anxiety and dread. It was the summer after high school graduation, Ben had enlisted in the navy, and he and his father had driven to Great Lakes Naval Station, in Illinois. Big Ben took a week off and they decided to make a vacation out of it. It was the first time they had traveled together more than a couple of hours outside of New Jersey and they took their time exploring. The wet summer heat of inland New Jersey and the East Coast relented somewhat to cooler temperatures the farther west they drove. Eventually, they checked into a motel on Lake Michigan the day before Ben was to report. The two men were quiet all day. After dinner, they took a walk around the grounds that overlooked the lake. Ben had always known the lake was large, but to actually see it…it was so much bigger than he imagined. He could not see to the other side. It may as well have been an ocean.

Big Ben began telling him that all the men in the family had served in one branch of the military or another. The family had hundreds of years of history in the service, and now he was going to join them. Even if he just did the smallest possible stint, just one day, he would be a part of that fraternity, that greater whole. Big Ben tried to instill in him as much confidence as he could during the walk; Ben just listened. They both knew he was scared to death.

Big Ben then tried to tell him in the gruff manner of fathers to sons that no one should ever truly scare him because no one could ever truly hurt him. No son of his had anything to fear from anybody. I am the only one you should ever be afraid of and there’s nothing to fear because I love you. It was a speech he had given plenty of times before when Ben was younger, when he had faced bullies or the cruel indifference of girls, or whenever life required bravery or, at the very least, bravado. Only this time, Big Ben could only mutter, “Son, they can’t hurt you,” before his voice cracked and he broke down and swept his son into his arms.

He was turning this gem over in his mind’s eye when there was a soft knock at the door.

Ben answered the door to find Lindsay in the hall. “Hey,” he said.

“Just checking on you,” she said.

Ben held his hands up, looked down at his feet, then all the way up his body. “Still in one piece. So far, anyway. How about you?”

She spun around in a slow circle with her arms raised. “No bites or scratches. New ones, anyway.”

They both laughed, then their laughter trailed off, leaving a nervous silence between them.

“Okay,” she said. “Just seeing how you’re holding up. Good night.”

“Thanks.”

She pivoted and began walking down the hall.

Ben called after her. “Look, if you promise not to try to kiss me, you can sleep in here if you’d like. Strength in numbers…”

She smirked at him. “I’ll try to restrain myself,” she said as she entered the room and walked straight for the bed. Still, as she passed him in the doorway, Ben noticed her shoulders relax and her brow smooth in relief.

She pulled the covers back and climbed into the bed.

“That’s my side,” he said, smiling.

“Don’t push it.”

He lay down next to her and thought he might actually be able to sleep.

“To be clear,” she added dreamily, “not if you were the last person on earth.”

On his last night on earth, he added to himself. He was about to say it, but she was already asleep. Instead, he whispered, “Don’t worry, I won’t tell Faith.”
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Severance followed them into Arlington near sundown in a sports car Ben could not even identify. Lindsay sat beside Ben but said nothing. He pulled off of Route 50 onto George Mason Drive, then into Barcroft. The neighborhood’s low, leafless trees seemed to flinch from the reddening sky. For the first time ever, the grade down to Four Mile Run gave him the sensation that the entire neighborhood was sliding into it.

Ben drove onto 3rd Street South slowly, peering behind every car, tree, and bush. Suddenly, he pulled the car over and put it in park. “I’ll be right back.”

“What are you doing?” Lindsay asked.

“I’ll just be a minute. Keep the car running,” he said, leaping out of the vehicle and darting up the walkway of the house at the top of the street.

Ben did not bother to knock and barged inside. An older man and woman were seated in the front room. Ben assumed they were relatives, maybe parents, but he was not sure if they were Jim’s or Lisa’s. From red, swollen eyes, they stared at him dumbfounded.

“Where’s Lisa?” asked Ben. A younger couple came around from the kitchen, concern on their faces. They looked at him with suspicion.

“Who are you?” asked the younger man.

“I’m sorry. I’m a friend, one of the neighbors. Here to…pay my respects. Is Lisa here? I really need to talk to her.”

“She’s resting, friend,” the man said, taking a step toward him. His voice was calm, but his raised hand, palm facing Ben, said Hold it right there. He was a few inches taller than Ben. “Now is really not a good time. Maybe come back some other time.”

“And knock,” said the older woman from the couch.

The layout of the house was just like his own, just like Madeleine’s, like everyone else’s in the neighborhood. Ben bolted for the stairs and was halfway up them before anyone could give chase. He was opening her bedroom door when the man from the kitchen finally reached him. The man grabbed Ben from behind, pinning his arms to his body and lifting him off his feet, before Lisa’s voice, quiet but firmer than Ben expected, said, “It’s all right.”

“Lisa,” began the man, “he just barged—”

“Give us a minute. Ben, come in.”

The man released him and Ben pitched forward. Ben turned around and held his hands up in front of him. “I’m sorry.” After a moment of hard staring, the man retreated back down the stairs.

Ben closed the bedroom door behind him. The room was dark, but he could see the silhouette of Lisa’s upper body propped against the headboard, the lower half lost beneath a comforter and a sea of blankets.

“I’m sorry, Lisa. So, so sorry.”

Her voice was thick. “Did you know we were going to start a family? Jim ran all the numbers; I was going to cut my hours. He had it all worked out. He always had everything worked out.”

“Lisa, listen—”

“Except who can run the numbers for something that random? That ridiculous? Who can possibly plan for that?” she asked, her voice rising, angry. “A wolf attack!” She said the word wolf as if she had retched it. “Are you kidding me, Ben?” she asked, as if he were responsible, which, he supposed, he was. “It’s utterly fucking senseless!”

She laid her head back against the headboard, wrung out now after her burst of anger.

“Unless it’s not,” she said. “Senseless.”

There was just enough light from the streetlamps outside to see she was looking him in the eye.

“It’s not, no,” whispered Ben.

“I had a feeling. This many people, these specific people.” She leaned toward Ben. “It’s that house, isn’t it? It’s Madeleine.”

Ben nodded. “More or less.”

She exhaled, as if relieved, then seemed to deflate in front of him. “I knew I wasn’t crazy.”

“You’re not.” He heard three sharp blasts of a car horn, not his own. Ben walked over to the window and looked down. His car was idling, Lindsay still inside. Severance’s car was parked behind it now, idling as well. “I’m sorry I don’t have time to explain it all right now—I don’t even know if I can explain it—but I’m going to take care of it. Or try to, anyway.”

“What am I supposed to do now, Ben?”

“Keep your doors locked tonight and don’t go outside no matter what you see or hear.”

When he walked back to her bed, he saw fresh tears in her eyes.

“That’s not what I meant,” she said.

“I know. And I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

She called his name. He stopped and turned in the doorway.

“Be careful,” she said.

“I will.”

“And, Ben,” she said, leveling a finger at him. “You make her pay.”

He nodded and bounded down the stairs, past the group of bewildered relatives, and out the front door. He paused on the stoop to look in every direction, then ran for the car. When he climbed inside and slammed the door, Lindsay stared at him.

“What the fuck?”

“Jim’s wife,” he said, pulling the car away from the curb and resuming his scan of the street.

“Now?” asked Lindsay, gobsmacked.

“There might not be a later.”

Across the street from his house sat Lindsay’s car with a crumpled quarter panel and shattered headlight. He pulled up behind a car he did not recognize. He cut the ignition and sat behind the wheel. Richard had instructed them to wait.

Richard pulled in behind them. He was dressed in slacks and a blazer as if it were casual Friday at a particularly posh office and not a skinwalker hunt, though Ben had no idea what clothing that would entail.

“You don’t have to be here, Lindsay,” said Ben. “It’s not after you.”

“After everything I’ve seen, you’re going to bring that macho bullshit now?”

“It’s just what I’m supposed to say,” he said, smiling. “I’m glad you’re here.”

A tapping at the window startled both of them.

“Come on, lovebirds,” said Richard. “My man is waiting inside.”

The sun was below the trees now and the light was fading. They all strode quickly up the walkway to the front door. Ben stepped over a line of white powder at the landing. He looked to the windows and saw the same on the sills. Lindsay tapped his shoulder and pointed at Madeleine’s house. It was ringed with the powder too.

“White ash,” said Richard.

“Right,” said Ben.

“Of course,” quipped Lindsay.

“Now, now,” said Richard.

Inside, a Native American man was crouched by the hearth, pouring an even line of the same powder from a canvas bag in front of the fireplace. When he finished his task, he cinched and pitched the powder bag to Richard. The man straightened, and he stood over six feet tall. He had sable hair pulled back into a ponytail. He was dressed in black boots, black cargo pants lined with pockets, and a black shirt with a white bird in the center. The bird’s wings were spread and in the center of the bird’s chest was an inverted triangle. The man was imposing enough without the leather shoulder holster crisscrossing his chest and bearing an enormous beaded scabbard, which Ben could only assume held an equally enormous knife. Ben hoped the man looked as imposing to a skinwalker as he did to him.

“Your cat likes to pee in the house,” he said and extended his hand. The Maine coon threaded between the big man’s feet.

Ben shook it. “He hasn’t learned the ropes yet.”

“I think it’s a bit more than that,” he said and smiled. He stooped to pet the cat. It purred and rubbed against him. “Animals are sensitive to a great many things.” Despite his stature, the black clothes, and the weapons, Ben noticed the man’s eyes then, hazel and kind. For the first time that day, he felt a moment of relief. “Please excuse me for letting myself in. Richard filled me in on the phone. From the sound of it, you didn’t have much chance to lock up last night.”

Richard said, “This is Dr. Alex Standingcloud. An old friend of mine and a professor of Native American indigenous studies at George Mason University.”

“Please,” said Standingcloud. “Call me Alex.”

“Among Alex’s many talents,” continued Richard, “he’s a medicine man of the Ojibwe, better known as the Chippewa. He helps me out in…instances like this.”

“Exactly how many ‘instances like this’ have there been, Richard?” asked Lindsay.

Richard grinned a devilish grin, but the tall man spoke up.

“Don’t let him fool you. None. But after everything Richard told me, I had to see for myself. If you’re correct, then this is not your average cryptid. A skinwalker is not an animal, it’s human. A human who can mimic any animal it chooses yet retain its intellect. Yee naaldlooshii is an evil creature. Malice given form. Any form it wants. Or so legend has it. Hopefully the white ash will keep it at bay.”

Richard snapped his fingers and hurried into the kitchen. The cat bolted upstairs.

“Yee naaldlooshii?” said Lindsay. The sounds of rummaging could be heard from the kitchen.

“It’s Navajo for ‘With it, he goes on all fours.’ Skinwalker.”

“What are you looking for?” asked Ben. “Garlic or something?”

“Lemons,” called Richard.

“Will lemons stop a skinwalker?”

“I suppose if the thing has a cut and you squeeze some juice into it. I was thinking more of a martini.”

Alex ignored Severance and continued. “If we are dealing with a skinwalker, you can understand why I must verify the intel.”

“How are you going to do that?” asked Ben.

“Richard told me about the squatter. I need to see her setup. If she uses animal pelts to facilitate the transformations, I will destroy them. If there is some other talisman, I will destroy that. She’ll be trapped in whatever form she is in. And easier to deal with.”

“Presumably,” said Lindsay.

“What if she’s at home? What if she’s just a normal woman?” asked Ben.

“Then I will have a chat with her.”

“Wouldn’t this be wiser to do during the day?” asked Lindsay.

Severance strolled in from the kitchen with a tumbler. “If your neighbors weren’t jumpy before, I’m sure they’re on high alert after two more grisly deaths. I don’t think a six-foot Indian dressed in black crawling through a window in broad daylight would escape notice now. Besides, where’s the fun in that?”

“We could wait until tomorrow, but that’s another night of this creature on the loose, hunting you and who knows who else,” said Standingcloud.

Lindsay turned to Severance. “Aren’t you going with him?”

“Someone has to keep an eye on you crazy kids. And post his bail if he gets caught.”

The large man grinned at this and turned toward the door.

“Wait,” said Ben. “I can’t let you go alone. She’s after me.”

“Alex works better by himself,” said Severence.

“I can’t let you fight my battles for me.”

“This isn’t a bully on the playground,” said Severance, serious now.

“I appreciate your offer, but this is an evil being with powers beyond man,” said Standingcloud. “Allegedly.”

“I was in the house before, I know the layout. She nearly killed me without any magic, with just the element of surprise. If she gets the drop on you too, then we’re all screwed.”

“Young McKelvie has a point,” said Severence, then added, “And Ojibwe medicine men are hard to come by.”

Alex contemplated this for a moment, then nodded. A moment later, Ben followed him out the front door. Outside, the medicine man bent to freshen the line of white ash before they proceeded to Madeleine’s house.

“Her layout is identical to mine,” said Ben. “The woman was hidden in the kitchen the last time, but she heard me coming. Otherwise, I think she’ll be in the basement.”

“Just stay behind me once we’re inside.”

It was fully dark now and the streetlights and porch lights were doing their best to illuminate the street, but they only succeeded in making the surrounding shadows darker. Stepping off his landing felt like stepping out of an airplane, but Ben ignored his weak legs and kept pace with Standingcloud down his walkway and over to Madeleine’s gate. He looked over his shoulder frantically. Squirrels scurried in the trees. Their branches shook and their leaves whispered.

In a moment, they were through Madeleine’s gate. Once inside the yard and the canopy of untrimmed trees and undergrowth shooting up to his knees, he noticed a faint, flickering glow from the basement window opposite his house. He had never seen this vantage before, during this time of night.

“She’s here,” he whispered.

Alex Standingcloud did not break stride to the front door.

“Hey, I thought we were going to sneak through a window…”

“I don’t do windows.” Standingcloud lifted his heavy boot and caved in the lock of the front door. Before Ben could even prepare himself, they plunged into the dark house.
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Lindsay’s gaze shifted back and forth from the window to her watch.

“So, when are you going to come work for me?” asked Richard.

“And be sexually harassed full-time?”

“Well, since we’re talking benefits, there’s also dental.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this stuff was real?”

“Why didn’t you tell me you were gay?”

She stared at him. There was no way he could have known.

“That’s none of your business.”

“Come on,” he said, “I debunk myths for a living. You should tell your friend though. He’s in love with you.”

“Why are we talking about this? Ben is over there with some Native American ninja who shows up out of nowhere and now I’m an accessory to breaking into a house and God knows what else…”

“Lindsay.” Richard’s lopsided grin softened into something less predatory. “There are not many people I have a great deal of respect for. The number of people I respect and trust, that’s an even smaller number. And even then, I take no chances. I ran a background check.”

“That is a complete invasion of my privacy, Richard.”

He waved her off. “It only confirmed that you are someone I respect and trust. You volunteer with children, for God’s sake. I know you’re in a relationship with a woman whose mother tolerates you only because she thinks her daughter is going through a ‘phase.’ And the woman herself? This Faith?” He said her name as if it tasted bitter. He sipped his drink to wash it away. “Really, Clark?”

“What?” said Lindsay defensively.

“Tits on a stick.”

“She’s…she’s…”

“Oh, stop. I’m the last person to judge someone who likes the eye candy, but really, you’d actually have a much better chance of happiness dating young McKelvie than this bim, but I digress…I know about Baltimore too.”

She looked at her feet, her face burning.

“I know all of this because I genuinely want you on my team when situations like this arise.”

Lindsay was speechless. She knew nothing about him and he knew everything about her. Rather than berate him though, she was more curious than infuriated. “What are ‘situations’ like this?”

His grin returned. “Extreme cryptozoology.”

“You just want trophies.”

Richard shook his head. “I am a conservationist, as much as you if we’re talking about your average cryptid. An undiscovered tree frog in the Philippines or even the Loch Ness Monster, I will marvel at them right alongside you. But the things that go bump in the night? The things that drag pretty girls into drainpipes? That’s folklore, my dear. And for the truly malicious specimens, like our skinwalker here, I’d feel much more comfortable if they were mounted on my mantel instead of chewing up neighborhoods. So would you, I’d wager.” He spread his hands as if showing invisible playing cards. “Extreme cryptozoology.”

“Why? Why you?”

“My God, could you imagine my speaker’s fee then?”

Lindsay made a face.

“You showed me yours, true enough. Come work for me and maybe I’ll show you mine.”

“This thing, what will it—” A momentary change in the light distracted her. A shadow overhead, through the skylight, followed immediately by a thump. They both stared at the ceiling.

“What the hell?” asked Lindsay. “What about the ash?”

“Apparently, it doesn’t work for an air approach.”

“It can fly now?”

Richard stepped to the window. “It’s spent time as a cat, yes?” He pointed to the windows and the tree beside the house. “More than likely, it was waiting in that the whole time and jumped over. Or it was already on the roof. I better call the boys and give them a heads-up.”

Lindsay felt a chill. It had gotten the drop on her again. “Shouldn’t we get the hell out of here?”

“I’m not taking my chances running across open ground with that thing. Even though we’re not who it wants, I see no reason to tempt it. Trust me, this is the safest place to be right now.”

A shunting sound came from both overhead and inside the house. Richard looked at Lindsay.

“Window,” she whispered.
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Ben, following just behind Alex, called out directions through the house. If the medicine man was repulsed by the reek of urine or if his eyes stung at the wood smoke, his steps did not slow, and though it burned Ben’s eyes and throat he followed. The rats fled before them. Just before the kitchen, where she had surprised him before, Ben yelled “Wait!” and grabbed Alex by the arm. Ben sneaked past him and peered around the corner to find the galley kitchen littered with trash bags but nothing else.

“Clear,” he said.

They turned toward the black opening to the basement. Flashlights in hand, they descended.

As they reached the landing, they were ankle-deep in refuse. It sounded like they were wading through a pile of leaves, with the occasional hollow crunch of an empty plastic bottle. In the nearest corner, empty cardboard boxes were stuffed inside one another and stacked to the ceiling. It had not been this cluttered when Ben had last been here. Judging by the volume of wrappers and trash, the woman had reached the dregs of whatever supplies she had. They rounded the corner at the landing and entered the full basement.

They found a small, dying fire in the center of the room, smoldering outside of a fireplace. It looked alien to Ben, a signal of something terribly wrong. Of desperation. Hungry, freezing men crossing wintry plains and burning carriage wheels to survive one more night. Cauldrons tended by blind witches in caves warning of ill fortunes and exacting a horrible price for the privilege.

Dozens of glowing points dotted the leaning boxes and broken furniture and scattered chaos, like the twinkling skyline of a dilapidated city—rats just beyond the firelight.

Ben’s eyes adjusted to the objects surrounding the fire. The basement had been a cluttered mess before, but now it looked as if anything in the house that was flammable had been dragged down to keep the fire going. The basement had its own gravity. Like a black hole, it was devouring everything around it. Even he had been drawn back down here after that morning when he promised himself if he was ever able to see the sunlight again he would never return.

Despite the junk, the immediate area around the fire was pristine, dotted with small objects. Ben and Alex swept their flashlights around them. Apparently not all of the wood was used to feed the fire. Small, wooden carvings formed a perfect ring around the flames. Turtles, whales, ravens, and more.

“What the hell is this?” whispered Ben.

“It appears to be an altar of some sort.”

Ben approached the fire. He picked up a wooden turtle. “So these are supposed to be what, exactly?”

“Offerings.”

He looked at Alex. In the firelight, he could see the Ojibwe looking back at him. Of all the horrors in the basement, it was the medicine man’s expression he liked least in that moment.

“Who is she making offerings to?”
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Lindsay and Richard stared at each other for a moment until they heard small, quick footsteps piston down the stairs. Richard pushed Lindsay behind him and untied the bag with the white ash. Lindsay noticed his hands were shaking, but he poured what remained across the open doorway to the sunroom in an unbroken line. He backed up beside her and immediately stepped into a puddle of cat urine.

“Jesus, cat, hold your water. These shoes cost more than—”

The stairs groaned again, louder and longer this time. Every muscle in Lindsay’s body screamed for her to run out the back door. The cat meowed incessantly and threaded himself through their legs.

Richard nudged her toward the back door. “Go.”

“You said we wouldn’t make it.”

“It won’t get past this,” he said, pointing to the fresh ash line, “and if it wants out it has to go back upstairs or find another exit. That’s a few seconds at least. And I’ll distract it.”

Before she could tell him no, a change in light caught her eye.

“Wait,” she said. “The living room.”

They both peered back into the house from the sunroom, past the kitchen, down the hallway, toward the front of the house. The smell assaulted them first, a pungent musk, thick and cloying. Like a marsh at low tide, thought Lindsay. They could not see into the living room around the corner, but it had been brighter a moment ago. Now no light came from that part of the house.

From the darkness of the living room, twenty feet from them, a hand passed over the fixture on the wall. It was large and hairy, but human, and despite herself, she screamed. Next to her, she heard an involuntary release, a noise of revulsion, escape from Richard’s mouth. The long hallway to them went dark then; the only light remaining in the house now came from the small sunroom.

Richard shoved her again toward the back door, but they both stopped short when they heard the cracking. From the darkness, they heard the protestations of an animal in pain. Grunts and whines and wet sounds, punctuated with a high, sharp sound like branches snapping.

“Bones,” said Lindsay.

“My God,” whispered Richard.

The pops tapered off, replaced by a low growl that vibrated through the small house. The hair on Lindsay’s neck rose and then two glowing eyes came into view, much lower than the light switch the hand had just passed over. Low to the ground. The beast remained outside the nimbus of light cast by the sunroom, but Lindsay thought she could make out its features. A low-slung head, crouched, hackles raised. The wolf that had attacked them in the car. It did not advance, but the growling became higher, rising to a whine, broken by the occasional yip.

“It’s a werewolf,” said Lindsay.

“It’s not.”

“It was a man, now it’s a wolf. That’s a werewolf.”

“It’s a shapeshifter. It’s a were-anything-it-wants-to-be.”

“Can we argue on the move?” She reached for the doorknob.

“Don’t move,” warned Richard.

“Make up your damn mind.”

“Whatever the hell it is, it’s a wolf now and wolves love it when you run. Stand your ground. Be confident.” He straightened to his full height and puffed up his chest. Lindsay did the same.

“I’d be more confident if you had that silver bullet.”

“I do. I just don’t have a gun.”

“I’m never coming to work for you.”

The wolf advanced.

“It won’t cross the ash.”

“Are you sure?”

“Let’s stick with confident.”

The wolf padded out of the shadows and into the light. It was a uniform tawny color. Odd for a wolf, thought Lindsay, then she reminded herself what she was really looking at. Its hackles were up and its ears were pinned to its skull so as to be barely visible. The beast’s teeth were bared. The noises it emitted dropped back to a low, incessant growl, a vibration that filled the house and bounced off the walls and reverberated through their bodies until it was unbearable, broken only by even more horrible popping and clicking sounds that Lindsay realized was the creature’s jaws, its fangs gnashing against one another. One long tendril of spittle dangled from its jaw, swinging back and forth as it crept forward. The beast stopped short of the ash. It dropped its snout within two inches of the uniform line and sniffed without taking its eyes from them.

“Terrible shame, but that’s far enough,” said Richard to the wolf.

He held his phone in front of him.

“Say cheese.”

The camera in his phone flashed and caught the precise moment the beast dragged its forepaw over the ash line.
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The men regarded each other in the firelight. The basement pressed in on them, the low ceiling, the piles of debris, the oppressive stench of urine, the coal-black darkness just beyond the small radius of light thrown off by the fire. Ben had only felt this claustrophobic once before, the last time he was here. At least, he told himself, I’m not alone this time. So when he heard the cough and Alex’s face did not move, it may as well have been a shotgun blast in the close quarters.

They both spun their flashlights in the direction of the noise. It was blocked by a mountain of rotted-out appliances and an old bicycle.

“Come out,” said Alex. “We know you’re there.”

Another cough.

They shared another look of mutual puzzlement, then Alex moved first. Ben followed. Once around the junk, their lights found her in the far corner. She was propped against the wall, legs splayed on an old mattress. She must have pulled it down from upstairs, Ben thought. She wore the same garb from the morning she had attacked him. Same embroidered poncho, same conical wooden helmet with lank, graying hair beneath it. Her chin was against her chest, as if dozing, and the brim of her strange headwear concealed her face. The fact that she did not attack them, did not even seem surprised by their entry, unnerved him even more. It was then that he wrested his gaze from her garments and saw her hands. They were covered in seeping sores.

Not sores, Ben thought. Bites.

“My God,” he said.

The rats, plentiful throughout the basement, were especially brazen in this corner. They pressed in on her, and only the lights and the approach of the two men caused them to retreat, although only for a moment. The Ojibwe yelled then, lifted his heavy black boot, and slammed it on the ground, scattering the vermin. They retreated just out of the flashlight’s glare, ready to bedevil her again under cover of darkness.

She looked up then and Ben caught her face with his full beam. He stepped back and suppressed a yell. She was ashen yet covered in dirt, giving her a mottled appearance beneath her lank hair. Her face was covered with the same oozing punctures. Her lips pulled back in a sneer at the sight of him. It took every ounce of willpower not to run screaming from the basement. Jesus Christ, he thought, she looks like a real-life zombie.

“Jumpy boy,” she whispered.

The medicine man knelt in front of her.

“I can feel the heat coming off of her,” he said, turning to Ben. “She needs help.”

“Help? Five minutes ago she was a monster. She killed my friends! She killed my dog.”

“That’s what you said. That’s what Severance said. But something is…not right.” To her, he said softly, “Ma’am, you have a fever. You need help. Tell me your name.”

“You brought a friend,” she said in a weak voice, ignoring Alex to look over his shoulder and grin at Ben beneath the brim of her hat. That smile again. Pure malice. “The more the merrier. My friend won’t mind.”

“We have to get you out of here,” said Alex.

“No!” she yelled suddenly. “I’m staying. It’s safer.”

“Safer?”

“I don’t think my friend…is my friend anymore. He comes to visit me every night. He circles the house, every night in a different skin. Sometimes he comes as the cat and purrs in the window so sweetly. He compliments my carvings and wants me to come outside and show him. I almost went the first night. Sometimes he comes as the wolf and whispers that he is so hungry. He sniffs the window and fogs the glass with his breath. ‘Won’t you come out and bring me some food? Just a little?’ Sometimes it comes in skins I have never seen before. But when he came as my Madeleine I knew he wasn’t my friend anymore. He wore her skin and cried that she was so cold and alone outside. She cried and begged and tapped at the window, and I knew then that the limping man lied to me. I can’t control him forever. I can never leave this place.”

“Who is the limping man?” asked Alex.

“I promised the beast this one,” she said, cutting a hateful glare at Ben. “But he said he could not get close to you. You’re still here, damn you, and now he’s too hungry to bind anymore.”

“Bind?” asked the Ojibwe. He looked back toward the fire, the ring of logs, the carved offerings. “Who are your people?”

Her eyes gleamed with defiance in the firelight and locked onto the medicine man’s. “Tlingit,” she hissed.

“Did she say Klingon?”

“This is a potlatch then?”

She nodded defiantly. Alex stood then and backed a step.

“What you have done is an abomination.”

“He,” she said, leveling a chewed finger at Ben, “is the abomination! He and his friends! For years, this entire neighborhood just sat back and watched my girl disintegrate. As if that wasn’t bad enough, but no, his little group had to kick her when she was down. They piled on!”

“This is unspeakable,” Alex said, his voice quiet but full of steel. “No Tlingit would be so stupid.”

The medicine man kicked over the circle of firewood surrounding the fire pit. He picked up the bags of food and threw them across the basement. The tiny lights of the rats’ eyes scattered in pairs in every direction like fireworks. The hag began to protest but she was either too weak or too frightened by the tall man’s fury and so remained in the corner. Even Ben was surprised at his companion’s sudden frenzy.

Chest heaving, the Ojibwe whirled on her, his fists balled at his sides. “Why doesn’t it just come in for you?”

“If you know what it is, you know it can’t abide this filth.”

“What the hell is going on?” said Ben. “I thought she was the skinwalker.”

“Skinwalker,” she cackled. “You wish, jumpy boy.”

“She’s not yee naaldlooshii.”

“Then who’s the skinwalker?”

“There isn’t one,” said Alex. “It’s worse.”
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Lindsay wondered if the flash of the camera triggered the attack, but it was the phone that probably saved Richard’s life, if only momentarily. In a single blurred motion, the beast lunged for his throat. Richard blocked with the arm holding the phone, already held in front of him, and the beast sank his fangs into that instead. Lindsay had opened the back door as the creature leapt. With his free hand, Richard shoved her out the door. She tumbled down the few concrete stairs to the ground as both man and beast crashed backward into the wall, Richard’s shrieking drowning out the revving growls of the animal.

She got to her feet and saw Richard still on his feet but pinned against the wall. She wanted to run, but she looked around for a weapon. There was nothing. The animal’s forepaws slashed red ribbons out of Richard’s chest. It thrashed its head back and forth and by the noise and the impossible motion, she feared her friend’s arm would be torn from its socket.

He was about to topple over. No man, let alone Richard, was a match for a full-size gray wolf, or whatever was taking the form of a gray wolf, and once Richard went down, she knew, it would be over. One strategic bite, maybe to draw his hands away, then the throat. In her heart, she knew it was over, anyway. She knew she should run now, warn the others at least, but she climbed halfway back up the steps. She could not bring herself to leave.

Richard exploded forward, pushing off the wall. The beast, on its hind legs, lost its balance, and they both crashed to the ground. They landed in a newly minted puddle, courtesy of the cat. On the steps a few feet away, Lindsay felt a splatter of urine hit her face, and despite herself and the danger, she recoiled instantaneously, but the wolf’s reaction was more stark.

It released Richard instantly and was on its legs again, spinning in a circle as if chasing its tail. Its whirling upended furniture and knocked over every plant and picture frame in the sunroom before it bolted directly at Lindsay, its feet barely touching the ground. Lindsay vaulted over the railing and off the steps as the beast shot out the door where she had stood. At the bottom of the steps, it banked left, but rather than attacking her it leapt over the chain-link fence into Ben’s front yard and banked again toward Madeleine’s.

Lindsay was on her feet in an instant. She pounded up the steps to find Richard, curled on his side, his back to her.

“No…fair” came a weak voice.

It made little difference, but she slammed the door behind her, then knelt by him. She heard a small chuckle.

“Lock it too…as long as we’re…rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic.”

She helped him to an upright position and propped him against the wall. His jacket was torn and his shirt was hanging free, revealing blood flowing from more lacerations than she could count. His arm was bleeding as well and hung at a sickening angle. Their eyes met and they saw the relief on each other’s faces.

“Why did it stop?” he asked.

“Honestly, I think it was the cat pee.”

Richard rested his head against the wall and stared into space. His eyes snapped back into focus.

“My phone.”

They both scanned the room and saw it in the corner where it had been flung. Lindsay grabbed it, held it up. Smashed.

“Use yours and call them,” said Richard. “I think I know what it really is now.”
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“A kushtaka.”

“A George Takei?”

The medicine man gave Ben a look.

“What? I’m terrified here.”

“Kushtaka,” said Alex. “Sometimes called the land otter man.”

“The water devil,” said the hag.

Alex looked at her. In the flickering light of the small fire, Ben could not tell if it was in pity or disgust. “Tlingit legend has it,” said Alex, “that it can take the shape of anything, human or animal. It can mimic a baby’s cry or a woman screaming for help. It can even take the shape of a loved one to lure you to the river. It can play with your mind.”

“It can play with something you fear,” said the witch.

“What happens in the river?” asked Ben.

“It tears you apart. Or worse, it turns you into one of them.”

Ben thought of Manny Benavides in the drainpipe at Four Mile Run. Everyone else had been killed where they stood. “That’s not what it’s doing though.”

“I know, and I don’t know why. But the kushtaka are malevolent creatures, cruel. And now this foolish woman has bound one to her somehow—who knows how this has altered its behavior.” He turned to the hag, and through gritted teeth said, “Woman, how on earth did you summon it?”

“Who cares how she got it here? How do we stop it?” asked Ben.

“You can’t stop what is unstoppable,” said the hag.

“If it’s so unstoppable, why hasn’t it just pulled you out of this house? Why can’t it get close to you?”

“It can’t abide this filth.”

“Urine,” said the medicine man. “It is said to dislike urine.”

“I don’t like where this conversation is going.”

Ben recalled his first encounter then, the night it took Bucky, and what he had been doing. Then he remembered that pain-in-the-ass cat marking the house, his new territory. Always by the door or under a window. I’ll be damned, he thought. If I survive, I’m giving that cat a name. “Please tell me this thing has more kryptonite than just…tinkle.”

“Copper.” Alex gestured to the small blaze in the center of the room. “And fire.”

It made sense. The stench of this house plus the hag’s constant tending of the fire had managed to keep the beast at bay, but now she was trapped.

“They are also said to dislike dogs. That a dog’s bark can reveal its true form.”

Ben thought of the ambush on Bucky. It may have wanted me, he thought, but it settled for removing another threat.

“What’s its true form?”

“They take the form of otters frequently,” said Alex. “There’s an account of a miner in Alaska seeing several kushtaka at once. They were large and apelike, with thick fur and long, sharp claws. They were covered in open sores and gave off a terrible stench. But those who encounter a kushtaka in its true form are not usually in any shape to report their findings. It could be anything for all we know.”

Ben’s cellphone buzzed in his pocket. The screen flashed “Lindsay” and he walked to the basement’s small transom window.

“Ben,” yelled Lindsay, “it was just here! It’s not a skinwalker. It’s—”

“A kushtaka.”

“How did you know?”

“My lady friend told us,” he said, looking back at his companion standing over the woman with balled fists. “She was controlling it, but not so much anymore. There was a little altar and everything.”

“Potlatch,” said Alex.

“Listen,” said Lindsay, “it got into the house.”

“What?”

“Richard is hurt pretty badly.”

Ben heard Richard’s protesting in the background.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“Listen,” he said into the phone, “it hates fire, copper, and urine.”

“It really doesn’t like urine…”

“Just sit tight, we’re coming.” Ben turned to Alex. “We have to go. Richard was attacked.”

“We can’t leave her here,” said Alex.

Ben scanned the basement and the dozens of sets of tiny eyes looked back.

“Fine,” he said, and Alex moved toward her.

“I’m calling an ambulance for Richard,” said Lindsay.

“Don’t.”

“Why not?”

“The witch said she can’t control it any longer. We can’t risk bringing any innocent bystanders here. We’ll figure a way out of here and be right over.” He was about to hang up when he added, “Oh, in the meantime, try to find a way to hold it off.”

“What do you suggest, I pee myself?”

“Couldn’t hurt…”

“Mission accomplished. Be careful, Ben. It ran in your direction.”

Ben watched as the large man bent over the woman to gather her up. He heard her protests and Alex’s exertions, then over his shoulder a muffled sound, like the rumble of distant thunder. He turned around. At the window, he saw the condensation on the pane, blooming and shrinking and blooming again.

“I know.”

He hung up and backed away from the window. As he retreated, Alex backed toward him from the opposite direction, away from the woman, until they were side by side.

“We’re gonna need a bigger boat,” said Ben.

The Ojibwe said nothing, looked down.

Ben followed Alex’s gaze to something glittering at his side. It took Ben a moment to recognize what he saw. A wooden handle in the shape of a bird’s head protruding from his stomach.

Alex sat down hard then.

As Ben bent to help him, the woman flew past both of them and into the dark corners of the basement.

From the shadows, Ben heard a sound of liquid splashing. “I won’t come out! You’re not my friend!”

A moment later, the smell of kerosene filled Ben’s nostrils. “Alex, we have to get out. Now, Alex!”

He got behind the big man and wrapped his arms around him, but the man remained seated, dead weight, the dagger buried in his side.

The woman exploded from the darkness with a pained and angry keening, her poncho flapping like a great bird. She was at the other end of the cluttered basement, but she was bounding toward them. Ben dropped Alex, who fell to the ground with a yelp, and whirled to place himself between his companion and the woman’s charge. Then he realized the fire, feeble though it was, lay between them.

“Don’t!” he yelled, but she did not break stride.

He charged to tackle her, but she was closer to the fire than he was and already running. As she reached the pit, he saw her in full, arms outstretched as if running toward a lover, face burning with fever, with terror, with madness, but mostly with hatred, and he knew she wanted him to burn too.

Suddenly, she was alight.

The flames did not crawl slowly up her body. To Ben, there was a moment when she was not on fire and the next she was engulfed. The basement flashed with brilliant light and he felt the heat on his face like a sudden wind. Her screams were terrible, bloodcurdling. But her momentum still bore her toward him.

Ben grabbed the old bicycle with both hands, spinning around and catching her between the two wheels just as she reached him. He knew there was no way she could still see him, but she reached out to embrace him still. Her flaming hands passed inches from his face and he could smell the burning flesh. By instinct, he shoved her hard then, away from him and Alex, but it was back toward the fire. She toppled over the blaze again. She came to rest finally, but part of her—Ben could no longer tell which—touched off a trail of kerosene drops she had left as she charged forward.

He grabbed Alex again. “Come on, help me out here!”

The Ojibwe’s feet found life. He screamed when he placed weight on them, but with Ben’s help he managed to stand. They moved slowly in the direction of the stairs, Ben’s arm around Alex’s waist, Alex’s arm slung over Ben’s shoulders. They inched forward. The trail of kerosene lit up, reaching out from the pyre like a fiery tendril. It ignited random papers and cardboard, the piles of junk the woman had gathered to keep her tiny fire burning through the terrible nights. The two men shuffled toward the stairs. Too slow, thought Ben. There was no way to keep low, beneath the smoke. Alex could not hunch with a knife in his gut. Ben sped up, forcing the medicine man to keep pace.

There was no ventilation in the cramped basement and the smoke was overpowering. He pulled his shirtfront up over his nose and did the same for Alex. In the firelight, Ben saw Alex’s face was beaded with sweat and his teeth clenched in pain, but he forced them both forward. The tendril reached into the dark, filthy corners, igniting the boxes there, bathing them in purifying light. Rats screeched and scurried everywhere, their kingdom ablaze. Some, on fire, shot past like tiny comets, blazing new paths as they crisscrossed the basement.

With each deep, hacking cough, Ben grew more lightheaded. He saw translucent worms wriggle around the edges of his vision. When they reached the foot of the stairs, he looked back. A shroud of coal-black smoke. Flames licked the walls around them. It was near impossible to breathe. His lungs began to burn. The conflagration drove him up and out to where the beast prowled.
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“Lindsay!”

She had found some towels for Richard in the upstairs bathroom when she heard Ben’s ragged screams for help. She looked out the window then and saw flames shooting through the transom windows of Madeleine’s basement. From her vantage, she could not see Madeleine’s front door, but she knew from the kushtaka’s piercing gaze that Ben must be there. Intent on its prey, the beast paced back and forth, its eyes burning like it too housed an inferno in its depths.

“Shit!” she yelled, and bolted downstairs. She ran past the window the kushtaka had entered—closed and locked now—down the steps, and through the living room and kitchen. Richard was on his feet again, clutching himself, dish towels soaked with blood and pressed to his arm and chest. She tossed her phone to him and said, “Call 911, the house is on fire,” without breaking stride for the basement.

“Which house?” he called. “Us or them?”

“Them! Call!”

She remembered seeing it there the day she was attacked in the drainpipe, when Ben brought her down to the basement to see the footprints. On the shelf with the pictures of his father, his mementos. His wallet, his Metro card. And his jar of loose change filled with quarters, dimes, nickels, and pennies.

Copper-plated pennies.

She grabbed the jar and ran back upstairs. Before Richard could stop her, she bounded outside, hopped the fence between the yards, then ran straight for the crumbling brick wall of Madeleine’s burning house. She advanced along the side of the house until she rounded the corner to the front. The beast was a few feet from the bottom of Madeleine’s front steps. It would not advance farther, but it blocked Ben and Standingcloud, both coughing violently, from fleeing the burning house. Smoke poured through the front door. Ben saw her first, then the wolf’s head snapped in her direction.

Lindsay plunged her hand into the jar and flung a handful of change in its direction like she was scattering seed. She prayed she had grabbed some pennies. The beast broke from its post and charged, running straight for her. It crossed the patch of grass where the coins lay but kept coming. I’m such a fool, Lindsay thought, and flinched, awaiting the attack.

The wolf jolted like it had stepped on a live wire. It shot upward, then began running in circles again, chasing its tail like it had in Ben’s sunroom. Another jolt and the beast fell over like it had been swatted off its feet by a giant, unseen hand. Climbing back to its feet, the beast backed away slowly, growling, its eyes fixed on Lindsay. Ben saw the jar of coins in her hand and started down the steps, Standingcloud clinging to him.

Lindsay scattered more coins on the ground, flinging them between the two men and the wolf to give them cover.

“Hurry!” she yelled.

Ben said something to Standingcloud. The man picked his head up, and they began moving dreadfully slowly down the steps. It was only then that Lindsay saw something protruding from the man’s side. She advanced toward them. The beast tried lunging, but she parried every attack with another handful of coins. Finally, it withdrew down the walkway, growling and gnashing its teeth, hackles raised. As Ben and Standingcloud finally joined Lindsay, the wolf threw back its head and howled.

From far off, sirens answered in response.

Lindsay grabbed Standingcloud’s other arm and draped it over her shoulder, taking some of his weight but keeping her hands free for the jar.

“You…should have said…‘Penny for your thoughts,’ ” wheezed Ben.

“You can’t just say thank you?”

“Thank you,” he said. “Quick thinking.”

“Thank you,” wheezed Standingcloud. “Both of you.”

“Just keep moving,” she said. Their eyes were pinned to the wolf, and it them, but it retreated and gave them room. They reached the gate, and a fire engine blared from the south. A few blocks away now. An Arlington police car screamed around the corner, lights on but sirens off.

“Thank God,” said Lindsay.

“Shit,” said Ben.

Its headlights illuminated the three of them and the wolf. The beast looked in the cruiser’s direction, then back at the three of them. With a final, baleful howl, it bolted. It sped toward the car then banked into Ben’s yard, the way Lindsay had come. Lindsay watched it bound over the chain-link fence. She ran after it, but saw that it had already cleared the far fence and was heading in the direction of the woods and Four Mile Run below. For a moment, she caught sight of it between the shadows of the trees. Then the darkness swallowed it whole. She squinted and looked hard, then saw two glowing eyes watching her from two yards over. She clutched the jar of coins, now nearly empty, to her chest. A moment later she watched the beast pass under a streetlight, loping along the same route she and Ben had taken the day she first encountered this creature herself, when it had taken the form of a mountain lion. It seemed so long ago, but it had been only a week. She had been certain she was going to die in that pipe, but even worse, it had made her feel ashamed. She thought she would die tonight too, but now instead of shame, she felt relief. She felt light, almost giddy with it.

Suddenly the police officer from the hospital—the one Ben had argued with—ran over to Lindsay by the fence, weapon drawn.

“Where did it go?”

Lindsay pointed. “It’s gone.”

“Damn it,” she said.

“Little help, Officer Cushing?” said Ben, who was struggling to keep Standingcloud on his feet. Their faces were bathed in a sheen of perspiration and daubed with ash. The officer looked down and noticed the knife handle peering from Standingcloud’s gut.

Cushing holstered her weapon and helped Lindsay and Ben lay the man down on the lawn.

“What the fuck happened, Ben?” asked the officer.

Lindsay looked at Ben too, but he said nothing.

By now, neighbors were pouring out of their homes to watch the house, which had caused so much trouble, burn. Richard shambled out of Ben’s house too, clutching his bent arm, ashen, his clothes in tatters and covered with dried rivulets of blood. He looked like a zombie until he saw his friend on the ground.

“Alex!”

He ran to the man’s side and knelt beside him.

Cushing ripped the shirt away from where the knife had gone in.

“This is not what I pay you for,” said Richard, trying to smile.

“In Anishinaabemowin…there is a word…for men like you.”

Richard leaned in.

“Asshole.”

The fire engine swung onto their block, its sirens deafening. To Standingcloud, Cushing yelled, “Medical is on the way,” then to Ben in the same volume but in a different tone, “McKelvie, tell me what’s going on right now or I will lock you the fuck up!”

“We tried to stop it, but things went sideways.”

She pointed at the burning house.

“Did you do this?”

“No!” he said. “Sort of.”

The fire truck screamed to a halt in the middle of the street in front of Madeleine’s. Five men poured out, four toward the fire, one toward their strange group. Lindsay stepped back to give the medic room to do his job as the other four unspooled the hose off the truck and attacked the fire. Cushing grabbed Ben by the elbow and pulled him out of earshot. Lindsay followed.

“Sort of?” asked Cushing.

He pointed at the knife. “The woman who did that, the woman who I told you about, set herself—and the house—on fire. She’s also the one who put the neighborhood on the beast’s menu.”

“The wolf?” said Cushing.

Lindsay said, “It’s not just a wolf…”

Cushing looked at the darkly dressed supine man with the knife in his belly, then at the tattered, bleeding man hovering over him. She shook her head.

“It’s not a wolf,” continued Ben. “And it’s not a mountain lion either.”

“Bullshit,” she said. “I saw it with my own two eyes. It was a goddamn wolf!”

“I don’t have time to argue with you. I have to go after it.”

“Go after it?” asked Lindsay.

“If you attempt to go anywhere,” said Cushing, “I’ll shoot you in the leg.”

“Wait,” said Lindsay. “You said Standingcloud destroyed the altar—”

“Potlatch,” said Richard, approaching. The medic called after him, ordering him to sit, yelling that another paramedic would tend to him shortly, but Richard gave a dismissive wave over his shoulder with his good arm. “The least we can do for Alex is be accurate.”

“Potlatch,” said Lindsay. “The house is on fire and she’s dead. You said it yourself she was controlling it somehow. Maybe it’ll just go.”

“Maybe,” said Ben. “But it killed a lot of people. And I’m responsible for that. If I ever want to sleep again, I have to be sure it’s gone for good.”

Lindsay looked at Richard.

“I’ll be more than happy to help you dissect it, Lindsay, but it’s not as easy as catching a frog, is it? It obviously doesn’t freeze when you shine a flashlight on it.”

“What do you think?” asked Ben.

Richard looked at his feet. “I think it was bad enough when it was on a leash. A free kushtaka running around in Arlington, or anywhere…we have to stop it.”

“A George Takei?” asked Cushing.

“You’re not going anywhere,” said Lindsay.

“I’m fine.” He waved her concern away and in the effort immediately swooned. Lindsay helped him to sit.

“You’ve lost a lot of blood, and as soon as your adrenaline flushes, you’re going to be flat on your back.”

“You’re all crazy if you believe I’m letting any of you go anywhere,” said Cushing.

“Stacy,” said Ben, “forget whatever you may think about me…you know in your bones something else is going on here. You saw firsthand what it did, how it acted. Deliberate. It’s more than a wolf. It’s more than a lot of things. One look in its eyes and you know I’m right. I have to stop it.”

“We,” said Lindsay. “We have to stop it.”

Ben looked at her.

“I’m in this,” she said. She tried a smile. “In for a penny…”

She was prepared for protests, some macho bullshit, but instead he smiled. She had seen him smile during their day on the trail, but not like this. It was as if his face unlocked. Warmth, relief, pure gratitude—they all spilled out in the glow of the firelight. No one had ever looked at her like that in her life.

Cushing was watching him now too. “Say I’m buying this—hypothetically—we don’t even know where it’s going.”

“I know where it’s going,” said Ben.

“Where?” asked Richard.

“Alex called it the land otter man. Otter. If we can assume it spends enough of its time in that form to be called a land otter man, then it has a holt.”

Everyone stared at him, but no one spoke.

“An otter holt? Where otters live? Don’t you watch Animal Planet? I thought you two were zoologists.”

Lindsay pointed at Richard. “Cryptozoologist.”

“It’s going to Four Mile Run. Not just to the woods, to the river.”

“The water devil,” said Richard quietly.

Ben looked at Lindsay. “And we know where that holt is, don’t we?”

Lindsay felt her skin erupt in gooseflesh, but she nodded. Richard struggled to his feet and put a hand on her shoulder. “Be careful.”

“Look out for your friend,” she said.

They looked back at the medicine man. His face was strained, but he brushed the medic away. He leveled his gaze at Lindsay.

“Fire…copper…urine.”

“We don’t have time to fill water balloons…” said Lindsay.

With that, Ben disappeared into the house.

Richard looked at her. “That salary figure you never gave me for the job you don’t want? Double it.”

“At least.”

Ben flew out his front door carrying a can of hair spray. “Rachel left this behind. Anyone have a lighter?”

Richard reached into his shredded jacket pocket and passed him a gold-plated lighter. “Good luck.”

Ben jingled his keys. He looked at Lindsay. “Let’s go.”

“Wait!” yelled Cushing.

They watched her. Her jaw was set and she looked angry. She was clearly wrestling with a decision and neither side of it looked appealing. “Fuck!” she spat. Then, to both of them, “I’ll drive. I’d like to sleep again too.”

Lindsay got to the cruiser first and tried to take the front seat, but Ben put his hand on the door first.

“Sorry,” he said. “If I get in the backseat, she may not let me out again.”

Cushing gave them both a look. “He’s not wrong,” said the officer.

Lindsay looked back at Richard, sitting by his wounded friend, clearly exhausted, his adrenaline faded now, and staring at her with a solemn expression that did not fit his normally impish face. Standingcloud wore a similar expression that showed more concern for what she was about to endure than for what he already had.

Cushing hit the sirens and blue lights and drove over the curb and onto the sidewalk to get past the fire trucks and engines that now blocked the street. At the top of the block, she made a right onto Pershing and drove toward the Barcroft Community House and Four Mile Run. Once they were free of 3rd Street South and the burning house, all became dark and quiet again. She cut the sirens. From the back of the car, Lindsay stared out the window. The street sank as they headed toward the hollow of Four Mile Run, and so did her confidence. The blue lights spun. The world was aslant. It added to a feeling of vertigo. And she was in the back of a police cruiser, heading toward dark woods to find a creature that had tried to kill her three times now.

The road bottomed out before rising again toward the Community House.

“Down here,” said Ben. “Cut the lights.”

“I know what I’m doing,” said Cushing.

The officer turned right onto 7th and the world kept dropping. As the car pitched forward onto the steep dead-end street, Lindsay felt as if she had just crested the top of a roller coaster’s track, ready for the bottom of her world to fall out. She did not want to go into the woods, but she wanted out of the car. Cushing drove right to the dead end, the guardrail, the border between the sane world and the beast’s territory.

Cushing cut the ignition, and with the lights out, all was silent and dark. She pulled her patrol rifle from the center rack between the front seats.

“Whoa,” said Ben.

“An AR-15 ought to even the odds a bit.”

Lindsay took a deep breath, then tried the door. It was locked; she had forgotten she was in a police car for the moment. When she looked through the Plexiglas partition into the front seat, she saw Cushing watching her. The officer exchanged a glance with Ben, who nodded then faced front. They exited the car.

Cushing fit her head and arm through the rifle’s two-point sling. Ben walked to Lindsay’s door, but he made no move to open it.

“Open up,” said Lindsay.

“I’m sorry.”

“You motherfucker.” She yanked on the door handle. “Open it! I’m going too!”

She pounded the windows with her fists. She kicked the door. She pulled on the handle over and over again until she thought it would come off in her hand. When she was finished, she was crying. “I saved you, you asshole!” She screamed, “I can help!” She was furious and tired and afraid and secretly relieved, but most of all, she felt stung. Betrayed. When she looked at Ben through her tears, she saw his hand pressed flat to the glass. He looked at her as if she wasn’t cursing him. That same look, his face unlocked.

“I’m sorry,” he said. She could barely hear him through the glass.

“I saved you.”

“In every way.”

“Let’s go,” said Cushing.

Ben turned around. He joined Cushing at the edge of the woods, and then they were gone.


Chapter 27

FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 21

The pair descended the short path away from the car, leading to the trail. Branches swirled and pressed in on them in a gnarled tunnel that snagged at their clothing. Soon they were on the trail, Four Mile Run below them.

“Now I know why you never called,” said Cushing.

“Had my hands full.”

“Not the wolf. Her.”

“It’s not a wolf,” said Ben.

“And that’s not an answer.”

“You never asked a question.”

“You really are an asshole.”

“Maybe. Give me your pistol.”

“Yeah, that’s not going to happen.” She looked up and down the trail, holding the AR-15 close to her body. “Which way, Animal Planet?”

“Down there.” He pointed to the dark hollow of Four Mile Run below them.

“The drainpipe is north.”

“I don’t think it’s going back to its holt.”

“You said it yourself it holed up there before. It’s already taken one kill there.”

“I think it’s going to head south. Out to the river and out of here for good.”

“Why?”

“I think it’s frustrated. Pissed. As much as it wants to kill me, I think it’s more sick of being on a leash. I think it wants to leave. There’s a chance we could head it off.”

“Shouldn’t we go farther south then, make sure we don’t miss it?”

“If it’s at all close down there, I don’t think it’ll be able to pass me up before it leaves.”

“That’s your plan? To be bait?”

“The second half of the plan is where you shoot it. Can I trust you to do that before it eats me?”

“I’ll think about it.” She peered down into the gorge. “There’s no better way to get down there?”

“Maybe, but there’s no time. And I don’t want to wander around here in the dark looking for it.”

“Fine. After you.”

“Stacy, seriously…thank you.”

“I’m not doing it for you.”

Ben approached the lip of the gorge and peered down into the darkness. Four Mile Run flowed between boulders thirty feet below. He looked across the gorge, through the trees. An apartment complex. Behind him, a sleeping Barcroft. This stream cut into the earth like a gash, right between neighborhoods. As he began to scramble down, he looked back at Stacy.

“It’s not like that, you know. She’s gay.”

“Wow,” said Cushing, shaking her head in the darkness. “Good thing you know about monsters, because you clearly don’t know anything about women.”

Ben went down first, using the weeds, rocks, and toward the bottom, the riprap to keep from falling. They made slow progress in the darkness. At places it was steep, nearly vertical. They were both clinging to the cliff face when an air horn split the night’s calm.

“What the hell was that?”

“After last night’s community meeting bloodbath,” she called down from above, “the media has been all over this. They’ve dubbed it ‘The Beast of Barcroft.’ There’ve been hunters out here since this morning.”

“Hunters in Arlington? Are they nuts?”

“Rednecks running around with rifles, scientists from the zoo trying to trap it, thrill seekers…I’ve been out here all day clearing out idiots.”

At least it can’t ambush us while we’re vertical…unless it’s already down there waiting. One thing at a time, Ben thought. Finally, he landed on a small lip of marl next to the water. A moment later, Cushing dropped down next to him. In one fluid motion, her rifle went from hanging by the sling in front of her to raised and ready.

They looked around. It was not quite a box canyon, but it felt like one. There were only a few ways to escape, running north or south with the river, over the jagged, uneven rocks and marl, or back up the steep face. Ben doubted the kushtaka would allow them the careful minutes either option would take. But he did not plan on escaping, and at least there was no way for the beast to sneak up on them.

“There,” said Cushing, pointing.

There was a small clearing, right in the middle of Four Mile Run. A patch of ground the size of a car, large enough for them both to stand on. Even better, he thought. They scrabbled over the rocks until they reached it.

The night was cold and clear. The stars shone overhead. They had that in their favor too, he thought.

They waited. A steady breeze blew from the north. They stood back-to-back, as much for warmth as for protection, Cushing with her rifle pointing south, Ben clutching the can of hair spray in one hand and a lighter in the other, watching north.

“Be careful with that thing,” she said.

“I don’t care if it’s a squirrel, I’m cooking anything that moves.”

After a time, Ben felt his adrenaline slowly fade, replaced by exhaustion and heaviness in his limbs.

He looked over his shoulder at her. He saw her standing at the ready, peering down the trench. Beyond her, the ravine meandered down the dark channel cut into the earth. A large boulder stood at a bend in the ravine, then the stream flowed out of view. Riprap armored the walls along the bottom of the hollow. Weeds shot out between the crevices toward them.

After a long while, Ben squinted at his watch. It had been nearly an hour.

“Stacy, I’m sorry you’re involved in all of this.”

He felt her shrug.

“It’s my job.”

“This is way outside of your job description.”

“Let’s say I believe you…what is it?”

“A shapeshifter. Native American folklore. Kind of like a werewolf, but a wolf isn’t its only trick. Seems it can tailor itself to whoever it attacks. I’ve never been much of a cat person, and neither was my dog, so that could account for why it was a mountain lion. You should have seen Hazel at the meetings; she hated rats with a religious fervor. And Jim always joked about wolves. Then last night, it came back to my house. It came as Jim.”

“Get the fuck out of here.”

“I swear,” he said, turning around to face her, “this thing likes to mess with your—”

Ben could have sworn the boulder at the bend in the channel had been against the cliff wall. Somehow it had detached itself from the cliff face and now rested a foot from it. He was contemplating how long the boulder had been there when two orange eyes came alive in it.


Chapter 28

FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 21

They had been gone for less than two minutes and Lindsay had already screamed her throat raw, thrashed inside the car, and completed a thorough inventory of the items in the backseat. None of those courses of action freed her from the back of the cruiser. Her fury at being left behind, her abject terror of the beast stalking its prey out there in the darkness, her body coursing with nervous energy, all amounted to nothing. The window was impregnable.

She pounded the flat of her hand against the window until her vision clouded with tears. She curled up on the backseat. Never had she felt so impotent. Not even in the grotto, watching the polar bear burst a man’s head like a melon in front of a crowd of children. Even that, she was simply a witness to, not a participant. It had simply happened to her. But wasn’t that what her life had become? A series of things that happened to her? Had she not let that attack unmoor her? Afterward, she stopped charting a course and simply floated from job to job, a piece of jetsam in her own life. The National Zoo was her first promising job since the attack and even that had been old colleagues putting in a good word out of pity over what happened in Baltimore. She was swept up by currents stronger than her, like Faith, who always picked the restaurants and chose what nights to spend together and never introduced Lindsay to her friends or really declared to Sissy or anyone else that they were a couple. Her fencing coach echoed in her head.

You are hardwired to be one of two things: an attacker or a defender.

Now she was not even a defender anymore. At best, a bystander. At worst, a victim. She lashed out with her foot and kicked the door.

“No!”

It felt good. There has to be a way, she told herself. The anger, the fear, the adrenaline—she just had to channel it. She lay on her back and placed both feet against the passenger side window and placed both hands over her head, bracing against the opposite door. She brought her knees to her chest and was about to kick out the window when she heard a noise and looked up to see Jim tugging on the driver’s-side door handle.

He smiled.

She lunged for the inside door handle, but there wasn’t one. “Oh God,” she moaned, then pushed back to the far side of the cruiser, waiting for the door to open, for the hulking thing to grab her. Lindsay screamed. He pulled the door handle again.

Nothing.

They had locked her in. Thankfully, Cushing had also locked the entire cruiser too. Lindsay could not get out but no one could get in either. The kushtaka regarded her with its glowing orange eyes. She was closer to it now, in this form, than the night before, when she had first spotted it in the yard. It was tall and broad, and shared the features of the man she remembered now from the first community meeting, on the night she first got mixed up in this. He had been one of the vocal ones, angry like Ben. It loomed over the car and was backlit by the streetlamp at the end of the street, but she saw it clearly enough. It was covered with patches of coarse, tawny hair. Or fur. She could not tell. It was fully upright, but images of missing links and grainy photographs of Bigfoot flashed through her terror from the recesses of her memory. It mimicked the movements of a man but with no real grace or ownership. Most of all, she was transfixed by those eyes, glowing orange. They shone right through her. Like it’s reading my mind, she thought. The beast smiled then, revealing a mouth crowded with too many teeth, as long and sharp as a wolf’s. It bent at the waist suddenly, as if seized by cramps. It sank from view, beneath the window. Even through the sealed doors and windows she heard the horrible crackling sounds.

Then nothing. She inched closer to the driver’s-side window. When she heard nothing further, she moved closer still and rose as much as the cruiser’s roof would allow.

Just then, an enormous shape shot up and fell against the car. The impact knocked her back and she landed hard against the far door. When her head cleared, she saw that the beast was against the car. She saw two massive paws, with five long, curled claws extending from dark pads. Even though they were tawny—the wrong color—she knew instantly what she was looking at. Bear claws. Not just any bear, she thought. A polar bear.

The same claws, the same long muzzle and neck. Still, even panicked, she noticed that it was smaller than a real polar bear, less than half its full size and not well fed. Its size was closer to that of a black bear. In her stupor, she made the connection that when it was a wolf, it was enormous. For a man too, it was massive, but as a bear, it was a smaller specimen. It has restrictions, she thought. It can manipulate its mass—redistribute it—but it can only work with what it has. Its biology may be unfamiliar, but all biology was science.

She did not need science to remind her of the polar bear’s powerful hindquarters. The rocking of the car was evidence enough. It shook her out of her stupor. The clacking and screeching of claws against the glass raised the hair on her neck.

The bear heaved. The window cracked.

She also did not need to be reminded what a motivated polar bear could do to a human. She had her memory for that. And apparently, inexplicably and cruelly, so did the beast. She resumed her position on her back, brought her knees to her chest, and exploded them outward against the passenger-side window.

Nothing.

She kicked again.

At the driver side, separated by spidering glass, the bear loomed. Helplessness flooded her limbs. She kicked again, desperate to keep her kicks from disintegrating into panicked flailing. My legs against one window versus some mystical fucking polar bear’s strength and claws at the other?

She closed her eyes and kicked again. If she was going to break free, she had to ignore the bear, the horrible rocking and splintering of the glass. She imagined her legs as pistons. She remembered all of those hours fencing, hours spent sparring—crouching—and the power of her thighs. She became angry. She heaved her legs against the passenger-side glass and felt it give just as the force of the bear’s thrusts crunched the driver’s-side window. She gathered her legs back up to her chest once more, focused, and with a scream deep from her core, punched the glass out with her heels. She bolted upright just as glass fragments from the driver’s side exploded into the car, followed by the crash of a wide, thick paw. She heard the popping sound of its claws as they punctured the upholstery where her head had just been. The bear lunged its head, jaws snapping, into the vehicle as she scrambled toward the opposite window. She sprang out of it and toppled to the ground. The cruiser shook as the bear thrashed inside.

Suddenly, an air horn pierced the air and the car went still.

She looked toward the sound and saw an elderly woman standing in the doorway of the house at the base of 7th Street, the house closest to the woods.

The woman shouted, “Move it, girl!”

Lindsay bolted for the house as the bear attempted to back its way out of the car. Lindsay was halfway up the lawn when the bear had freed itself and began to trot after her.

The woman sounded the air horn again and the bear charged.

The old woman stepped aside and Lindsay plunged through the front door. As soon as she made it, the woman slammed the door behind her and flung a dead bolt into place.

Lindsay grabbed the woman and backed from the door.

“Thank you,” said Lindsay breathlessly, “but we’re not safe. We have to get out of here.”

“I told him,” said the woman. “I told him.”

“What?”

“That county man. I told him there were too many animals around here that shouldn’t be. No one believed me.”

“I believe you.”

Lindsay inched toward the door and peered through the peephole. She expected to see two glowing eyes staring back at her. Whether in a man’s face or a bear’s face or some new nightmare’s, she expected to see those burning eyes. She wagered she would dream about them for a long time to come, if she survived, but there was nothing in the circular, distorted view of the peephole. She ran to the nearest window in the front room and pulled back the curtain.

The beast was gone.

Lindsay collapsed into a chair. The house was incredibly warm, overwhelmingly warm, thanks to a fire in the front room. Feeling momentarily safe, she realized how exhausted she was. The woman peered out the window as well, and once satisfied the beast was gone, returned to the fire.

“Where are the officers who belong to that car?”

“In the woods. To go after the…bear. If you hadn’t been here, ma’am…you saved my life. Thank you.”

“We’re not going to have a problem, are we, miss?” asked the old lady.

When Lindsay looked up, she saw the woman brandishing a fireplace poker, its sharp tip dusted gray with the ash of her latest fire.

“Just because you were arrested doesn’t mean you should be bear food.”

Despite herself, Lindsay laughed out loud.


Chapter 29

SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 22

It charged. Ben barely had time to register that the kushtaka had become a bear before it was upon them.

“Shoot, shoot!” he finally yelled.

A flash of light spit forth from Cushing’s rifle, and massive explosions, deafening in the narrow confines, rocked the gorge. The beast ignored it. It charged straight ahead. Straight for Ben. I have one chance, he thought. If that. He fumbled with the lighter and hair spray, but brought them together.

The bear closed the distance between them before Cushing could get off another round. It moved faster than Ben could even move his fingers. It breached their tiny island in the middle of the stream. Ben felt the first droplets of water from the creature’s thundering approach kiss his face and smelled the thick, cloying scent of its fur. Then he felt the hot rot of its breath as it was upon him. He flicked the lighter and mashed the hair spray nozzle and braced for impact.

A jet of flame and light gushed forth.

For a moment, everything in their small canyon was illuminated. The dull gloss of the moss on the rocks, the glint of rusted beer cans embedded in the tiny lip of the shoreline, the tangle of roots creeping up the rocky face of the cliff wall. And the bear. The white of the beast’s fangs, the black of its gums. It was a pale, carroty color, several shades lighter than its scorching eyes. It resembled a polar bear to Ben, but smaller in stature. It looked as if it had been awakened abruptly near the end of its hibernation, all teeth and claw and loose flesh swinging at the underbelly. Both ravenous and furious. Its eyes bored into Ben just as the tip of his flame licked its fur. The beast fell backward as if it had run into a wall.

It tumbled off the island and splashed back into the water. When it righted itself it roared, a sound louder and more terrifying than Cushing’s rifle. Ben’s makeshift torch sputtered as he took his finger off the nozzle, the bear out of his range.

“Don’t stop!” yelled Cushing. She advanced to the edge, firing more rounds into the mass. Even in the darkness, Ben saw the creature roll into a tight ball. It spun around in the water, dousing the tiny fires that had erupted on its hide. It spun and spun, retreating into itself. He could no longer see the head or the paws. It was just a breathing, writhing mass, tawny and black where the flames had consumed its fur.

The beast came to rest finally, a huddled mound in the stream.

“Wait,” said Ben.

Its flesh began to ripple.

Deep inside the mass, Ben heard the muddled sounds of bones grinding, punctuated by sickening pops and cracks. He listened to the beast’s internal gears falling into place, and Ben’s runaway brain, desperate for context, thought of the movies about giant robots turning themselves into cars and planes. Yet these gears were bones and cartilage and muscle and their shuffling was a wet, grotesque sound, a sodden mop smacking a dirty floor. It turned his stomach, but he could not look away. Its surface shivered and buckled as its insides shifted, rearranging itself into the next horror. Ben wondered vaguely how much more his mind could take, but he was rooted to the spot, mesmerized.

Cushing moved to the edge of the island, her weapon at the low ready, peering just over her front sight. The beast was still, a foul mass in the middle of the stream.

“Is it dead?” she asked.

Ben stared at a patch of skin on the creature, leathery where his torch had done its gruesome work. The flesh rippled.

“Get ba—”

The beast exploded outward. One moment Ben’s eyes were locked on the still mound of the creature, Cushing in the foreground, the vanguard of their little patch of land. The next he heard himself grunt, flat on his back. He saw bright stars in the crisp sky, framed by the black walls of the canyon. He shook his head. Cushing was off to the side and behind him, facedown. Out cold. He instinctively looked to her hands—empty, the sling severed, the rifle gone. His lighter and the hair spray can were gone too. He felt a gash across his forehead. He wiped his brow and his hand came back wet.

He looked to where the mass had been.

Slowly, languorously, the beast unfurled itself.

It towered over Ben. It rose up on two legs and Ben had a feeling of déjà vu. It was thinner now than when it had been a bear, but much taller, as it seemed to have taken all of its flesh and lengthened it, expanded it, stretched it, all the way to its snout, which now had the length of a horse’s muzzle. It had a powerful chest and sinewy arms ending in claws, and a long torso that tapered down to smaller, bent legs that were tipped by hooves. It had gained width as well, Ben thought, expanding in every direction, until he realized it was unfolding a set of monstrous wings. Leathery, membranous, like those of a bat.

It was then that Ben knew precisely what he was looking at.

Artists’ depictions and pictures of old woodcuts had always made it look silly to Ben, ungainly and not at all threatening. A hodgepodge of other lore—cloven hooves, dragon’s wings, a horse’s head. It never had teeth, metaphorical or otherwise. It was laughable. But this chimera was not laughable. Its long maw dripped with teeth. It gazed at him with eyes the color of burning coals, two orange pinpoints blazing out of a mass that just kept expanding, filling the canyon, blotting the moon and stars. Growing into how he always saw it in his nightmares—wiry and looming and all-powerful—ever since the night of his father’s first telling out there in the woods, where their campfire’s light cast dancing shadows and folklore waited just beyond the tree line. His head swam, unmoored.

God help me, it’s real.

The Jersey Devil threw its head back and roared and Ben waited for death.

Even so, by instinct, he rolled to one side. There was nothing to do at this point but present as small a target as possible. Like how on the nature shows they said to ball up into the fetal position during a bear attack. Protect your head and neck and hope for the best. Maybe the bear will get bored and amble off. Only this wasn’t a bear anymore. It had raided his mind and pulled out the great terror of his boyhood and it would never get bored.

As he rolled, something stung his thigh. A needle prick, but it burned. Stung and burned hot enough that he dug into his pocket even as the devil shrieked and prepared to pounce. His keys. He thought to splay them between his fingers, maybe take out one of its damned eyes. To go out dealing some punishment, however futile. Make the fucker earn it. Earn him. With one hand cradling his neck, the other fumbled in his pocket for the keys. But there were no keys.

Instead he pulled out his father’s badge.

No.

It was hopeless. He was terrified, trembling with fear, but beneath that, there was something harder, darker. Anger. No, rage. He was furious. Furious at the world, furious with this thing, but mostly furious with himself. Furious that he had let everyone down. His neighbors, all hunted and dead. Cushing beside him, doomed. Lindsay, betrayed. He had pushed Rachel away, pushed everyone away one way or another. Even Madeleine too. Maybe there had been a chance to help her once, but he had been too furious to see it. He waited for his life to flash before his eyes, but he was just too furious. Furious that he had lived alone, and now he would die that way. He screamed himself hoarse, as much out of rage and frustration and indignation as fear. He balled up again and squeezed the badge so tightly that he felt his own heartbeat in the throb of his fingers and palm.

But that did not explain the heat. The metal burned in his hand.

The badge radiated heat. Warmth. Had he pricked himself, he wondered? Blood? He did not realize how cold he had been the past few hours until he clutched the badge. He had been chilled to the bone—to the soul—and a wet, metal badge should not warm his hand. Not on such a cold night. Not in a stream bed cut deep into the earth. Yet it did. The badge grew hotter and hotter and the warmth spread up his arm and throughout his body, like a drug. And then he realized it was not his own heartbeat throbbing in his fingers. It was the badge. It pulsed. The copper shield vibrated in his palm, hot to the touch.

“Dad?”

Of course. Cop. Copper. From the copper stars of old. The badge must have been made of it.

He remembered Cushing then. The devil breached the island and lurched toward her.

Ben found his feet.

He threw himself between the devil and the unconscious officer. He planted his feet and he flung the hand with the badge over his head. In that moment, all of the despair fell away. His limbs flooded with adrenaline or something like it, something unspeakably powerful. He felt fortified. Reinforced. His hand raised, clutching a thunderbolt, Zeus’s hand on his shoulder.

It knocked the devil off its hooves.

The devil landed in the water, flung clear of the island. Farther back than when the fire touched it. Ben thought he had seen a flash of light, but he no longer fully trusted his vision and he did not have the luxury of time to ponder it—the devil righted itself onto all fours. It advanced again, roaring, but Ben held the badge aloft between them. The devil was shunted away again like an opposing magnet; he felt the resistance of it in his hand. The devil feinted left and right, grunting, its wings blown back like streamers in a hurricane, but Ben held his ground. The badge beat in his hand, heat radiating throughout his arm, his body, his heart. He felt like great glaciers cracked inside his chest and fell into warming waters. He gripped it tighter.

The devil grew more frenzied. It pushed its long muzzle at him, at Cushing, but Ben countered with the badge at every lunge. When it got too close, its features ran or were shunted, like modeling clay smashed against stone.

It may as well have been battling a microburst. Its long, fearsome head, overcrowded with teeth, and its wide chest and massive wings, all topping hooved legs, were perfectly suited to instill fear, but it fought to find purchase in the wet, slippery stream bed. It was an ungainly creature. Stymied, the devil backed a few feet, snorting, its chest heaving. It watched the badge and burned with hatred.

The devil crouched and gathered its battered wings.

Ben readied for it to spring into the air. Its wings flashed skyward, its body set to follow. Then it screeched. He had heard all manner of animal screams from this creature, but this was a new sound: fear. It thrashed its wings, but they were too frenzied and disorganized now to carry it into the air. The devil spun.

Lindsay grasped something long and thin that pierced the devil’s back, just below its wings. When the devil spun, she spun with it, holding on for all she was worth, driving forward when both feet were able to touch the ground. It was black with a handle. Ben squinted. A fireplace poker. He watched her struggle mightily for a moment, trying to run the kushtaka through. Ben charged into the water.

“Brace yourself!” he yelled.

He ran toward her, keeping the devil directly in front of him. The farther Ben advanced, the more resistance he felt against his hand. He braced with his other hand and pushed forward. Lindsay dug in. He with his shield and she with her sword, and between them, they impaled the beast. It gnashed its teeth, frothing and snapping and slashing at the air with its claws, but it was pinned now, fastened between them, fixed onto the poker.

“Push!” yelled Lindsay.

Ben plowed forward. She threw herself onto the handle and plunged the poker deeper into the beast’s back. It disappeared to the hilt. With the sound of overripe fruit bursting, it erupted through the devil’s chest. Blood, tinged with the same orange luminescence of its eyes, spattered Ben’s face. An unearthly, earsplitting cry filled the canyon, bounced off its walls, and assaulted them from every direction. Ben did not care about any of it. Teeth be damned, he would ram the badge in his fist down the devil’s throat.

He took a final step forward, but it was one step too far. The repulsion between the badge and the beast was too much and like two magnets, it flung them both away from each other. Ben was thrown back to the lip of his little island. The devil was thrown farther downstream. The force of it spun the creature, flinging Lindsay from her weapon and knocking her into the water. She landed with a splash in front of Ben. She scrambled to her feet, soaking wet. Ben, still clutching the badge, pulled her onto the island.

They collapsed onto each other.

“What just happened?” she gasped.

“I think you just slayed the fucking dragon.”

“I might not next time, you prick.”

“Sure you will. You’re a knight now.”

“Your head—” said Lindsay.

“It’s okay. Cushing first.”

They rolled the officer onto her back. Her uniform was flayed across the chest where the devil’s wing had raked her, but her vest had protected her. Her gashes were not too deep. Their island was hard, rocky ground; he hoped she had just been knocked out. He shook her gently. He touched her cheek. In the moonlight, unconscious, her face was at rest, her brow peaceful rather than wrinkled in the angry way she always looked at him. She was serene. Beautiful.

She came around. She blinked, then scrambled to her elbows, looking for her weapon.

“Stacy, it’s okay, it’s only me.”

“Where is it?” She noticed Lindsay then. “How did you—”

“Nobody puts baby in a cruiser. You’re lucky I don’t kill both of you myself.”

“I’m sorry,” said Ben. “I—”

“Later.” She pointed downstream. “Look.”

Downstream, the kushtaka raged. It grasped the iron spear with both claws. The poker’s handle at its back prevented the creature from pulling it all the way through its chest, and its hook near the tip prevented the creature from pulling it back. It stumbled. It tried to lift itself into the air, but could not command its wings. Finally, it fell forward, onto all fours. Ben thought it might be in its death throes when he heard the telltale snapping again echoing like wood crackling in a fire. Its wings folded back and though they could not see the beast’s features from their distance, its appendages receded and its body grew longer and leaner. It flopped forward into the shallow water.

“What’s it doing?” asked Cushing.

“ ‘The land otter man,’ ” whispered Ben. “It’s trying to get to deeper water!”

“I’ll go after it,” said Lindsay.

“You need to stay with Stacy.”

“You chauvinist ass—”

“No, you don’t understand,” said Ben. He held up the badge. “It’s because of this. The badge stopped him.”

“Then give it to me,” she said.

“It won’t work for you.”

“How do you know?”

“I just do, Lindsay!” Something in his voice cut off further protests. “Get her back to the car!” he said and bolted downstream.

Behind him, he heard, “Yeah, Officer, about your car…”


Chapter 30

SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 22

Ben chased the beast’s torpedo-like form south as it darted easily between the rocks. Even pierced with the fire poker, the handle jutting from its back like a planted flag, the beast outpaced Ben. He abandoned the slippery rocks and the small rapids for the tangled shoreline.

He saw a thin stream of orange phosphorescence trailing out from behind the creature’s wound. Ben kept after it, barely keeping up. He did not know how long he ran. All he was aware of was the pulsing in his hand, the inexplicable warmth he felt despite the damp and the chill. He felt no pain, no fatigue. Even the anger had dissipated. It was like he was in a dream. He could have chased it forever. Soon the walls of the canyon shortened as the stream rose out of the gorge. Or the world sank to them, he did not know. He followed it under Columbia Pike. Then back through the woods until he could see the lights of buildings yet again. He threaded through the green, along the banks, up onto parallel trails, trying to keep pace. He could hear the occasional car on the road, now not far above his head, sweeping its lights across the dark water, unaware of what the shadowy circulatory system coursing through Arlington carried. Weaving silently between the neighborhoods, right under everyone’s noses.

The shallow stream, encrusted with large rocks and tiny rapids, broadened. Ben looked ahead. Around a bend, he saw Four Mile Run widen and deepen, becoming a small river. Open water. He would never be able to catch it then. He poured on the speed. He gained. With a final burst of energy, he sprinted to the bend. When he had pulled even alongside the beast, he leapt.

Ben was not sure if he ever touched the water, let alone the beast. The repulsion threw him back onto the shore. It felt as if he had been hit by a car. He landed on his side and something snapped in his arm. When he opened his mouth to yell, he realized the wind had been knocked out of him and he could not find his breath. He struggled to his feet. He discovered that his arm would not respond to his commands and hung limp, and the pain surrounding his chest told him he had a broken rib or two. Despite the pain, he looked into his hands. Empty.

He heard crackling.

He saw the beast on the opposite bank, changing again. It arched its back, limbs lengthening, its features flowing like lava until it resembled a man on its hands and knees. It struggled to pull the poker through its chest, but between the thick handle and the hook at the tip, the poker was still secure. It would not budge. Ben heard its panting from the other shore, ten yards away.

Ben got to his feet in knee-deep water. His head swam and the world teetered around him. The badge was gone. Without it, Ben could feel the biting chill of the November air against his wet skin again. The water was worse. He tried to get his breathing under control, which felt as if it came through a flattened straw, and to slow the beating of his heart, which felt like it would rupture. He thought he could swim to it, but the water felt like tiny daggers in his feet and shins. And he knew that swimming to fight something called the water devil was not something he could manage even if he was in perfect shape. A car passed on the road overhead. He readied himself for the beast’s attack.

The kushtaka rose. From this distance, and in the darkness, Ben could see only the silhouette, but he knew instantly what form it had chosen. It was larger than the man had ever been, but on the opposite bank there was no one else and no context to judge its size against. And up close, the details would be wrong, Ben was sure. The tawny hair should be black, like it was in the older pictures on Ben’s bookshelf, or white, as it had been in his final years. It was an abomination, a perversion, but it was close enough.

And that was when Ben knew he had won.

The beast’s shoulders slumped with exhaustion. Its hands dangled at its sides. It stared at Ben with its glowing eyes, dimmer now. A rivulet of the same color trickled from where the poker had burst through its chest. Maybe it had wanted to anger Ben enough to call him across the water like some twisted siren. Or maybe it was the beast’s last gambit, a call for mercy. Whatever its reason for choosing that form, it was no longer trying to terrify him. It was desperate. Whatever the reason, it did not matter.

Ben had nothing left.

It took all of his energy to stand up straight, but he did. He squared his shoulders. When he was able, he said, “Don’t come back here.”

The beast nodded.

It pitched forward, plodding into the thick mud of the bank. For a moment, Ben thought it might fall, but it staggered toward the water. It labored to the center of the small river, spent and wounded, and submerged. After a moment, the surface roiled. Small waves lapped at Ben’s legs. He heard the occasional pop, muffled by the water now, as it transformed itself yet again. Ben did not know into what, but it didn’t matter. With a final thrash, the kushtaka shot forward, the wake trailing behind the poker handle in a V. Ben watched it go.

He stood there, facing east, toward the airport in the distance, where Four Mile Run emptied into the Potomac, then the Potomac into the Chesapeake, and the Chesapeake into wherever this devil had come from. Ben stood where he was until he could no longer see the ripples of its trail on the water. Just to be sure, he told himself, but in his heart, he knew the ordeal was over. Even the slick of orange phosphorescence the beast had left behind on the surface of the dark water was gone. Satisfied, Ben trudged out of the river. He felt as wrung out as the first thing that ever hauled itself out of the muck. He scaled the embankment, pulling himself along with his good arm, clutching at brambles and weeds and the leafless branches of stunted trees. It may as well have been Everest. Finally, he emerged onto the trail above Four Mile Run, wretched and shivering.

A busy street paralleled the trail and on the other side of it was an apartment complex. Even at this hour, he could see a man walking a dog on the other side of the street. Cars rushed between them, sweeping their lights over Ben’s muddy, battered figure for a moment, then continuing on. He raised a bloodied hand, but none stopped. The man with the dog hurried on. To his right, two elderly Hispanic men who had seen him emerge from the brush hustled away. One of them crossed himself. To his left, Ben saw a cluster of buildings in the distance. He headed toward those. He noticed absently that some of them were festooned with holiday lights. The trees and streetlights too. Already, he thought.


Chapter 31

MONDAY, DECEMBER 22

It was a winter wonderland. Every year, the National Zoo strung thousands of holiday lights and wound them through the walking trails. Lit animal silhouettes gave the illusion that they swayed by blinking on and off in time with the classical music pumped through the grounds. The zoo extended its hours to the public and gave free walking tours for the patrons to view the lights and even visit the habitats of nocturnal animals and other attractions, like the Small Mammal House, Great Ape House, Reptile Discover Center, Think Tank, and Kids’ Farm. The warm scents of hot chocolate, donuts, and kettle corn floated above the heavier, everyday animal smells.

It was exhausting, thought Lindsay.

Thankfully, the Great Cats exhibit required no extra work, but Lindsay pitched in after hours with the other habitats. She gave walking tours, filling in for the docents on vacation. The harder she worked during the day, the easier the struggle to fall asleep at night. For the moment, she hid in her workspace, shielding herself from the cold, from fatigue, and even from holiday cheer with a steaming cup of coffee. It was her fourth cup that morning, but she still felt like she could fall asleep on the spot. She was lamenting that it never felt that way at home when a breathless docent ran into her office.

“Someone’s threatening to jump into the habitat!”

Her stomach flipped. She lunged for the phone at her desk, spilling her coffee. “Damn it!”

“Security’s already there, Lindsay. He says he wants to talk to you.”

“Me?”

By the time Lindsay retrieved her coat and followed the docent outside and onto the Great Cats trail that surrounded the outdoor exhibit, the zoo was abuzz. Security guards were already herding people down the trail and away as Lindsay marched up. The Great Cats habitat was actually a terraced jungle island, dotted on every level with bamboo thickets and dens, and topped with great oaks and Himalayan pines. The island sloped down to the pond that encircled the habitat like a moat. The pond and the entire habitat were further ringed by a large, steep wall that was level with the upper terrace on the island. Though the wall was only waist-high from the trail, the drop into the pond was several feet down. Now every time she saw it, it reminded her of the gorge at Four Mile Run.

He had climbed over the two-foot-wide hedge, an environmental barrier before you could even reach the wall, to stand on the edge. He was dressed for work, in a suit and a long black coat snapping in the wind, and he was chatting with the security guards, who very clearly itched to pounce on him but could not for fear that he would topple backward.

“There she is,” said Ben. “You guys can roll out now, thanks.”

“That’s not how it works, sir,” a middle-aged guard said through gritted teeth. “Please, won’t you let us help you down?”

“Are you out of your damn mind?” shouted Lindsay.

“Come on,” said Ben, gesturing toward the island in the center of the lake. “You really think I’m afraid of these kittens? After everything we’ve seen?”

“You should be afraid of me, you idiot!”

“You wouldn’t return my calls.”

“So you thought I would respond better if you re-created the worst memory of my life?”

“Huh?”

“The polar bear?”

“Oh.”

“Oh, he says.”

The middle-aged guard, Sam, whispered to Lindsay, “You really know this screwjob?”

She looked at Ben. It looked as if it was beginning to dawn on him just what he had done.

“He’s…my cousin,” she said.

“Either way, say the word and I’ll tase him.”

“I can hear you. If you tase me, I’ll fall into the pit.”

“Shut up, Ben.” She turned to the guard. “I’m really sorry. He’s…off his meds. If I can get him down, can we please forget this?”

“Lindsay, this is a big deal.”

“I’ll owe you. Please.”

Sam looked at the man on the ledge as if bile had come up in his throat, then nodded. He turned to the other guards and said, “Give them some room.”

“It’s cold out here, Ben,” said Lindsay. “Make it fast.”

“I…can I take you to lunch?”

“You’re breaking the law, terrifying parents, and jeopardizing my job to see if I wanted to grab a bite? You betrayed me, Ben.”

“I came to apologize.”

“I’ll put it on your tab. Now go.”

She started back down the path.

“Lindsay, I can’t sleep.”

She hesitated, but did not turn back.

“I don’t know what to do. With all of it. I can’t sleep. Are you sleeping?”

She looked up at him. His wrist was still casted below the hem of his coat sleeve. Wrapped in his black coat, standing against the gray December sky, he looked thinner, worn out. And very alone.

“I can wrap my head around monsters,” he said, “but I can’t sleep knowing you hate me.”

“Jesus, come down before I tase you myself.”

—

Ben offered her a tired smile as they both warmed themselves with coffee in a café on Connecticut Avenue.

“So,” she asked, “how’s the cat?”

“You mean Gus.”

“Gus?”

“I thought it sounded tough. He’s a tough cat.”

“So you like cats now?”

“I like this cat.”

“Uh-huh?” she said, grinning.

“Look, I wanted you to know why I did what I did.”

She remembered the look he had given her that night, when she told him she was coming with him. She shifted in her seat. “Ben, look, you don’t have—”

“Relax, Lindsay. Stacy and I are seeing each other.”

“The cop? I did not see that coming.”

“It’s your fault.”

“My fault?”

“I wasn’t in a very good place when you and I met. After my father, my fiancée. Anything I tried just sort of…muffled my problems. I just tried to power through, you know? Then my dog got killed and I realized I’d better snap out of it. And then I met you.” He looked out the window at the passersby with their collars turned up against the wind.

“Of course I was going to fall for you. You’re perfect. Well,” he said, smiling, “almost perfect. But I’m not an idiot. I never deluded myself. I was just glad that that part of me was awake again. The part that could feel things. Other than anger anyway. It was nice. And I’d be damned if I was going to let that thing touch a hair on your head. I would rather have you alive and never forgive me than dead and me never forgive myself.”

“Your plan didn’t quite work.”

“No, it did not. And I’ll never forgive myself for that. You in that car…I have more nightmares about that than anything else.”

“Ben, it’s okay. You were trying to protect me. We were both in uncharted waters.”

“I never thought you couldn’t handle yourself. I’ve felt safer with you than I have with anyone. If we’re keeping score, I’m pretty sure you pulled me out of the fire more than the other way around.”

“And when I pull you out of a fire, it’s a real fire.”

“Pennies from heaven,” said Ben, then his eyes watered and his face reddened and he stared into his coffee cup.

“What?” she asked.

Ben struggled to speak and when he did his voice was thick. “Do you think that if such a terrible thing exists, something we don’t understand, then there’s something just as good out there that we don’t understand?”

“I hope so.”

“When I held that badge in my hand,” he said, then stopped, unable to continue. He concentrated on his coffee.

Lindsay placed her hand on his. With his casted hand, he knuckled tears away.

“Jesus. The waterworks…I haven’t been able to stop.”

“It’s okay,” she said, “it’s normal.”

“Normal,” he said with a laugh. “Urine, fire, copper. That’s what Alex told us. But I did some digging. I called my father’s old precinct. Their badges—his badge—were made of nickel. It wasn’t copper at all. But holding it, I felt…full. More. I can’t explain it and I don’t know where to put it.”

“Maybe nickel works on it too. Or the ash on the poker had some effect. Or some other combination, I don’t know. There could be any number of possibilities.”

“You’re probably right.”

She watched him, framed in the window, staring out to the street.

“Or maybe there is something more out there,” she said. “Something good.”

“That’s not very scientific. But it’s nice of you to say.”

“Hey, we scientists love a good balance.”

Ben took a deep breath and exhaled. “Have you seen Severance?”

“Not since his lawyer showed up and spirited us away.”

“Sorry I missed that.”

She shook her head. “There’s a house on fire, a dead woman inside, Richard is sliced to ribbons, and there’s a giant Native American with a knife in his gut. He didn’t even need the lawyer. By the time one showed up, Arlington County PD was ready to pin medals on him and Alex for trying to pull a woman from a burning building, and the Virginia Medical Center was planning to break ground on the Richard Severance wing. I wasn’t about to argue and neither was Cushing. He had Alex moved—I don’t know where—but Richard called me from some island and told me he was recuperating nicely and going to be fine. It was hard to hear over the steel drums.”

“He called me too. Only to put me on notice that he might call again.”

Lindsay cocked her head.

“He said that I think enough like a monster that I might be useful someday.”

“That’s his idea of a compliment,” she said, “and a job offer.”

“I think I’ll be screening my calls, thanks.”

After they finished their meals, Ben picked up the check. Lindsay did not argue. They stepped out onto the street and into the chill.

“Big holiday plans?” he asked.

“Faith’s in Colorado. Skiing with her family. You and Stacy?”

“Way too soon for that. Besides, she’s down south visiting her family.” He jerked his thumb toward his car. “Anyway, I’m this way.”

“And I’m this way.”

“Again, sorry about the zoo.”

“You can’t help it. You’re an asshole.”

Ben laughed. “I get that a lot.”

She surprised him then with an awkward hug. After a moment, he brought his arms up and returned it and they stood there together on the sidewalk beside busy Connecticut Avenue, holding each other like any other pair of friends among the bustle of the season.

“Take care,” she said.

“Okay then.”

He spun on his heel and walked away quickly. She watched him recede. The wind whipped at his coat and he stuffed his unbandaged hand into its pocket. He hunched forward a bit, into the wind, but he looked looser now too. Lighter.

“Ben!” she called.

He stopped and turned.

“If you’re not doing anything on Christmas, do you want to grab dinner? Catch a movie or something?”

Ben smiled. “God, yes.”
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