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      We’ve always been fans of old-style serials. Who can resist a good cliffhanger?

      When we decided we wanted to do a serial novel, we had to decide what genre of story we wanted to commit to. After throwing around ideas for an eternity, we finally decided on creating our own monster-hunter series. We still remember watching Kolchak: The Night Stalker on TV every week, and it was the show that defined a genre. Yes, the X-Files and Supernatural were vastly more popular and successful shows, but Kolchak had it first.

      This volume contains the entirety of “Season One” of the series. Jess will be back before spring 2014 with another six-episode season. In the meantime, check out Brian and Kevin’s newest series: Random Acts of Cloning. The entire series (up to today, anyway) is now available in one volume.
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      Jessalyn pushed the cart down the aisle, shelving books, one after another. It went quickly. After working so many years as a librarian, she could do it on automatic. She’d pre-sorted the books behind the counter before she came out onto the floor. She liked to be organized and plan ahead for anything she could. She hated surprises. Not that she ever got many surprises, she thought with a sigh. Working the evening shift at the Public Library was probably the most mundane job in the world. She really liked the routine and order of it, yet some days it really felt like something was missing from her life. She supposed after six years of it, she was getting a little bored.

      Recently, she’d started running classes in the group room of the library after closing time. Tuesday was Self-Defense For Women, Wednesday was a book club, and Thursday was basic Tae-Kwon Do. Since she’d gotten her third-dan black belt, she’d been eager to start sharing some of the things she’d learned.

      “Miss Jensen? Can you help me find something?” The voice came from behind Jess, and she was so startled she almost dropped the copy of Gulliver’s Travels she was shelving.

      She whirled around, and saw that a little blonde girl had crept up silently behind her. Seeing who it was, Jess smiled and asked, “Sure, Mary. What were you looking for?”

      “‘Red Fish, Blue Fish.’ I want to read it again.”

      “OK, it’s over here in the children’s section.” Jess led the way and Mary skipped along behind her. The little girl was a regular, hanging out several nights a week while her mother did research and homework for her college courses. Jess quickly found the book and handed it to her. The girl took it and trotted off to join her mother, who was seated at a desk and almost hidden behind a tower of medical books. Jess couldn’t imagine being a single mother and going to college full time, studying to become a nurse. She really admired her determination.

      Jess went back to shelving and finished quickly. It was nearing 7:00, and the library would be closing. She parked the cart and went behind the counter. There was an audio system, and she played the “Five-minute warning” alert. A deep, male voice came over the audio system, “The library will be closing in five minutes. Please make your final selections and proceed to the checkout. Thank you.”

      Mary’s mother sighed and got up. She left the stacks of books there on the table. Jess knew better than to disturb the pile; they’d been there for two weeks. The library wasn’t busy enough that they really needed the table, so she’d allowed Mary’s mother to use it as a semi-permanent office until finals were done next week. She liked going the extra mile to be helpful to the patrons.

      Jess looked around, and was a little surprised to see that Mary and her mother were the only people in the library tonight. She scanned Mary’s Dr. Seuss book, and waved as they headed out the door.

      This was Friday, so there weren’t any late classes. Jess made a quick sweep of the aisles to make sure that no one was still lingering. Then she shut off the computer monitors and copier, switched off the lights, and locked the door behind her. She walked to her car alone as she always did, and headed for home.

      On the way there, she started to mull over what to do for the evening. She lived alone, and always had. She’d once thought about getting a cat. She liked them but didn’t want the trouble or expense. She didn’t care much for dogs or other animals. Plus, she didn’t want to start living a stereotype. She was already a spinster librarian. She didn’t want to compound that by being a crazy cat lady too.

      There really wasn’t any reason to rush home, other than the fact she didn’t have anything else to do. Just the thought of the word “spinster” made her crazy. She’d only turned thirty last month, and was starting to feel self-conscious about still being single. Especially after each week’s call from her mother, who never failed to ask if she was seeing anyone yet. She hadn’t seen anyone or had anything else to do outside work in a long time. Young men came into the library regularly, but they were almost always bookish nerds who were afraid to talk to her. She was glad most of them were too shy to talk to her. Very few of them caught her eye anyway.

      There were a couple of handsome ones that she’d half-heartedly flirted with, but because of the librarian thing, she was becoming more and more used to rejection. They didn’t seem very interested in her. It was starting to become a vicious cycle.

      She needed to get out more, and she knew it. But where? She noticed a billboard on the side of the road for the Ohio State Fair, which was going on this week. Going on tonight in fact. On a whim, she got on the interstate and headed towards the fairgrounds.

      A half hour later, she was parking the car and buying a ticket. It cost more than she expected, but she did so little for fun that it was easy enough to justify. She went in and immediately headed to the cotton candy booth. Once again, she was surprised at the prices, but decided that this was a special occasion. She wouldn’t worry about money tonight. She bought her sugary treat, and started digging in. It was heaven in a bag. She hadn’t had cotton candy since she was a little girl, and it brought back memories of good times with her parents and younger brother. They went every year as a family. She remembered how her brother always insisted on a caramel apple with nuts.

      She considered playing one of the carnival games, but was having a hard time deciding which one looked good. Roller Racer, Fun Slide, Candy Game, or the Shooting Star? The Candy Game looked easy. She put down a dollar, and an attendant waddled over. He fished out four quarters with one greasy hand and plunked them down in front of her while he scooped up her dollar with the other. There really wasn’t any skill at all to the game; it was purely chance. In the center of the booth, there was a roped-off platform filled with rows and columns of holes. She did a quick count, and it looked like about 8 by 10. Each hole and the immediate area around it was painted a different color or pattern, so there were eighty to choose from. The painted countertop in front of her ran around three sides of the booth and had areas where you could place your bets of a quarter per spot. She put a quarter on “tangerine,” “mint green,” “pink dots,” and “dark chocolate.”

      A second attendant announced into a microphone, “Place your bets ladies and gentlemen! Only a quarter can win you a pound of candy of your choice. Two wins gets you a choice of any of the stuffed bears on the back wall. Only a quarter, step right up. Going once.” He handed a white plastic ball to a teenage boy who grinned like he was about to throw out the opening pitch at the World Series. “Going twice, this fine young man is going to toss the ball into the arena, wherever it lands chooses the winner! Final call! Bets are closed. Go ahead, young sir.”

      “You know what the odds are on that game don’t you? It’s one winner out of eighty throws,” said a voice from next to her. Jess jumped a little, startled by his proximity.

      Jess turned and saw a familiar face. She didn’t remember his name, but he’d been in the library a few times. He was very good looking. Apparently, he remembered her as well.

      “Yeah, I just like candy is all,” she said. “I remember you from the library, but…” She was distracted as the teen tossed the ball onto the platform. It bounced, spun, rolled, and settled into “lemon yellow.”

      Jess started to finish her sentence, but before she could, he held out his hand, “I’m Jack. I’m also a little surprised to see you here; I didn’t think the library ever let you out.” He smiled, and Jess liked that smile. She took his hand and shook it, but he didn’t let go. “Mind if I join you tonight?” The change-handling attendant gathered up her quarters, as well as the other losing players, as Jess turned away. A woman on the other side was jumping up and down excitedly, obviously having won.

      Her first instinct was to say no. He was moving a little too smoothly and too fast. On the other hand, meeting someone new was really the reason she was here, wasn’t it?

      “Sounds good to me. Want to go on a ride?”

      “Sure. You pick. You’re the boss tonight.” He made a sweeping gesture with his arm as if he were offering her the whole fair. She smiled and led the way.

      As they walked, she looked him over. She’d noticed him before, and he’d made an impression. He had close-cropped dark hair and was relatively pale. He always seemed to have two or three-days’ growth of stubble, but it looked really good on him. “Scruffy” was the word she’d selected the first time she saw him. He’d actually appeared in one of her dreams once. Yes, that kind of impression. She noticed him checking her out as well. Or at least she thought that’s what he was doing, it seemed like he was looking at her out of the corners of his eyes.

      “How’d that renovation project on your deck go?” she asked. She laughed at the startled how-did-you-know? look he gave her.

      “It went pretty well, finally. How did you know about that?”

      “Well,” she said, “I noticed the last time that you came in you had sawdust on your jeans. One of your nails was bruised black as if you’d recently hit it. I assumed it was while hammering. You also checked out a book about deck renovations. My guess is that you started the project, it wasn’t going very well, and you came to the library for a how-to. Kind of like reading the instructions after starting, instead of before.”

      “Who are you, Sherlock Holmes?” he asked, amazed that she would have remembered all that.

      She laughed. “No, most of that stuff Sherlock claims to know is impossible; totally fiction. I just pay attention to details is all.”

      He nodded in agreement. “I’ll say you do. That’s pretty impressive.” He looked like he was about to ask her some kind of “quiz”- type question when he saw someone else he knew at a distance. Jess thought it must have been someone he wanted to avoid. “Are you hungry?” He asked, ushering her in the opposite direction.

      Actually, she was. The cotton candy was delicious, but it hadn’t filled her up much. So whatever his intentions were for steering her away from the rides, she said, “Sure.”

      Soon enough, they stopped in front of a vendor selling Elephant Ears. She loved anything sweet, but the cotton candy had been sugar enough for her; she needed to stay in shape. “Want to split one?” she asked him. He nodded and paid for it, looking over his shoulder a little too often.

      They walked over to an empty bench next to the vendor stand and sat down facing the crowds of people moving back and forth. He handed her a napkin and they dug in, each of them tearing off chunks of the warm dough dripping with butter and crusted with a brown sugar cinnamon mixture.

      “This is really good,” he said with a smile.

      She nodded in agreement, her mouth too full to speak.

      As they were finishing off the last bites, Jess looked around and spotted a funhouse. She hadn’t been in a hall of mirrors since she was a little girl either. She pointed and asked, “Can we?” She sounded as excited as an eight-year-old.

      “Absolutely!” he said, sounding pretty excited himself.

      They walked over to “Wally Whooper’s Big House Of Fun” and purchased tickets from the attendant.

      “Let’s split up and see if we can get lost in here!” she said, and he agreed. They went inside and separated at the first intersection.

      Jess looked at the mirrors around her. At first, half the mirrors had her own reflection, and the other half showed Jack. She waved and a dozen Jacks waved back at her. After she took a few more turns, she only saw herself, reflected over and over. She walked around with her hand outstretched before her to keep from walking into a clear glass wall, and that strategy worked well. It still took her a good ten minutes to come out the other side.

      She exited into the cool night air and looked around. There was no Jack. No, wait, she could hear his voice. He sounded like he was shouting. She couldn’t make out any of the words due to the rides and carnival music, but she knew it was him. She walked around to the side of the funhouse where the entrance was, and there was Jack, arguing with a stranger. The man was at least forty pounds heavier than Jack, and probably five inches taller. He was big. Jack swung at him, but the big man blocked the swing with his forearm. He didn’t try to hit back, and Jack settled down after that. She approached, and both of them spotted her coming. The big man backed off and quickly melted into the crowd.

      Jack smiled and asked, “How was it? I ended up coming out the front door.”

      Jess doubted that was the whole truth. He’d come back out here to talk to the man. At least she suspected it was a lie, but Jack seemed so nice that she was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. Still, it set off a red flag in her mind that he wasn’t being completely honest with her.

      Rather than pursue it further by asking about the other man, she said, “It was really fun. Toward the middle I didn’t have any idea which direction I was supposed to go.”

      He added, “Yeah, I got turned around right there at the beginning.” He looked embarrassed at not being able to find his way out.

      She decided that maybe it was time to go. “I have to be at work in the morning, so I need to say goodnight now.”

      He looked a little surprised and even more disappointed to hear it, but responded almost immediately with, “Can I walk you to your car?”

      “Sure, it’s off over there,” she pointed towards the parking lot and started to lead him there. It was dark out there after all.

      They chatted on the way and the more they did, the more he grew on her. He seemed like a genuinely good person. She dismissed the argument she’d witnessed as just something he’d had with a hot-headed stranger that didn’t really mean anything.

      They arrived at her car and she reached inside for a small tablet and a pen. She jotted down her phone number and handed it to him. He took it with a smile and said that he would call her tomorrow.

      “Sounds great,” she said and started to get in the car.

      “Unless you prefer I just make you breakfast instead,” he joked.

      She laughed at his joke and then froze halfway into her seat. Why not? she thought.

      He was serious. Could she do that? She paused to think for what seemed like an eternity, but really just blurted out, “You know, I think I could go in a little late tomorrow, and it wouldn’t really hurt anything. Breakfast sounds excellent.”

      He grinned and told her, “Wait for me. I’ll get my bike and meet you right back here. You can follow me to my place; it’s not too far.”

      For a moment she thought he meant a bicycle. Then as he walked away it hit her that of course he meant a motorcycle. When she lost sight of him, she got in, started the car and backed out of the spot. She only had to sit there idling for a minute before Jack pulled up next to her. A helmet with a full visor now hid his face, but she recognized him instantly. His motorcycle was a gleaming mass of black metal and chrome. She didn’t know anything about bikes, but it looked like a powerful one. He gave her a small wave and pulled out with a growl from the bike engine. She followed.

      Twenty minutes later, Jess parked on the street in front of a small suburban house. Jack pulled in and parked in the garage. He invited her in, and she looked around.

      The living room was cozy and brightly lit. It had a large chandelier in the middle of the ceiling that looked cheap but put out a lot of light. There was a brown leather couch facing away from the large picture window, and a single recliner facing a large flat-screen TV. There was an X-Box with a bunch of games on the stand next to the recliner, and a shelf with probably close to a hundred movies on DVD. Apparently, Jack spent a lot of evenings alone too.

      “Want something to drink?” Jack asked, leading the way into the kitchen.

      “I’ll have what you’re having,” Jess replied, not really knowing how else to respond.

      She followed him into the kitchen and was stunned at how well equipped it was. Every wall was covered with hooks holding various pots and pans and lids. There were several trays on the counter brimming with cooking tools, some of which she didn’t even recognize.

      “I guess you’re certainly equipped to make me breakfast,” she said, the amazement showing in her voice.

      “Yeah,” he replied, letting his eyes sweep over the room, “Cooking is kind of a hobby of mine.”

      There was an island in the center of the kitchen that served as a table. The stools were covered with books. She recognized the tags on some of the bindings as being from her library. The one on top was something about living and dying with cancer. Before she could say anything, Jack scooped up the stack and carried it into the living room, making a place for them to sit.

      “You know, I could return those for you,” she called out as she scooted up onto one of the now-cleared stools. “It’d save you a trip.”

      “That’s OK, I’m not done with them yet. Besides, returning them gives me an excuse to go to the library. I know this hot little librarian there.” He laughed, and she joined in. He opened the fridge and asked, “Beer or Diet Coke?”

      “How about just a glass of ice water?” she suggested. She wasn’t in the mood for beer after all that sugar, and she always tried to avoid the chemicals in diet drinks.

      “Got it.” He took out a bottled water from the fridge and a glass from the cupboard. He loaded it to the rim with ice and handed it to her with the bottle unopened. He took a beer for himself, popped the cap, and sat at the island directly across from Jess. She unscrewed the cap and filled her glass as he took a long swig from his bottle. As they held their drinks, their hands were very near each other. After much talking, Jack set his beer down and took her hands in his.

      “You know, I think we could--” suddenly, the notes of a song that Jess had heard before, but couldn’t name right now started playing on his cell phone. He looked down at the screen and up at her with a pained expression on his face. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I really should take this. I’ll be right back.”

      He touched the back of her hand, and the fingers slid off as he got up and left the room.

      “Okay,” she replied, but he’d already gone. He went into the living room for pseudo-privacy, but she could still hear almost every word.

      He wasn’t exactly angry, but he sounded like a man who had made a decision and was trying to explain it to a child. “Jeff. Stop. Look, like I said earlier, this is a bad night for me.” A pause. “I know. I’ve still got some time, can’t we do it next month?”

      The voice on the other end was loud enough that Jess could almost make it out. Almost, but not enough.

      Jack continued, “Stop yelling at me. I’m not just stalling. Dammit, no! I’ve got a girl here I’ve been wanting to meet for damn near a year, this is not a good time! I’m not backing out, I told you that!”

      Jess could feel her face flush red at hearing that last part. A year? Really? She’d been watching Jack for a good while, but she didn’t think it had been that long. She was both flattered and concerned at the same time. Who was that guy Jack was talking to?

      Suddenly, she heard the shouting at the other end stop when Jack was in mid-sentence saying, “Jeff, calm down. I don’t need it right now! I’m putting it off and that’s all there is to it!” He then clicked the phone shut so hard she could hear it snap in the next room.

      Jack came back into the kitchen. His face was a little red, and he was breathing hard, obviously still agitated. “I’m really sorry about that.”

      “It’s okay,” she said with a reassuring smile. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop but I could pretty much hear every word. Is everything all right? Do you need me to go?”

      “No, no. Everything’s fine. I have a friend who wants to come over and watch a movie. He’s just in a big hurry is all.”

      She was skeptical about that story. No one was going to get that upset about watching a movie. She quickly put two and two together and came to the conclusion that the phone call was the man from the fair. Was Jack into drugs? That could be what he meant by saying he didn’t need it right now. Maybe he was trying to quit and the other guy was a dealer pressuring him to buy more.

      She didn’t want to press the issue. So she just added, “OK then. If you need anything, you let me know. I’ll help however I can.”

      He sat back down at the island and took her hand in his again. “Now, where were we?”

      “You were telling that guy on the phone how you’d been stalking me for the past year.” She smiled broadly.

      Jack’s face turned beet red in embarrassment. “Sorry, that kind of blurted out in the heat of the moment. I didn’t mean that I’ve been stalking you. I just meant that I noticed you quite a while ago and I was too shy to talk to you. Running into you tonight at the fair was totally a coincidence. I finally got my nerve up.”

      She thought that was the sweetest thing anyone had ever said about her, and leaned forward for a kiss, which he returned, gently, yet warmly. Jack stepped around the kitchen island and put his arms around her, pulling her in close. They kissed again, much more passionately.

      Jess pulled back a few inches, and said, “Mmmm. You’re good at this, aren’t you?”

      Jack, rather than say anything, took her by the hand and pulled her into the living room. He clicked off the kitchen light as they exited.

      Before they even made it to the couch, he drew her in for another kiss. He reached over for the switch on the wall and turned off the ceiling light in the living room. It was far more romantic with nothing but the full moon shining through the picture window. The thought occurred to her that she’d never made love under the moonlight before.

      Jess heard something outside. It sounded very close to the house, like someone was right under the picture window.

      She pushed away from Jack. He looked hurt for a second, and then saw the concern in her face. “What is it?” he asked.

      “Shhh!” Jess said with authority, in a way that only librarians could.

      Jack heard it now too. Something was scratching the wall of the house. Then they heard a deep growl. “Oh. No.” was all he said, the color draining from his face.

      “No!” he shouted. It seemed to Jess that he was shouting at the thing making the noise, not at her. She turned to look out the big picture window, which was bare of curtains, but she didn’t see anything. Yes, she did see something. A huge dark shape was moving around underneath the window. It looked like a man crouched down, but the way he moved was wrong somehow. He seemed a little too fast and graceful.

      Jack yelled again, “No! Not tonight! I’m not alone! Please! You can keep it, just go away!”

      Then all Hell broke loose. The window exploded inward. Jack shoved Jess hard, and she stumbled backward into the kitchen. She landed hard on her rear on the tile floor, but she realized that Jack had pushed her out of the way of the flying glass.

      Jess got up, checked herself over quickly for bleeding, and looked into the living room. Jack was there, scuffling with something. She couldn’t quite tell if it was an animal or not. It was as big as a bear, but it stood up like a man. What on Earth was it? Could it have been a man in some kind of animal suit? She didn’t know, but it was obvious that Jack was losing the fight. The thing was clawing and biting, and all Jack was doing was holding his arms up to protect himself. It wasn’t enough; he was bleeding profusely from several large rips in his belly. Even in the dim light, Jess could see the dark stains of blood spreading all over him.

      The thing opened its mouth and lunged at Jack. He was staggering from the loss of blood, but he still managed to raise his arms trying to defend himself. The creature grabbed him by the neck and pulled back, taking most of Jack’s throat with it. There was a meaty ripping noise and then wet chewing sounds. Jess screamed as Jack fell to the floor.

      The thing spit out a big chunk of Jack’s neck and turned to look at her directly, its eyes refocusing on her in the near-darkness. For a second, nothing happened; they just stood there, face-to-face, looking into each other’s eyes. Jess thought she saw intelligence behind those vicious eyes. Then, as impossible as the rest of the situation, it growled out words at her: “Wrong place. Wrong time. Your loss.” Did it actually say that, or was it her mind trying to interpret random animal noises? She just couldn’t tell.

      It jumped at her, but she dodged and fell back behind the island in the kitchen, knocking over several of the stools. She landed hard on her side, and spotted her purse lying there next to her on the floor. She didn’t think. She just reacted. All those months of teaching the self-defense class came to the forefront, and she let her training take over. In a flash, she reached into the purse, pulled out her Taser, and switched it on in one smooth motion. The thing had perched itself on top of the island and was looking down at her, like a kitten ready to pounce on a new toy. It drooled and eyed her malevolently.

      She didn’t wait for it to strike. She reached up, mashed the Taser against the underside of the creature’s muzzle, and squeezed the trigger. Now it was the monster’s turn to scream as blue sparks lit up the room. A revolting mixture of ozone and singed hair made her want to vomit, but she kept the Taser pressed against skin as it retreated back away from her.

      It shuddered and almost fell over, shaking its head and swiping at its face with its paws. Or were those hands? She would have sworn there were five clawed fingers there.

      Jess didn’t waste the opportunity. She held onto the Taser, but threw open the back door and fled out into the darkness. She realized that going outside hadn’t improved her chances much; the thing was an animal, it probably hunted better outside. She looked around, and made a beeline toward the next-door neighbor’s house. It had lights on, and she could even see a TV through the window.

      By the time she got up on the neighbor’s porch and started frantically beating on the door, she could see the creature emerge from Jack’s back door too. It stood there and scanned the area until it spotted her.

      It took a step in her direction, but then the door opened, and a gray-haired lady asked, “What’s wrong, dear?” like everything in the world was perfectly normal.

      Jess pushed her way past the old lady and slammed the door shut, fiddling with the lock until it engaged. She peeked out through one of the windowpanes, but she couldn’t see the thing out there.

      “What on Earth?” gasped the neighbor, recovering enough to finally speak after the shock of being shoved back inside.

      “Please call the police!” Jess cried out. “Jack’s been attacked. I think he’s dead.” She suddenly felt very weak in the knees as the adrenaline rush faded.

      “Oh my!” she exclaimed and dialed 911 on the cordless phone she had stashed in the pocket of her bathrobe.

      Jess started to sway like she might keel over, and the old lady guided her to a worn vinyl kitchen chair as she quickly told the dispatcher that they needed the police.

      As Jess sat there recovering her wits, it came to her. The ringtone on Jack’s phone was the song “Werewolves of London.”

      It didn’t take long for the police cruisers to arrive: three of them at top speed with flashers going and sirens blaring. A murder, any kind of crime for that matter, was unheard of in this part of town and apparently they took it seriously when someone called in.

      The two women huddled by the door, peeking out the window, and watched as six officers got out of the cars and looked around, assessing the situation. One of them pointed at the smashed-in picture window in the front of Jack’s house. The senior officer directed two of the junior cops to go to the neighbor’s homes, and the rest of them went to investigate Jack’s.

      One of the officers got out a roll of yellow police barrier plastic and started to cordon off the area around the picture window. He had his gun drawn and was keeping an eye on the gaping window. One went to the front door, which he found locked, and the remaining pair went to the back door.

      It was still standing open, just as Jess had left it when she ran out, and they entered cautiously with flashlights illuminating the way ahead and with guns drawn.

      Jess stepped out and watched from the old lady’s porch as the two policemen got as far as the kitchen doorway and looked in at the bloodbath inside.

      One came out only a few seconds later and vomited in the driveway. After he got himself under control, he walked slowly to a squad car and radioed it in as a “Code 187,” which Jess could only assume was a homicide. She sighed and could feel her knees shaking. Jack really was dead.

      Meanwhile, a young officer approached the porch, carefully looking over the two women. The older lady had fixed Jess a cup of steaming hot tea. Jess took a sip and winced, not realizing how hot it still was.

      “Are you ladies all right?” asked the officer. He was very young looking, and Jess thought numbly that he must have been right out of the academy.

      Both of them nodded the affirmative.

      “One of you called 911?”

      The older lady spoke up. “I did, officer. I live here.”

      “What’s your name Ma’am?”

      The old lady smiled, obviously a little excited that something interesting was happening. “I’m Mrs. Emily Beechum. This is Jess. I’m sorry dear, I didn’t catch your last name.”

      “Jess Jensen.”

      Another officer stepped up and said, “Thank you Wilson, I’ll take it from here.”

      He was the senior officer who had directed the initial investigation inside. He’d seen the carnage through the picture window and he was looking a little unsettled, but doing a good job of hiding it.

      “Hello,” he said, introducing himself, “My name is Officer Combs. I’d like you to ask you a few questions.” He was a bit older than Jess, maybe in his mid 30s.

      Jess thought he was really cute, but was too upset to think straight. “Uh-huh,” was about all she could manage.

      “What happened here tonight?” Combs was starting out with the big question first.

      Jess pondered that, trying to clear her mind. What had happened? What was that thing?

      “It came in through the big window. It just jumped right through and attacked Jack.”

      “Jack, OK. What’s Jack’s full name, ma’am?”

      It suddenly occurred to Jess that she didn’t know his last name. She had been planning on sleeping with the man, but hadn’t even bothered to ask. “I… I don’t know. We just met this evening.”

      “I see,” said the officer, making a note in his pad. There wasn’t any obvious judgment in his tone, but Jess could feel a little flush coming to her face.

      Mrs. Beechum, who had been listening to everything, piped in with, “His name is Jack Tomlinson. He’s lived there for a couple of years now. He seemed like a nice boy, never any trouble before tonight.”

      “You said ‘it’ jumped through the window and attacked Jack. Do you mean it was an animal rather than a person?”

      Jess shook her head, “Yes. I mean no. I mean-” she paused and took a deep breath, “It looked like a werewolf.”

      Officer Combs looked at her without saying anything, waiting for her to add something to that. She just looked at him. Jess could feel Mrs. Beechum staring at her as well.

      “So, it was a man in a werewolf costume?” he finally asked.

      “Maybe, but it seemed so real. And the way that it bit and clawed him, it was just like in a movie.”

      “I understand, but werewolves aren’t real, so we have to piece together what it really was. You said that he broke in through the picture window?”

      “He didn’t just break it. He leaped through the window like it was nothing. Glass shattered all over. Jack shoved me out of the way, and I fell in the kitchen.”

      “I see,” he said, looking at her intently. “Tell me what happened after that.”

      Jess described the attack as best she could, telling how the creature went after Jack and then pursued her. By the time she had told the story, an unmarked car had pulled up next to the police cars.

      Officer Combs walked toward the car and talked to a man in a suit, who then came back to Jess and introduced himself as Detective Myerson. Another man in a suit looked around the yard, bending over and examining the ground closely. Then he went inside.

      Myerson had Jess run through the entire story a second time, asking for specific details on some parts of the story. When she had gone through it all again, he said she could go, but that the police would probably be contacting her for more information tomorrow. Would she like an officer to drive her home?

      She had finished her tea by then and she was feeling much steadier. She declined the offer of a ride home, thanked Mrs. Beechum for her help, and headed for her car.

      To get there, she had to walk through a crowd of gawkers that had started to gather on the street in front of Jack’s house. There were several comments and questions, “Was she there?” “I didn’t know Jack very well, but I hope he’s okay.” “Who is that?” “The police were talking to her.”

      She ignored them all, got in, and drove away.

      The next morning, after spending the night between nightmares and restlessness, she was thankful when the alarm clock finally went off at 6:00 a.m. She stretched, feeling sore all over from the brief struggle the night before.

      She showered and dressed on automatic pilot, and went into the library; she didn’t want to spend the day at home alone. The morning news on the radio said something about a local man being killed in an attack the night before. Details were sketchy and the victim’s name was being withheld pending notification of his family. “Jack Tomlinson,” Jess muttered out loud and felt tears forming in her eyes. She clicked off the radio before she burst out crying. She had hardly known him at all, but he’d seemed like a decent guy. Why did that have to happen to him?

      The morning went as mornings usually did around the quiet library. A few patrons came in and out. She hosted a third-grade class that came in for their field trip. She helped a lady find an obscure book on early Mexican pottery. It was all pretty mind numbing, and for once, Jess welcomed the routine of it all.

      Around 2:00, a couple of men in dark, matching suits walked in. Jess saw them walking to the counter and just knew what they were there about.

      “Ms. Jensen? I’m Agent Hayworth, and this is Agent Cord. We’re here from the FBI, checking out the incident from last night.” He held up his badge, just like she’d seen agents do on TV. She tried hard not to giggle in nervousness. Hayworth was an older man, probably in his late 50s and grey-haired, while Cord was a forty-ish man with dark hair. “Is there someplace private that we could talk?”

      Jess gestured to Marie, her part-time student assistant who was gawking at them from across the room. When she came over, Jess asked her to cover things for a while and led the two agents to an office in the back.

      For the next twenty minutes, Jess and the agents went through the same story that she’d told the police last night. They asked a few questions, verifying details, but for the most part, her story matched what she said previously. The agents’ heads nodded in unison as they read and noted things in their little notebooks.

      Then they asked her something strange. “You said this was a large, hairy animal that attacked Jack and then yourself. Did you see any people that day that Jack might have had trouble with?”

      She’d completely forgotten about the man at the fair that Jack was arguing with after she’d come out of the funhouse. And there was the phone call that he got that night.

      She told them all about that, and they exchanged a look. Something passed between them that Jess didn’t miss.

      “So,” Agent Cord said carefully, “you indicated that Jack seemed to be yelling at someone outside just before the attack. Could it have been the animal’s trainer?”

      Jess thought about it for a few seconds. “No. There was no one else. I’m sure he was yelling at the animal. No one else.”

      “But you did say how dark it was at the time,” he said, “the lights were off inside and there are no streetlights directly in front of Mr. Tomlinson’s house. Isn’t it possible that someone was hiding in the shadows?”

      “I suppose it’s possible,” Jess said doubtfully. She remembered how bright the moonlight was and how clearly it lit up the front yard and living room.

      Hayworth looked around conspiratorially before explaining, “I’m not really supposed to share this with civilians, but we’re tracking a man who uses a trained bear to kill for him. This is not the first time. Don’t tell anyone, but I think this was the bear we’re looking for. That man at the carnival was his trainer. If you see the man again, give us a call immediately. Don’t try to talk to him, just call us-- he’s very dangerous.”

      Jess shook her head, “I really don’t think it was a bear.”

      Agent Hayworth was firm. “Have you ever seen a circus bear performing?”

      Jess had to admit that she hadn’t.

      “They can ride bicycles, throw a ball, walk on their hind legs, and climb a ladder. You said that this creature moved like a man, almost. Trained bears can move that way. In the dark it would be very easy to mistake one for being man-like.”

      “You could be right. Maybe it was a bear.” Jess smiled agreeably. She wasn’t convinced, but what else could it have been, after all? Werewolves certainly weren’t real. “I’ll call you if anything comes to mind. Or if I see that guy again.”

      As they left, Jess thought it over. She knew the bear story was bullshit. They wanted her to believe that story so badly. Why? It was time to get busy doing her own research.

      She pondered about it as she slowly walked back to the front desk. Were they trying to cover something up? And why would the FBI be involved in a case that just appeared to be an animal attack? Something didn’t quite add up. A serial killer using a bear as his weapon? That just sounded nuts. On the other hand, was a werewolf easier to believe in?

      First of all, she knew in her heart it wasn’t a bear. She’d been a horror movie fan all her life, and that thing, if it looked like anything she’d recognize, looked like a freaking werewolf. Werewolves were just in the movies and TV, of course, but what if they weren’t? She’d never heard of a real werewolf before, but then again, if the FBI was going around covering it up, she wouldn’t now, would she? She’d heard about government conspiracies involving aliens and flying saucers for her entire life, but suppose there was actually something to the cover-up idea? “The Truth is Out There,” she whispered to herself, and then she whistled a few bars of the X-Files Theme. She looked up and realized she was back out front. She’d been so deep in thought it hadn’t even registered. Marie was looking at her with her eyebrows knitted in concentration.

      “Hey!” she exclaimed when she placed the tune, “That’s The X-Files! My boyfriend and I have been catching up on old episodes the last few weeks. You’ve seen the shows?”

      “Some of them, I never got into that one too much. I like more of the straight horror stuff, less of the aliens,” Jess stated.

      “I like The X-Files so far, but it’s no Supernatural. Sam and Dean are just hot,” the way she said “hot” made it clear that Marie wasn’t watching just for the plot.

      Jess laughed, and asked her, “That’s the one where they have the old book full of monsters right?”

      “Close enough. They have an old journal that their father left to them that leads them to monsters sometimes,” even without asking, Jess knew that Marie had seen every episode, probably twice.

      “If that were in real life, where would you research a monster?”

      “Aren’t you a librarian? The Internet, of course!”

      Well, duh, thought Jess. Where else do you go to research anything nowadays?

      “Sam and Dean use the Internet for research all the time on the show,” Marie gushed, “I just love how smart they are besides being so sexy. Wanna see my tattoo?”

      Jess was taken aback. “What tattoo?” What did a tattoo have to do with all this?

      Marie undid the top two buttons of her shirt and peeled back one side to show off a round tattoo with an elaborate swirling design. “It’s a demon-repeller,” she stated with all seriousness. “They can’t possess you if you have a tattoo like this. Sam and Dean both have one. All the monster hunters do.”

      “Yeah,” Jess nodded agreeably to be polite. If demons were real, it would take more than that, she had no doubt. “Let’s get back to work, now. There’s a whole cart full of books to shelve.”

      Marie re-buttoned her blouse and pushed the cart over toward the stacks, leaving Jess behind the counter. Marie hummed a tune that Jess would have bet money was the theme song to Supernatural.

      While Marie shelved books, Jess was alone with the computer. Against her better judgment, Jess Googled “Real Werewolf Attacks.” Before long, she was ten levels deep in conspiracies, so-called “True Stories,” and even newspaper accounts. There was a ton of stuff, and Jess was absolutely sure almost all of it had to be made-up or involve some kind of mental issues. How could someone tell if there was actually anything real in this mess?

      She was about to give up on finding anything she could be sure of but decided to try one more site. It was a message forum that claimed to allow only real discussions of real events. On the main page she had a long list to choose from. There were UFO abductions, Bigfoot sightings, ghost hauntings, “vampyres,” and a weird assortment of other things, some she had never heard of before. She wondered, what was up spelling vampires with a “y” like that? She chose “Werewolves” and that took her to a discussion page.

      After about a dozen forum postings, she came across one about a werewolf that sounded a lot like the one she thought she had seen. The author had a name that would be easy to track down, Johnny Two-Eagles. Could the name be any more Native-American? she thought. His tag line said he was living in Hillsboro, which was only about an hour away. She put his name in Google, and sure enough, she got his address, phone number, and even a picture of his house. Also several arrest records for drunk driving.

      Marie was helping a couple of kids find something in the geography section, so she was still alone. She picked up the phone and called Johnny Two-Eagles. He answered on the fourth ring. She told him where she had read his story, and that she’d like to come out and interview him for a blog post she was writing. She wasn’t about to tell him anything about her seeing a similar creature at this point. He really didn’t want to get together, but when she mentioned she’d buy him a meal and a beer somewhere, he was all in. He gave her directions to a restaurant close to where he lived and set a time to meet the next day. She thanked him and hung up.

      She poked around a little more on the forum, but she didn’t read anything else that didn’t sound like it was written by a crazy person. Even worse, most of the entries looked like they were by an illiterate crazy person. She closed the browser window with a sigh.

      The rest of the day went uneventfully. The more she thought about it, the more she started to doubt herself. Had she seen a werewolf? How crazy was that? She Googled pictures of circus bears, and watched a few videos on YouTube. They were vaguely man-like just the way Agent Hayworth said, but they weren’t anything like what she’d seen. Also, she knew it had spoken to her, which no bear anywhere could do. And it sure as Hell wasn’t a guy in a costume, not after jumping through a window and wrestling with Jack. No, that just wasn’t possible.

      Picturing Jack again brought a lump to her throat. He’d seemed like such a nice guy.

      At closing time she made her announcement as usual for folks to bring their books up if they needed anything checked out. A few people made their way to the exit, waving good-bye and wishing her a good night. She locked the front door. As she made her final sweep, she imagined she heard growling and saw moving shapes in every corner. She was being jumpy and paranoid. She tried to laugh it off, but she heard a “thump” from the back that she couldn’t identify and it gave her goose bumps.

      She gathered up her things, headed out quickly, and went directly to her car. She carefully looked in the back seat before she unlocked it, then felt embarrassed by her own paranoia. Once she was sure she was alone, she got in and settled behind the wheel.

      She wasn’t normally this skittish, but between the attack she’d witnessed and all the research she had done, it was starting to get to her. She knew most of the stories were garbage, but the simple idea that just maybe monsters could be real, was starting to sink in. She’d stopped believing in monsters when she was little. She remembered that right after she’d seen the movie Child’s Play, she had thrown out all her dolls. Her mother had been so angry that she hadn’t been allowed to watch scary movies for months afterwards. She’d quickly come to realize that things like that just didn’t happen in real life. They didn’t, right?

      She drove home, parked, and carefully made sure to lock her car. When she went inside, she turned on every single light as she made a quick sweep of the house. She thought about watching a movie, but her Netflix Queue had nothing but horror movies in it. She switched over and watched Dancing with the Stars instead. That was safer. She found that her mind kept wandering, and she couldn’t follow tonight’s competition. Every little noise from outside the house made her prick her ears up and listen. Finally she shut off the television, checked again that the doors and windows were locked, and went to bed.

      Morning came, and she got up and went through her routine again. Things felt better in the bright light of dawn. She wasn’t supposed to go in until early afternoon, so she grabbed a light breakfast on the run and followed her GPS toward the restaurant that Mr. Two-Eagles had given her directions to. Close to an hour later, she parked and went in. It was a local steakhouse that looked like a real dive. A sign that could have been there for eighty years announced “Now serving breakfast and lunch!”

      As she walked towards the door, she spotted an old man sitting on the bench in front. He was dressed in jeans and a red flannel shirt. Long gray hair was split into two braids that dangled over his shoulders. His face was dark-skinned and deeply wrinkled and craggy from a lifetime of too much sun, but he was still handsome, with a strong chin and aquiline nose. He looked like a plain-dressed Chief sitting there, watching her approach with glittering eyes that were almost jet black. He was not really the sort of man you expected to see in south-central Ohio, he’d have looked right at home out in the desert.

      “Mr. Two-Eagles?” She felt awkward asking, but how else to find out?

      The old guy scowled at her. “Two-Eagles? What do I look like, a frigging Indian to you?”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t-- I mean, I didn’t--” she sputtered, feeling her face flush hot.

      The wooden face broke into a broad grin and he said, “Yep, I’m Johnny Two-Eagles. Just messing with you.”

      Jess smiled in relief and replied, “You had me going for a second.”

      “Yeah,” the old man replied, “I figure if I’m going to look like a stereotype, I might as well have some fun with it. Call me Johnny.”

      Jess extended her hand, and he gripped it in a palm that felt like it was made of leather. “I’m Jess Jensen. Thank you for meeting with me.”

      “No problem,” he replied and gestured for her to follow him inside.

      Jess looked around. Her initial impression that the place was a dive turned out to be only the outward appearance. The inside was brightly lit and spotlessly clean. The walls were covered with black-and-white historical photos, some of which included the room she was standing in. Apparently the restaurant had been in business for quite a while.

      The place was nearly deserted in the middle of the afternoon, and they sat in an empty booth out of earshot of anyone else. A waitress came over and asked for their orders. Johnny ordered a T-bone dinner with the works. Jess ordered one of the specials that the waitress had rattled off. By the time the waitress walked away, she couldn’t have told anyone what it was she’d ordered.

      Jess said, “I read your account of the werewolf online,” she looked around to make sure that there was still no one within earshot and continued, “I’m not sure that I believe it, but your story was the most convincing one that I saw.”

      Johnny squinted at her from the across the table and replied, “You’ve seen one, haven’t you?”

      Jess was flustered and didn’t know how to respond, not sure if she wanted to admit that to him in case this was another of his jokes.

      “I can always tell when someone believes or not. Something about it changes a person, and I can see that in you.”

      Jess nodded, deciding to take him seriously. “I think that I saw one the night before last.” She proceeded to tell him the story, including the part where the monster seemed to talk. She had started out intending to tell just a summary, but Johnny pressed her for details. She found it almost a relief to tell the whole thing to someone who listened without looking at her like she was crazy.

      Finally she was finished.

      Johnny leaned in and said with a smile, “So, the werewolf ate your boyfriend? You got lucky.” Then he wasn’t smiling anymore. “I saw one eat three of my friends in one night.”

      Jess stared at him. “That’s horrible. What happened?”

      He leaned back and took a deep breath. “Let me start from the beginning.”

      The waitress brought their salads and he paused a moment, letting her get back to the kitchen before continuing.

      “If you couldn’t tell, I’m an Indian, purebred and raised on a reservation out West.”

      Jess was about to ask which one, but he anticipated the question and cut her off. “It doesn’t matter which tribe,” he said with a shake of his hand.

      Still with a look of deadly seriousness, “Let me tell you. There’s some crazy shit goes on those reservations. The old magic doesn’t always work, but we still try it. When it does work, we’re as surprised as anyone would be. Back in the ancient times, our tribe summoned protectors to defend us from the evils that walked the land in those days. What they summoned were three of what you would call ‘werewolves’ today, only these were much more powerful than what you saw. They were almost like gods. They protected the tribe from their enemies. Some of those enemies were men. Unfortunately, some of the men killed by the protectors came back from the dead. They were as wicked as they were when they were alive. The original three were immortal and incredibly powerful, but had to spend much of their time hunting down those accidental descendants. Eventually, the tribe lost track of the original three. They went hunting very far, and the thin thread that was tethering them to our tribe was severed.”

      The waitress interrupted again by bringing their food. Johnny’s T-bone looked delicious. The plate of glop that was set in front of Jess made her wish she’d gone with Johnny’s choice.

      The waitress left again and Johnny continued. “Skipping ahead a few thousand years, I was in high school preparing for college. Some of the families in the reservation had been victimized by a large animal. The tribal police tried to tell everyone it was a rogue wolf, but witnesses said otherwise. There were rumors flying everywhere that said the animal walked on two legs like a man and only attacked under the full moon. I had this friend named Leo Rivers who was into all of the old Indian legend crap. I was going to be an engineer, and I didn’t believe in any of that bullshit. But Leo did. He talked to the village Shaman and convinced several of us to perform a ritual. I didn’t believe any of it but I heard peyote was going to be part of the ceremony, so I thought ‘What the Hell.’” Johnny shook his head and laughed out loud. “That’s good stuff, I tell ya. If you ever get the chance…”

      Jess smiled and nodded.

      “But anyway, the point of this ritual was to summon back the three protectors, or at least one of them, to drive off the creature that was carrying out the attacks. I said before that the old magic doesn’t always work. It usually doesn’t in fact. Sometimes it works in unpredictable ways. This time, rather than attracting one of the three protectors, it drew the creature that had been doing the attacks.”

      Johnny paused and looked down at their plates. He had been excitedly chewing down his steak as he told the story. During that time Jess had barely nibbled a few bites. He called to the waitress by name. Mabel came hurrying over and stood before them expectantly. Johnny gestured at Jess’s plate and said, “This is probably cooked fine, Jess just doesn't care for it. Why don't you fry her up a T-bone like mine?”

      Mabel said, “Sure,” and took Jess's plate as she hurried back to the kitchen. Johnny continued his story.

      “It ripped right through the wall of the Shaman’s barn and made a beeline for him. It tore his throat open right in front of us and threw him across the room like he was a rag doll. Leo was a hardass who always carried a handgun. He drew and hit the thing with at least four shots before he ran out of ammo. All that did was piss it off more. But it did give most of us enough time to run away as it tore Leo apart. It also killed our friend Martin. Legend says that once they have your scent, they can track you to the ends of the earth. I wasn’t going to wait around to see if that was true. I took my college money and left the reservation that night, as soon as I got home. I haven’t seen it since. I can only guess that it decided I wasn’t worth tracking down. But I’ve heard they don’t like witnesses to their attacks. To this day I still carry this...”

      To Jess’s surprise, Johnny pulled a huge gleaming knife from a sheath on his hip. “The blade is pure silver. I had it custom made.”

      Just then, the waitress came back with a T-bone steak and baked potato for Jess. “Is everything okay?” she asked warily, eyeing the blade.

      “No problem, Mabel, I was just showing it to Jess. I won’t scalp anyone.”

      Mabel laughed nervously and sat the bill down at the end of the table. “Okay,” she said uncertainly. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

      Jess took a bite of potato and as soon as Mabel was away said, “It’s silver? Just like in the movies then? A silver bullet would work?” She asked the questions with the hint of a smile forming at the corners of her mouth.

      “I saw Leo plug it with regular bullets and the wounds closed up almost as fast as they hit him. I don’t know if silver will work, but that’s what everyone says. A wound caused by silver won’t heal. I hope I never have to find out for sure.”

      “Why would a silver weapon work just because it’s made of silver?” She asked.

      That stopped Johnny dead in his tracks. He twisted his face around in thought, finally shrugged his shoulders and replied with one word. “Magic?” He slipped the knife back in its sheath. “I dunno. Some things just work because. There’s an old story that the Moon cried over a lost love one night, and her tears fell to the earth as lumps of silver.”

      Jess asked, “You believe that?”

      “Of course not. But if silver does have magical properties, then people would have made up stories to explain it. Still, this knife is the best apple peeler I’ve ever had, so it’s definitely good for something. If it works on werewolves too, it was a bargain. And that’s my story.”

      Jess had already told Johnny everything she knew, so there wasn’t much new ground to cover. She picked up the bill and got her credit card out. She tried slipping Johnny a twenty as an additional thank you for his time.

      He pushed her hand back and said, “The meal and a chance to talk was payment enough. If you learn anything new, let me know about it.”

      Jess assured him that she would and went up to the cash register to pay. Johnny went out first and was waiting for her by the front door.

      As they were ready to depart, Johnny said, “Wait! You see that crow over there?” He pointed at the Kroger parking lot.

      “Yes,” was her simple reply.

      He said, “Wherever you go, if you see a crow there, I will be there with you. Tell the crow if you need help.”

      She said “Really?”

      “Hell no. That's just more racist Indian stereotypes. Birds are just birds,” he laughed again, waving at her in a dismissive gesture. He walked off, still laughing loudly.

      Jess got back in her car, wondering how much of Johnny’s story was true and how much was a result of peyote. Or maybe the whole thing was just a joke to him. He had certainly seemed sincere about the story, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t have just been pulling her leg the whole time.

      She drove home and by the time she got there, she’d dismissed most of his story as baloney. Maybe it really was just a trained circus bear. How did the expression go? The simplest solution to a problem is probably the right one? A little voice in the back of her head said, what if that’s what they want you to think?

      The start of the week went by like any other. Everything was relaxed and normal. There was a notice in the paper about Jack being killed in an animal attack, but there were very few details. She decided not to attend his funeral. She knew it would have to be closed-casket. There was no mortician that could have made him presentable again after being torn up like that. She didn’t really know him and figured it would be awkward if any of his family asked who she was.

      Wednesday morning on the way to her car, she noticed that a police car was parked by the curb across the street. It occurred to her that the police were watching her house. Could she be in danger? Was she a suspect? She wasn’t sure which option concerned her more. Maybe the officer was just eating his breakfast there; a total coincidence. She went to work and completely forgot about the cop out front.

      He was back the next day. She saw him as soon as she woke up. This time, she decided to investigate what was going on. After she’d dressed and got ready for work, she poured an extra cup of coffee into a foam cup with plastic lid. She carried it out the front door. Before she’d even made it to the sidewalk, clearly heading in his direction, the police car roared away at high speed. There were no flashers or sirens, just a fast departure.

      She decided again that it was probably just bad timing. Friday though, she saw him out there again and called the police station downtown. She gave them her name and address, and asked why the police had been parked in front of her house the last several days. They claimed to know nothing about it, and stated that they had not assigned a cruiser to her. “Sometimes they will pick a spot and keep setting up a speed checkpoint for a few days,” was the only thing they had to say. She knew better. She lived on a minor residential street that got very little traffic.

      She went out the back door, got into her car, and sped it out of the driveway as quickly as she thought she could. She backed out into the street, aligning her car with the police cruiser before he could speed away.

      Driver door to driver door, they looked each other in the eye. The officer was startled at first, but he put his game-face back on quickly.

      “Good morning officer. Is there anything wrong? I’ve seen you around here a lot this week,” Jess knew something was up, but decided to play innocent.

      “Morning ma’am,” said the cop. “We’re watching for drug trafficking in a house near here. Nothing for you to be concerned with or worried about. Have a good day.” He smiled at her in a perfectly innocent way. His eyes were hidden behind large mirrored sunglasses, and Jess wished she could have seen his expression better. Still, she got the impression that he was lying.

      She wished him a good morning and pulled away. She kept thinking the officer looked familiar. She was halfway to the library before she realized the cop was the man Jack had been arguing with at the Fair that night before he was killed. There was no way this was just a coincidence. She also realized that she should have gotten a badge number or vehicle number so she could call the station again to report him. It was too late for that. She considered turning around to go back for a look, but she knew he would be gone. Watching her was his reason for being there after all.

      She got to the library, got everything lit up and opened, and stood there at the front counter debating what to do. She decided that when her lunch break arrived, she’d drive over to the police station and have a look around. The last time she’d been there, they’d had photos of officers all over the walls. If the man she thought she recognized was really a cop, he’d probably have a photo there too. In the meantime, she Googled the police department to find a list of officers, but nothing like that was posted on their site.

      When lunchtime came, she grabbed her things and headed out, calling out to Marie that she might be a little late coming back. As she walked toward her car, she got the feeling that she was being watched. She looked all around, up and down the street but she didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.

      Then she saw it half a block away, tucked almost out of sight between two bushes next to the hardware store. There was a police car parked there. She would have bet money it was that same cop watching the front of the library, waiting for her to leave. She considered walking over to try to confront him again, but she knew he would peel out before she could get anywhere near him. Instead, she continued to her car and drove away. The police car didn’t pull out, so she wondered whether it really was her man or just a return of the paranoia that she’d been feeling since the attack.

      She kept checking her rearview mirror on the way across town, but she didn’t see any patrol cars following. Maybe the car parked by the hardware store had been just a cop there on legitimate business, and she was only being watched at home, not at work. She arrived at the police station a few minutes later and pulled into one of the visitor spots.

      She walked into the cool, marble halls of the Columbus Police Department, and quickly found the wall of photos she remembered. It didn’t take long to pick out the officer she was looking for. In one photo, he was standing there holding a bowling trophy with three other officers. The name in the caption was Jeff Walters. Now she had something to work with. She felt the hairs stand up on the back of her neck and had the distinct feeling that someone was standing behind her. She turned and the corridor was empty. She was just being jumpy.

      She headed back to her car, but as she neared the door, someone called out her name and asked how she’d been. It took a moment to put his gentle face and balding head together with his name. It was Detective Myerson, the man who’d been in charge of the crime scene at Jack’s house. He’d seemed like a nice enough man at the time, and she saw no reason not to trust him, but she was getting more and more paranoid after the attack and its aftermath. She decided to be careful with her words.

      “Actually, I was here to look for you, Detective.” She improvised. “I wanted to know if there had been any progress on Jack’s animal attack case. Did you ever find the bear?”

      “No, not yet. We’re keeping an eye on the pet stores in the area. We’ve also got feelers out at the local grocery stores and bakeries. There’s no way it could be a wild animal in that neighborhood, so we’re watching for someone who might be keeping one at home. If they are keeping a bear at home, they’re going to be getting food for it in large quantities. People who keep exotic animals are hard to track down, but you’d be amazed at what some people keep as pets. Once, I saw a guy keeping a tiger in his basement. You don’t want to know how I came to be called in for that one.” He smiled. “Anyway, no, nothing new, but I will make a note to call you when we come up with something. You don’t really need to come all the way down here.”

      “OK, I was just in the area anyway. Nice to see you again.”

      “You too. Don’t get too worried about the animal. It’ll probably end up in the zoo eventually, and we’ll nail the owner. Have a great day,” he nodded to her and walked on down the hall in the opposite direction from the door.

      Jess went back to her car, drove a couple of blocks, and pulled into a parking lot. She parked the car and waited. No one drove by who might have been following her. Unless he could fly, she didn’t think she was being watched.

      On impulse, she decided not to go back to the library for the afternoon. She dialed Marie’s personal cell phone, and she picked it up on the third ring.

      “Hello?” Jess could hear her answer and then speak to someone at the counter, “Thank you for coming in. Have a great afternoon. Jess, is that you? Sorry, I was just finishing up with someone.”

      “Hi Marie, yes it’s Jess. Listen, I’ve had something important come up that I have to take care of this afternoon. Will you be okay covering for the rest of the day? I’ll use some of the personal time I’ve been building up.”

      “Oh gosh yes,” Marie gushed, “I can use the hours. You deserve some time off. It seems like you’re always here.”

      Gee thanks, Jess thought, glad to know that I have the old maid librarian image going for me. Out loud she said, “Thank you Marie. I’ll see you tomorrow,” and ended the call.

      She sat for a moment, imagining that Jeff Walters was really a werewolf. He had gotten into a shouting match with Jack at the fair. Whatever that argument was about was bad enough that he went to Jack’s place later and killed him in werewolf form. But someone got in the way: her. She’d witnessed the attack and fought him off. Wouldn’t Officer Walters be pissed off that she’d shoved a Taser in his face? Wouldn’t he want to do something about a witness floating around out there?

      As crazy as it all sounded, it made sense, assuming you could believe in werewolves, which was a pretty big stretch. But now it was time to make up her mind. Believe it or not, as they say. The next logical step for Jeff Walters to take would be to get rid of Jess. He’d know that the FBI would try to convince her that there were no such things as werewolves, but he couldn’t know if she’d believe them.

      So logically, if there were no such things as werewolves, she’d wasted some time and would feel a little silly. If there were werewolves, she needed to do something to protect herself or she could be dead soon, just like Jack.

      Her mind flashed back to Johnny Two-Eagles and his knife. He’d had years to get a custom-made knife. She had hours if she were lucky. She needed some kind of silver weapon. Now. Silver bullets? She doubted Wal-Mart, or even a gun shop, would carry those. She could probably get them online somewhere, but there wasn’t time. Arrows? Silver arrowheads were probably out there somewhere but again, where to find them quickly? And she didn’t know how to shoot a bow and arrow. Well, a crossbow would work, but she still had no damned silver arrows.

      A knife was the only thing she could think of that might be obtainable today. She thought of silverware. Modern stuff was all stainless steel but it was called “silverware” because that’s what it really used to be. Probably the best place to get a true silver knife would be an antique shop. She knew where there was a big place a few blocks from where she was sitting.

      It ended up taking three stops and several hours before she found the real thing. “Art’s Antiques and Artifacts” had a single place setting of real silver cutlery missing the spoon. The fork itself looked like a pointed weapon, but the steak knife was a thing of beauty. The handles were polished wood and fit perfectly into the palm of her hand. The blade of the knife was oversized and sharpened to a razor edge. She bought the pair for a fair price.

      She briefly considered not going home and instead staying at a motel. She threw out that idea. This wasn’t going to go away, and she didn’t want to run away. Besides, where could she really go? Jeff Walters was a cop. He could easily put out an APB on her if he wanted her found. She couldn’t go anywhere, not in her car at least. And this whole thing could just be her own hyperactive imagination anyway. No, it was better to just go home and deal with whatever happened. She had the knife now, after all. Plus she still had her Taser and an unused can of pepper spray. If he came for her, it wouldn’t be a surprise.

      She drove home, watching for police cars all along the way. She didn’t spot a single one. The phrase never a cop when you need one sprang to mind, but she neither needed nor wanted one right now. She made it home without incident, parked in the garage and very, very carefully, got out of the car, holding the knife in one hand and the Taser in the other. She saw nothing out of the ordinary, so she unlocked her door and went inside.

      The house seemed as dark and quiet as when she left that morning. She entered the kitchen and closed the door behind her. She’d made it halfway to the living room when she heard the growling behind her. She’d blown it. It had been hiding in the pantry, now it was between her and the door. And it sure as Hell wasn’t a bear.

      Seeing it standing there though, it seemed more human and less animal than it had the night it attacked Jack.

      “Jack knew better than to bring you home,” it growled. “I warned him not to. It was his time!” He emphasized that last part like it was something special. “It had been arranged and paid for, but no. He had to bring you home. I should have killed him for that.”

      “You did kill him!” she shouted. Somehow, she could more easily deal with this thing that talked than she could have a real wild animal. Something about the obvious intelligence made it seem somehow less frightening. It wasn’t just wild; it was in control of itself. At this point, she was more angry than afraid. In fact, standing there shouting back at it, she really was angry. Instead of the instinct to run the other way, she was feeling the urge to attack. This wasn’t some animal. This was a man who knew exactly what he was doing.

      “Why did you have to kill him? I’d just met him!” She took a step forward.

      The creature, stunned at the reaction, took a step back.

      “We were… We were… going to have sex!” she lunged angrily, and the werewolf took another step back. It recovered quickly though, and growled more loudly. It had its eyes on the Taser and ignored the knife. It seemed to know a knife couldn’t hurt it. She hoped Johnny Two-Eagles was right.

      The werewolf swung at the Taser, knocking it out of her hand. Before it could swing back around and swipe her with its claws, she plunged the knife into its exposed side. It took a step back again. Jess kept her grip on the knife and it pulled out with a slurping noise. The creature just froze there, looking down at the hole in surprise, shocked that it didn’t seal right up. Jess took advantage of the surprise by stabbing him again, this time in the belly.

      The monster roared and grabbed the wrist holding the knife. It shoved her aside and she was flung across the room like she weighed ten pounds. It grasped the knife handle protruding from its belly and grunted as it yanked it out. Blood gushed from the open wound and it flung the knife away.

      “You bitch, you found silver! That hurts! You fucking bitch!” It yelped. It limped as it approached her. He was bleeding profusely, but he was still coming. “I’m going to rip your heart out and chew on it while you watch!” he roared. He pulled back his lips, and Jess could swear she saw his teeth growing longer. No, they weren’t, it was fear taking over. She started to shake as she leaned there against the oven.

      She looked around. The knife was under the table, behind the monster. The Taser was only a few feet away, but she remembered that she still had the silver fork stuck in her back pocket. She reached back and in one swift motion plunged the tines into the side of his neck. He screamed, and this time it sounded more like a human than an animal. He fell over and rolled onto his back, whimpering like a dog in pain.

      She pulled the fork out of his neck and plunged it into his eye. She pulled the fork out, ready to stab him again with it and the eye came out too. The eye twitched, and she would have sworn it turned to look at her. She shrieked and dropped the fork in disgust. The man-creature just lay there now, still alive, but fading. It started laughing at her. “You think I’m alone? The others know all about you. Even if you get out of here tonight, you’re done.”

      She scrambled over to the table and gathered up the knife. She returned to the creature and stabbed it again. And again. She didn’t stop until she was exhausted.

      She looked around. There was blood everywhere. And an eye stuck on a fork. And in the center of it all, the creature lay there twitching and shivering. She watched as the long hair faded back into the skin. The claws retracted. The snout shrank and reshaped itself into the face of Jeff Walters. Within a minute, there was no sign of the creature. There was, however, a very naked dead cop lying in her kitchen.

      She gradually stopped shaking. She pulled herself up to sit on a chair and think. She set down the knife. “Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.“ She repeated the mantra for a long while. Then the thought hit her. Others? What others?

      She remembered then that wolves always travel and hunt in packs. It would make sense if werewolves did the same. She needed to get out of the house. They could be watching. They could show up any minute. Or tomorrow night, or next week. She wasn’t safe here. And then there was the fact that there was a dead cop on her kitchen floor. He was killed with a knife covered in her prints that a shopkeeper could testify that she’d bought only this afternoon. This was not good.

      She grabbed her pocketbook. It was time to get out of here. Walters had been a cop, suppose some of these “others” were too? They could track her. She went into the bedroom, grabbed her passport and stuffed some clothes into a bag, and ran out the door to her car. She remembered the Taser, knife, and fork and went back in. Grimacing, she slid the eye off the fork and felt her stomach lurch at the plopping noise it made when it hit the floor. Then she rinsed the worst of the blood off in the sink, dried the weapons, and stuffed them in the bag.

      She pulled out of the driveway, floored it, and she’d made it a mile and half before she calmed down enough to remember to stop at the red lights. She didn’t know where to go, but she knew she had to ditch the car. She’d been driving down back streets, turning in various random places, as if that would keep her hidden. It at least gave her time to calm down. If those others had been watching, then they already knew what had happened to Walters and could be looking for her right now.

      The only person she knew in this part of town had been Jack, and he wasn’t going to help her now. Or could he? She made a beeline to his house, opened the garage and parked her car inside. She shut the garage door and stood in the dim light. Jack’s motorcycle was still parked where he’d left it the night that he brought her home. The keys were a problem though. The garage had been unlocked but the house door was secure.

      She selected a crowbar from a bunch of tools on one wall and pried at the house door until it popped open.

      She looked around the kitchen and easily spotted what she hoped would be there. “Thank you, Jack,” she muttered as she grabbed the motorcycle keys from a rack of hooks on the wall.

      It took five attempts to get the motorcycle started; she hadn’t ridden since college. It came back to her quickly enough though, and before long, she was on the road. When morning came, she would clean out her bank and retirement accounts. It was time to get off the grid. The police, the pack, and for all she knew, the FBI would soon be after her, and they’d never believe her story. Or if they did believe her, that would probably be worse.

      By 10 p.m., she was on the interstate heading for an uncertain destination.
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