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1898

During the construction of the Uganda-Mombasa Railway near Tsavo, Kenya, two male lions stalked and killed over 30 workers.  It is believed that an outbreak of a cattle plague decimated their normal food source.  That coupled with possible dental injuries caused these lions to turn to easier prey—such as humans.  The skulls and pelts of the Tsavo Man-Eaters can be found at the Field Museum of Natural History in Chicago, Illinois.

1907 

The Champawat Tiger, or the Devil of India, was shot dead by British hunter, Jim Corbett.  Over a seven-year period, the tigress was responsible for the deaths of 436 people.  After Corbett felled the beast, it was discovered that the tiger’s jaws had been mangled from a previous bullet wound.  As a result, the large cat opted for the frailer human prey.  Still, to this day, many people believe that tigers hold grudges.

1932 – 1947

Approximately 1500 people were killed by a pride of lions in the Njombe region of Tanzania.  It is believed that three generations of the same pride held responsibility for all of the deaths.  An average of 100 people were slaughtered every year during that period of time. 

––––––––
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May 19, 2004

Members of the Centre for Wildlife Rehabilitation and Conservation, the Assam forest department and local authorities conducted an elephant-mounted search for a tiger which had strayed from the Kaziranga National Park in India.  The tiger was believed to have killed two cows near the neighboring village of Tamuli Pathar.  During their attempt to tranquilize the large predator, the tiger charged and leapt approximately twelve feet into the air, swiping a massive paw at the men atop the elephant.  One of the men lost three fingers and was lucky to survive the attack.  The tiger disappeared into the forest and wasn’t seen again.  Video footage of the incident has become one of the most-watched animal attacks of all time.

October 11, 2011

The owner of a private zoo near Zanesville, Ohio, released his animals then took his own life.  Sheriff deputies arrived and had to put down eighteen Bengal tigers, seventeen lions, three cougars as well as several bears and wolves.  The three leopards remained in their cages and were later transported to the Columbus Zoo.

November 12, 2017

As workmen entered a primary school in Guwahati, India, to conduct repairs, a leopard attacked them.  Four men were mauled and hospitalized.  They survived.  Luckily, no children were present in the school at the time of the attack.  The leopard was eventually captured and taken to the Assam State Zoo.

––––––––

[image: ]


July 16, 2018

A three-year-old jaguar chewed through the stainless-steel barrier of its enclosure.  The big cat killed five alpacas, three foxes and an emu within the confines of the Audubon Zoo in New Orleans.  It was sedated and captured before it could escape the premises.

September - December, 2022

In the state of Assam, India, multiple leopard attacks resulted in death and injuries.  In September, a leopard killed a man and seriously injured his wife while they slept in an abandoned hospital.  Two children died in two separate attacks in the month of November.  Late December saw fifteen people hospitalized as a leopard roamed the Rain Forest Research Institute campus and attacked nearly everything that moved.  

Present day

Nearly two-thirds of the world’s tiger population lives in captivity.
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PANTHERA
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:the Felidae genus which includes tigers, lions, leopards, jaguars and snow leopards—with the exception of the rare North American jaguar found only in a few southwestern states, none are native to the United States
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The soft whisper of movement caught Tim Miller by surprise.  He stopped what he was doing, held still for a few seconds then turned his attention back to his project.  Convinced that it was just the wind, Tim focused on the bottles once again.  It was almost time to burp them.  Making meth was a risky business—if you didn’t know what you were doing.  Tim had no illusions that he was like Walter White from Breaking Bad.  He knew how to make meth on the cheap and sell it for a slight mark-up.  It wasn’t a get-rich scheme, but it put money in his pockets.  His secret was that he never over-extended himself.  He didn’t try to cook too much product at one time, keeping his “lab” small enough to remain mobile.  Having enough forethought, Tim had scouted out five different locations to cook.  All of them were isolated from the public or nosy cops.  He never left debris behind at any of his spots either.  This time of year was a little tricky as the archery portion of deer hunting season had just opened in northeastern Indiana.  He had to wait for the hunters to leave and then get out before they came back.  He didn’t worry about someone taking a shot at him since he set up shop within the confines of a nature preserve.

There was that noise again.  A soft huff.

Tim scanned the area.  He had a flashlight but didn’t want to use it.  He was always concerned about giving away his location.  The paranoia came with the product.  The hyper-alert, ultra-sensitive high would last for hours.  When he was like this, he couldn’t fathom what it was like to be so dully normal.  In this state, he felt like he could outrun anyone and barely break a sweat.

Something shuffled ever so slightly off to his right.

Using a trick he’d heard about pirates; Tim squinted his left eye closed.  He simulated wearing an eyepatch as the plunderers of the high seas often did.  The idea was to keep the eyepatch over one eye when above deck to preserve the night vision of that eye.  Going below, they would lift the patch or switch it to the other eye, giving them the ability to switch from brightness to darkness with ease.  Pretty ingenious for a bunch of scallywags.  Tim tried to emulate the method here.  He clicked the flashlight on, keeping that left eye sealed tightly closed.  He swept the beam quickly from right to left.  

The glare of the beam reflected off what appeared to be two eyes less than five meters away.

Whatever was out there flinched away and it sounded like it moved off. 

Tim clicked the flashlight off and turned his attention back to the bottles.  As he gently unscrewed the first cap to relieve the pressure, his mind replayed the scene.  If those were eyes, they were set too far apart to belong to a person.  Too low too.  The more Tim thought about it, the more he convinced himself it had to be a pair of raccoons or something similar.  It made sense to him.

But a slight tingling in the back of his over-stimulated brain was telling him that those eyes were far too large to belong to a raccoon.

The huff came again.  This time, it came from Tim’s left.

He cracked the next two-liter bottle, moved on to the third and let his mind race.  His plan was simple.  He’d shine the light directly at the sound the next time it came.  It scared whatever it was the first time.  There was no reason to think it wouldn’t work again.

As Tim unscrewed the fourth and final bottle, the faint hiss of leaves getting brushed echoed in his ears.

He snapped the light on and pointed it at the sound.  Forgetting to close one eye this time, Tim spotted the movement.  It was just a blur—the quick rush of a ghost.  The leaves and branches of the scrub vegetation swayed rhythmically as if nothing more than a stealthy gust of wind had blown through.  

Instinctively wanting to keep his secret spot concealed, Tim clicked the light off.  Darkness folded in around him.  The world went pitch black for a moment.  He replayed the scene in his mind.  As his night vision returned, he recalled the sight, playing it more slowly across his cerebral landscape.  Each time, the blur found more clarity.  Stopping at the best mental snapshot he got, Tim focused inward.  

The image jittered past.

Long tail.

Black stripes clashing with a duller color.

The first thing Tim thought of was that it looked like a tiger.  But what the hell would a tiger be doing here?  Where would it have come from?  How did it get there?

It couldn’t have been a tiger.  There was just no way.  Maybe it was some lone coyote or something.  He knew it couldn’t be a tiger.  They were from places like Asia and India.  Maybe Africa.  Hell, he couldn’t remember all that shit he learned as a kid.  He just knew they were from places he’d considered shitholes and never wanted to visit them.  Why leave the city life behind?

Another grunt bumped out into the night.  It came from behind him.  

Tim spun around and clicked the light on.  He didn’t see anything this time.  No glowing eyes.  No tail.  No stripes.  He swung the light around searching, not caring anymore about the secrecy of this place.  

He started to wonder if it was more than one animal.  Coyotes usually travelled in packs.  But they could be noisy and would call to each other.  Didn’t they?  And weren’t they fairly easy to scare off?  Tim tried to race through the files in his mind.  He couldn’t recall any of the information from his childhood subscription to National Geographic Magazine.  The only thing that came to him was that emperor penguins only laid one egg at a time and the male cared for it.

The huff came again.  It seemed as if it came from the same spot as before.

Holding the light steadily on that area, Tim stared hard.  It was almost as if whatever was out there was toying with him.  For some reason, he remembered his friend Nick, whose family had a pet cat.  Their cat would go out every night.  And every morning, they’d have a new dead carcass on their back porch—mice, rabbits, squirrels, even a few snakes.  He recalled Nick’s father saying things about how the cat just hunted for sport and that it liked to torment its victims before killing them.

Then he saw the eyes again.  They glowed amber in the glare of the flashlight’s beam.  They were much closer to the ground than he thought they’d be.  And they were only about two meters from him.

By the time Tim’s brain registered that it actually was a tiger and that it had been taunting him the whole time, the beast was on him.

Going straight for the neck, the tiger clamped down hard, its teeth punched through the skin like it was wet tissue paper.  Having enveloped Tim’s entire neck in its impressive maw, the Siberian tiger’s canines actually met over his spine.

In his hyper-sensitive mental state, Tim could hear his lungs starving for oxygen.  He never got the chance to scream—or even react for that matter.  The big tiger didn’t shake and thrash his body around like a dog would.  It just lay down with his neck clamped in its suffocating vice.  

As his mind faded, Tim couldn’t help but think that this wasn’t such a bad way to go.  If it didn’t hurt so much.
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With his eyes adjusted to the pre-dawn gloom, Adam Lindsey kept his attention focused.  He thought he had spotted a hint of movement along the edge of the tree line.  He started the excruciatingly slow process of silently standing from his seat.  A lifetime hunter, Adam had his routines and refused to vary from them.  Each day that he had out here was a moment of peace and relaxation.  Time to himself, away from work, from family, from life.  Out here, it was just him—and his compound bow.  Most days were pretty uneventful.  But when branches stirred, the countdown to test his skill as an archer started.   

Lindsey nocked an arrow as he pulled himself steadily to his feet.  He kept his eyes locked on the spot.  Finally standing to his full height, Lindsey kept the bow loosely pointed at the base of his tree stand.  

The leaves stirred again.  

He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.  

At last, the buck eased its head out of the scrub.  

Lindsey stared at the beauty of his potential kill.  It was a ten-pointer.  Even from about fifty yards away, he could clearly make it out.  Scanning more thoroughly, he noticed a slight deformity on the right antler.  It was actually an eleven-point buck.  If he kept trophies, this would be one.  He always found it intriguing to come across an odd number of tines on the deer’s rack.  He’d wonder how or why the extra prong had developed.  Was it a mutation?  Was it split during the rut?  Was there even any reason for it at all? 

The deer disappeared back into the brush.

Lindsey knew what was to come.  He’d witnessed it so many times before.  The big buck burst into the open field and trotted out like it didn’t have a care in the world.  Three does steadily made their way out after the male.  Lindsey was impressed with the buck’s harem.  All four deer went straight to grazing.  Watching their behavior, he figured the buck had already mated with all three does.  The buck’s seed spread; Lindsey decided the does were safe today.

As the four deer stood about forty yards away, he slightly hefted his bow up.  Keeping his movements as slow and silent as possible took an excessive amount of practiced patience over the years.  

The deer did as he hoped and continued to edge closer.  

At thirty yards, Lindsey drew back.

The buck stopped grazing and lifted its head, snorting the cool morning air.  It looked ready to take off.

Lindsey held steady.

After a long, nervous moment, the buck lowered its head again.

Lindsey let the bolt fly, releasing all of the tension in the bow.

The arrow struck the buck right behind the shoulder.  It bellowed in agony and sprinted away, leaving a trail of blood in its wake.  The three does fled in the opposite direction.

After watching it flee, Lindsey climbed down and started his stalk.  His orange hunting gear screamed out in the pre-dawn light.  Confident no other hunters would mistakenly take a shot at him; he strolled off in the direction the buck had gone.  There was no reason to hurry.  Most of the work would come trying to haul the carcass out—he might as well save his energy for that task.  He knew the shot was good and should have punctured a lung.  The deer wouldn’t get too far.

After working his way through some chest-high scrub vegetation, Lindsey followed the blood trail and came to a low fence.  It was a simple enough fence—two separate strands of wire (not barbed) ran from one wooden post to the next.  A sign on one of the posts read: FORD NATURE PRESERVE.  

“Shit,” he blurted.  If he got caught dragging a deer out of there, he’d be in serious trouble.  Until now, he’d forgotten about the expansion of the preserve.  It used to sit only in Mason County.  But during the spring, the owners of a vast track of wooded property sold it to the Ford Foundation.  With this new addition, the Ford Preserve ran from the middle of Mason County all the way to Brinker Lake in King County.

Having worked as a volunteer firefighter up until a few years ago, he knew the outside line to King County Dispatch.  Avoiding the use of the 911 system, he dialed and explained his situation to the call-taker.  

After a series of back and forth, the dispatcher came back on the line and said, “We’ve gotten a hold of Officer Morrison.  She’s on her way.  She said you can head in and track it.  She’ll help you drag it out.  But she insisted that you don’t gut it inside the preserve.”

Relieved that he’d be able to keep his kill, Lindsey didn’t look forward to dragging the deer out without unburdening all that excess weight.  And he caught that this was a female DNR officer.  He was certain she wouldn’t be of much help.

He wasn’t about to leave the compound bow leaning against the fence as an indicator.  Unscrewing the head off of one of his arrows, he wedged it into a crack of the wooden post to mark his point of entry for the incoming DNR officer.  Her name sounded familiar to him for some reason.  Then it dawned on him—she was the one they said had killed that shark the past summer.  Maybe she would help drag the deer out.  It would be pretty cool to meet her face to face.  

Adam Lindsey stepped over the wire fence and into the preserve.  He was never seen again.  Not alive, anyway.
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The damn alarm shrieked to life once again.  Beth groaned and groped around until her fingers tapped the snooze button once more.  Not a morning person by any stretch of the imagination, she despised this earlier shift.  However, she loved this time of year.  Refusing to turn the heat on until well into autumn, Beth flipped the covers back and immediately felt the chill of October air on her skin.  She reluctantly plodded over to the window and slid it closed, locking it before retreating to the bathroom.

Flinching as she clicked the lights on, Beth Morrison examined herself in the mirror.  Although her stomach remained flat, Beth’s eyes focused on her hips.  She always hated her hips.  Her mother, Brenda, had often referred to them as the “Rebane child-bearing hips.”  Apparently, she had indeed inherited her hips from her mother’s side of the family.  But unfortunately, she never put the child-bearing namesake of those damn hips to use prior to her mother dying of cancer years ago.  She thought she had the right man picked out—her long-time high school boyfriend, Mark Taylor—but that all turned to shit when he cheated on her, ending their relationship with the devastating news that he had gotten someone else pregnant.  In the end, it turned out the child wasn’t his doing.  Still, he had been with her and married the woman not knowing the whole truth.  Mark’s marriage ended in an ugly divorce and constant legal battles.  The man now lived a spartan existence as he continued to pay off compounded legal debt.  He had recently been thrust back into her life, and something about the guy still pulled at her.  Maybe it was the way he handled himself now—broken, but not defeated.  Or maybe it was his undying love for the daughter he’d newly discovered wasn’t biologically his own.  He still cared for Casey, taking her in after the curtain of her mother’s façade finally dropped and the woman had ultimately skipped town after the police had leveled several charges against her.  Casey had taken an instant liking to Beth.  It had even gotten to the point that Beth wondered if this was fate telling her to settle down with the man.

Mark’s betrayal still stung when she was around him.  They could have still been together all of that time.  Years of her life had been wasted.  If she got back together with him, all that time during his sham of a marriage was a piece of her life spent without purpose.  If she stayed away from him, well... that part of her journey could be chalked up to self-discovery.  She knew she was strong enough and capable enough to live life on her own terms—alone if necessary.  A part of her wanted to get some advice on the issue.  She wasn’t sure if she could find a neutral party willing to listen and offer some profound words of wisdom.  Beth hardly thought this was an issue worth finding a therapist to open up to, even though her employer had an open line for a discreet employee assistance program.  She’d have to bounce this off someone she trusted—like the man she was about to see right before her shift started.  But he was hardly impartial.

After her quick morning shower ritual, she dried off and stepped back into the bedroom.  There, she donned the traditional green uniform.  Sliding her pants up, she felt as if she had to tug a little more than usual.  Could it be possible her damn hips were getting even bigger?  That’s all she needed.  With a huff of disgust, she buckled her belt—still at the same hole, thank God—and strode out.  She had a promise to keep.

On the drive over to his house, she thought about this new Saturday morning routine.  Forgoing her morning workout to go to breakfast wasn’t something she really wanted to do, especially the way she was feeling about her body.  But this was her new life now.

“You’re looking good,” the older man said as Beth exited the white work truck.

Beth sighed and perched her hands on her hips.

“Don’t do that?” he scoffed.

“Why?  Because it accentuates my hips?” she shot back.

Her father, Dan Morrison, shook his head.  “Your mother always complained about her hips too.”  He then tilted his head, revealing his receding hair line.  “I meant the sigh.  You sound so disgusted.  So pissed off,” he added as he held his front door open for her.

Just then, a black and white missile shot through the open door and bolted straight for Beth.  His long ears flapped with each stride.

Squatting down, Beth braced herself as the fifty-pound English Springer Spaniel plowed into her.  She scratched his chest and he slapped her with a flurry of kisses.

“Doug!  You’re making a scene,” Dan joked.

Beth stood and headed for the door with Doug in tow.  She stepped inside and strode over to the little breakfast nook.  Her father had already prepared everything and had a plate loaded up at each of their places at the table.  “I probably shouldn’t eat like this,” she said staring at the small pile of bacon heaped beside a serving of home-made hash browns and a mound of scrambled eggs.  But the aroma pled with her senses and soon had her gut twisting in hunger.

“Nonsense,” he said as he took his place.  “You look fine.”

Beth had already taken her seat and prepared to stab her fork into the eggs.  She stopped cold and laid the fork down.  “A minute ago, I looked great.  Now I just look fine.”  She shrugged.  “I haven’t even taken a bite yet.”

Her father just stared at her.  He shoveled a fork-load of hash browns into his mouth.  He continued to eye his daughter as he chewed.  After he swallowed, he growled, “Elizabeth.”

She finally broke and smiled.  Grabbing her fork, she dug in.  “Why do we have to do this, this early?” she asked.

Doug took turns staring at each one as they took bites of the food.

Dan shrugged.  “If we ate at noon, it’d be called lunch,” he joked.

“You know what I mean.”

“I don’t want to cut into your social life.”

“What social life?” she chided.

Now, it was Dan’s turn to lay his fork down.  “There’s no easy way to say this, but...  Mark stopped by yesterday.”

Surprised, Beth stopped chewing.  Through her mouthful of food, she asked, “What’d he want?”

“He wanted to apologize.”

Beth chewed and swallowed.  “He already did that.  Several times.”  She then chased her comment down with a swig of orange juice.

“He apologized to me.”

Beth almost had her teeth clamped on a strip of bacon.  She hadn’t seen that coming.  Was Mark being sincere?  Or was he sucking up to her dad to win him over too?  She lowered her hand and fed the bacon to Doug.  

“What exactly did he say?”

Dan shrugged.  “He said he was sorry for what he did to you.  Said that since he ran into you, he wants to make things work.  Said he doesn’t deserve you.”  When he saw her getting ready to protest, he held a hand up and added, “He also said that whatever happens between the two of you, he doesn’t want to be a stranger anymore.  Asked if he could take me fishing sometime.”

“What did you say?”

“I told him I wanted to kick his ass for what he did to you.”

“And?”

He shook his head.  “I didn’t do anything.  Hell, I’m too old to make threats like that.  He’d kick the crap out of me.”

Beth laughed and finally took that bite of a new strip of bacon.  “I meant how’d he react to that?”

“I think he knew that was how I felt.  Why else would he stay away for so long?”

Without looking her father in the eyes, she took another bite and asked, “So you think I should get back together with him?”

Dan stared at his daughter.  She hadn’t asked for his advice since the sixth grade.  “I loved your mother with all my heart.  I don’t know what I would’ve done if she did that to me.  It would’ve broken my heart.  I don’t know if I would’ve ever given her a second chance.  But she didn’t do that.  And I’m not you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Leaning over to give the dog a glob of scrambled eggs, Dan glanced up and offered, “Means you have to decide for yourself.  No one else can do that for you.”  He ate some more then added, “If you do decide to go back to him, make him pine for a while.”

She smiled and finished off the bacon.  Her father had really liked Mark when they were together.  It probably broke him almost as much as it did her.  This conversation gave her a sense of pride as her dad wasn’t trying to tell her what to do.  He gave her the respect and acknowledgement she deserved.  Why weren’t all men like that?

“So, you gonna go fishing with him?  I’ve gotta say we’ve been trying to restock the lake chain, but it’s gonna be a while before things get back to normal.”

“I wanted to talk to you about that,” he said, his tone growing more serious.  “You almost got eaten by a shark.”

She smiled.  “I was beside the shark.  Mark’s the one who almost got eaten.  Not me.  And remember, I’m the one who killed the damn thing.”

He held his hands out again.  “You’re all I’ve got.  I just need to know you’re being careful.”

Beth shrugged and wiped her mouth with the napkin.

“Diving in the water after the shark isn’t being careful,” he protested.

“I did what needed to be done.”

He just sat there, not touching his food.

She stood, walked over and put her left hand on his shoulder.  “If I didn’t think it would’ve worked, I never would’ve gotten back in the water.”  As he reached up and touched her hand, she offered, “If all else fails, I still got this.  Never go anywhere without it.”  With her right hand, she tapped her holstered sidearm clipped to her belt.  “You’re the one who taught me to shoot,” she reminded him.

Just then, the radio on the left side of her belt squawked to life.  “Morrison.  Go ahead,” she answered the call.

“I’ve got an Adam Lindsey calling in.  He claims to have hit a buck but it ran into the Ford Preserve.”

“Did you check him out?” Beth asked.

“Affirmative.  Lifetime hunting and fishing licenses.  Takes one deer each year.  Never uses any other tags,” the dispatcher replied.

Beth nodded.  “Okay.  Tell him he can track it in there.  Makes sure he knows not to gut it inside the preserve.  Give me his location and I’ll come help him.”

The dispatcher relayed the information.  

Beth bent down to pet Doug.  When she turned to say goodbye to her dad, he wasn’t in his chair.  He stood by the door with a pair of gloves.  “What are you doing?”

“Dragging a deer is a lot easier with three people,” he offered.

Beth took her turn holding her hands out toward him.  “It’s my job.”

He shrugged.  “It’ll give me something to do.”

Beth stood her ground, cocking her head to the side.

“I’ve got a cute little bluebird family out back.  Doug and I have been watching them go back and forth from the feeder to their house.  It’s really entertaining.”  He hooked a thumb toward the back of his house.  “The show won’t start for a few hours.  You can stick around if you think you can handle the excitement.”

She smirked.  “Alright.  You don’t mind riding backseat on the ATV?”

Dan nodded his head and held the door open for his daughter.  “Be back soon, Doug,” he said to the dog.
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Bill Tasker almost made it back to his truck.  He’d given up on his hunt for the day.  Usually, the first day of the season saw the most activity for him.  The location he always hunted never failed to produce—until that day.  Everything about his spot was perfect.  From the harvested cornfield with a section of stalks still standing to the crescent-shaped tree line to the slow-flowing brook snaking its way through the trees near his stand.  Often times, he wouldn’t even take aim on opening day, unless a big buck came into view.  He typically would observe the number of does compared to the bucks.  Most of the males were four- and six-pointers.  His opening day rule was to never draw on anything less than ten points.  No one else hunted this spot or the surrounding acres.  Wanting this place to feel like a safe haven for the deer, Bill chose patience over speed.  He didn’t need to make a kill and spook them early on.  He always wanted to take the biggest buck in the area.  

But this day, there had been none.  Not even a single doe made her way through this little utopia.  

Bill started to wonder if some disease had decimated the local population.  Surely, he would’ve heard something about it.

Nothing felt right about the day’s hunt.  It was as if the entire whitetail deer populace had vanished without a trace.

Bill packed up—which was relatively easy as he hadn’t even taken the bow out of its case.  With a pair of binoculars dangling from his neck, Bill trudged through the brush.  He kept to the narrow path and, out of habit, made as little noise as possible.

When he arrived at the clearing where he had parked his truck, Bill stopped and stood in awe.  Seeing something that shouldn’t be there sent his brain spinning—it was like his mind couldn’t comprehend what his eyes had focused on.  In a near catatonic state, Bill remained rooted in place—both afraid and unable to move.

The reason for the absence of the deer stared back at him.  

Lying right in front of Bill’s truck was the gutted carcass of a small buck.  Its throat had been torn open and what was left of the deer’s innards were strewn along the ground.

The great beast had heard Bill and had spotted him long before he ever reached the clearing.  It still had part of its face buried into the deer corpse.  When Bill stepped clear of the trees, the giant cat lifted its head, exposing a bloody maw.  The golden amber eyes held the man in its steady gaze.  A rough tongue swiped across the blood-soaked face.

Bill didn’t know what to do.  He knew that thing shouldn’t exist in this part of the world.  He knew it could outrun him.  And he knew it could climb trees.  Not realizing that scaling a tree was his best bet, Bill dismissed the idea.  He had no clue that the sheer weight of the beast negated its climbing ability.  

The cat let out a belligerent cough.  It didn’t roar or scream.  It just coughed.  But with that sound, the beast’s body tense—the rear legs shifted into a spring-loaded position.  It was ready to pounce.

Bill’s bladder let loose when the creature stood and fully faced him.

Its brow furrowed.

“Fuck,” Bill groaned and fumbled with one of the latches on his case.  Putting an arrow in this monster probably wouldn’t kill it.  But it might scare it off, or slow it down.  Either way, Bill knew that was his only hope.  Dropping to a knee for better access to the case, Bill scrambled for the other latch.

The great cat charged.

It was faster than Bill imagined.  He knew he couldn’t get the bow out in time.  Instead, he held the case in front of his body like a shield.

The massive beast plowed right into it, lowering its head just before the impact.

The blow sent Bill sprawling on his back.  

The case flew out of his hands and tumbled away, spilling its contents into the underbrush.

Before Bill could assess the situation, the creature was on him.  One forepaw slammed atop his chest, curved daggers piercing through his flesh.  The other front paw came crushing down on his gut, the claws stabbed through without any effort.  Before Bill could make a sound, the massive beast leaned in and clamped its jaws around his head.  With a single vicious shake of its own wide head, the predatory cat ripped Bill’s skull free of his spine.

Dropping the man’s head, the creature sniffed at it then batted it away like a kitten playing with a ball.  It stalked away, turning its attention back to the deer it had slain.
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Beth tried to admire the way the first hint of dawn painted the sky in a muted purple hue.  But she had to keep her focus on the trail ahead.  Every jolt bounced her in the seat and set her nerves on edge, wondering what this ride was doing to her father’s back.  With her father riding with her, she had driven to the DNR outpost and picked up an ATV.  She trailered it past Lake Bennett to the dead end of North Shore Road where the trailhead started on the outskirts of the newest section of the Ford Nature Preserve.  There were no trails within this recently-added side of the preserve as it was all low-lying swampland.  If Lindsey’s buck had fled into the mucky part of the preserve, they were in for one hell of a struggle.  She backed the ATV off the trailer and waited for her father to climb on.  When he took his position, they set out, weaving along a narrow, rutted path through the woods worn down by cyclists and hikers.

Beth felt her dad’s grip tighten around her waist.  Instinctively, she slowed and asked, “Everything okay back there?” over the sound of the engine.

“Yeah.  I’m good,” he said, leaning forward, closer to her ear.  “Just thought I saw a coyote back there.”

Beth slowed to a crawl.  She turned to look back at him.  “Where?”

He pointed behind them and to the right.  “It took off deeper into the woods, though.”

She nodded.  The deer was supposed to be up ahead and to their left as they skirted the northern edge of the preserve.  For a second, she’d been worried that a pack of them might have tracked the buck down before Lindsey had gotten to it.  Nodding once again, she brought the vehicle back up to speed and bounced through the rutted track.

“Maybe it was a bigfoot,” he playfully offered.

Beth tried to act like she didn’t hear him.  Her old man would often spout nonsense about Sasquatch.  She knew he didn’t believe any of it.  It was just his way of having fun.  However, she couldn’t ignore him for long.

“You know, the young bigfoots,”—he always pluralized them as bigfoots, not bigfeet and never sasquatches as he knew it irritated the shit out of her.  “They been coming closer and closer to people lately.  It’s like they’re on the Ramalamadingdong, or whatever the heck the Amish call it.”

“Rumspringa,” Beth corrected him.  She instantly regretted it.

“Exactly!” he shouted.  “Bigfoot rumspringa.  I should write a book about it.  Get the facts out there.  There’s so much people don’t know about them.  Like the fact that their mating season runs from July to June.  Or that they bury their dung.  Or that they can hold their breath for up to a half an hour.  Or...”

Beth had never been so relieved to see an arrow in her life.  It stuck straight up out of the fence post.  This must’ve been where Lindsey made his entry.  As she slowed the ATV to a stop, she glanced over her shoulder with a snarl to see her father grinning from ear to ear.  She killed the engine.  “I’m going to tell you this one last time.  Stop.  Watching.  Those.  Shows.  Go back to watching the nature stuff.”

Dan shrugged.  “That’s all that on anymore.  Bigfoot.  Monsters.  Ghosts.  There aren’t any more nature shows.”

“Nova on PBS,” she growled.  Then Beth stepped over the same fence Adam Lindsey had earlier.

Dan Morrison followed.

As more sunlight filtered through, Beth could easily make out the freshly trampled path the deer and the hunter had created.  She followed the trail through the tall, browning grass and into the reeds where old cattail stalks still stood hollow and vacant.  When her boot sank down into a squish of mud, she knew it was going to be a bad day.  She had no idea how bad it was going to get.

With her father trudging up behind her, Beth pushed through the flattened reeds.  She stopped cold.  

A compound bow lay fractured on the mud-splattered reeds.  Beside the broken weapon sprawled an even more broken man—Adam Lindsey, she assumed.  His body had been eviscerated.  Huge slashes ran down from his chest through his groin, intestines spilling out and leaking a slurry of partially digested food and viscera.  The man’s neck was so badly damaged it looked as if his head might not actually be attached to his body.  

Beth was so caught up in the gruesome display that she flinched and dropped her hand to the butt of her pistol when she heard the crunch of some dried vegetation being trod upon behind her.  She had forgotten about her dad.  Easing the half-extracted gun back into her holster, she warned, “Dad!  Stay back!”

“What?” Dan asked.  He’d seen plenty of dead deer before.  How bad could this be?  Lifting up on the balls of his feet, he was able to peek over the top of Beth’s head.  He caught sight of the decimated hunter.  “Oh, Jesus Christ!”

Beth turned to face him.  “Go back out the way we came in,” she ordered as calmly as possible.

“Nope,” he answered.  “We stay together.”  His thoughts immediately went to his coyote sighting.  If they picked this guy off, they’d be willing to go after one of them as well.  There was strength in numbers.  Besides, Beth was the only one with a gun.

It stared out from between the reeds.  Tucked in low to the ground, the beast watched these new intruders.  It had wasted no time taking down the deer, and then the creature that came after it.  When the new competition for food had shown up, the cat lashed out with a foreclaw and split the man open.  It then pounced on him, clamped his neck in its horrific vice.  Then it “bunny-kicked” both rear legs, claws extended, and split him wide open.  The deer had more meat, so the cat left the man where it had slain him.  It had started to drag the buck away when it heard the new sounds approaching.  Ready to defend its kill again, the silent monster eyed the new challengers.

Almost as startling as a clap of thunder, Beth noticed the deadfall of silence.  She hadn’t picked up on it before as she and her father created enough noise trekking through the dormant reeds, crunching them with each step.  But now that they had stopped moving, the stillness pounded down on her.  She felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end.  A tingling sensation tickled its way down her spine.  Beth couldn’t shake the sensation that she was being watched.  This time, she removed her pistol from its holster.  

Dan noticed and tensed even more.  “What is it?” he whispered.

“Sshh.”  She stood nearly motionless, barely pivoting her head as she scanned the area.

This new one stared right at it.  The beast felt as if it had been spotted.  Already in a crouch, the big cat prepared to leap forward.  The muscles in its shoulders tensed.  Its rear legs were coiled like giant springs about to let loose.  It stared right back into her eyes.

The chill racked her spine again.  Beth took a step back.  She expected to bump into her father.  Instead, she felt his hand on her back, guiding her so she wouldn’t have to look back.

After what felt like a mile of walking backward, she heard her father say, “Fence.”  Then she felt his hand disappear from her back and she took in the sounds of him stepping over the wires.  His hand found her again.  “I’m watching,” he whispered.

Beth turned, focused on the fence and straddled across it.  She then led her father back to the ATV and started it up.  Instead of completely retreating, Beth drove them out into an open field to the north of the preserve.  She called the grisly discovery in to dispatch.  She knew county sheriffs, other DNR officers and the coroner would soon be en route.

Keeping the engine running, she had her father sit back-to-back with her so they could keep a full view of the area.

“I’ve never heard of coyotes doing something like that,” he muttered, still focusing on spotting the lone coyote in the wooded expanse on their way out.

“Coyotes didn’t do that,” she replied.

“What did, then?”

Beth shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I’ve never seen anything like that.”

It watched her back away.  The intruder must’ve known the cat was the superior predator and ceded the kill.  The beast heard the sound of the engine.  It used the noise as cover while it dragged the downed buck deeper into the scrub.

Dan’s “coyote” had circled back, curiosity driving it.  It stalked along the trail, following the acrid stench of the ATV’s exhaust.  The creature kept to the edge of the wood line and remained out of sight.  It saw them emerge from the fenced-in area and hustle back onto the motorized vehicle.  

Watching them drive away, something caught the beast’s attention—the driver was a female.  There was no denying it.  Immediately wanting to race to her, the cat prepared to spring out of cover.  But something inside, something guttural and instinctive, forced the creature to remain hiding.  It knew not to move.  Yet it didn’t know why.
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It should’ve been a good day for Merrell Robinson.  It seemed to start out that way, at least.  He woke up before his alarm started chirping.  Feeling surprisingly refreshed, Merrell hopped up, took a quick shower and set out on his way to work.  He quietly climbed down the wooden outdoor staircase which led to his second-story apartment.  He’d rented the place from the older woman who lived on the first floor.  With his early morning work hours, he always tried to make as little noise as possible.  He had a good thing going here, and he didn’t want to screw that up.  His rent was reasonable and he got along with Mrs. Brubaker extremely well.  She would even have him over for home-cooked dinner every Sunday evening.  He noted the length of the dewy grass on his way to his car and figured he’d have to mow it that night—the following evening at the latest.

He climbed in his quiet hybrid, started it up and silently rolled out of the subdued neighborhood as the sun announced its presence in the East.  He tuned in his favorite jazz station on the satellite radio and turned the volume up once he cleared the limits of the town proper.  Out on the two-lane country highway, Merrell cranked it even louder when Doc Powell’s Steppin Out came on.  

Merrell had no clue how bad his day was going to get even as he waited for the electronic gate to trundle open.  This was to be his last day of extra duty for a while as his boss, Lou Cook, and co-worker Wayne “Tucker” Stearns would arrive sometime in the morning.   Lou and Tucker had just taken Spirit—a large male Siberian tiger—to DEW Haven Zoo & Rescue near Augusta, Maine.   It was their latest successful relocation of one of the big cats housed at the Panthera Compound.  Misha, Libby and Eva Benoit, three veterinarian sisters who worked at the compound, were away on a family vacation.  Merrell wanted to make sure everything was in great shape when Lou and Tucker arrived.  He knew neither would be too keen on working with the college vet students after such a long journey.  For the time being, it was up to just him and Mary Cook.

It wasn’t until Merrell was well inside the compound that he noticed something was wrong.  Three lionesses were gathered around something in the parking lot of the facility.  Merrell slowed to a stop as all three set of eyes tracked him.  They made no move toward him.  And he couldn’t tell what the trio had surrounded.  Grabbing his cell phone, he called Mary.  Lou and Mary owned the sanctuary and lived on the premises.  Merrell, Tucker, the Barton sisters and zoologist Cindy Haines worked for them.  With the others away, Mary would’ve been the only one around.

There was no answer.  It went to voicemail.  Merrell didn’t leave a message.  He immediately called Lou.

“What’s up?” Tucker answered Lou’s phone.  He’d obviously seen who was calling.

“The lions are out,” he stated, still not able to take his eyes off of them.

“What do you mean?” Lou shouted over the speakerphone as he drove.  

“Rose, Daisy and Iris are sitting right in front of me in the lot.”  

From day one, Mary had assigned herself as the one in charge of naming the cats as they arrived at the compound.  The trio of female lions all received flower names as they were born at the facility in the same litter.  Two years ago, their male sibling, Daniel—a play on dandelion—had been “adopted” by the Cincinnati Zoo.  Before reaching maturity, the males had to be separated from the females of the same litter to prevent inbreeding.  This pride of females had been at Panthera since their birth over four years ago.
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