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Hans smiled as Gretel straightened in the guest chair. 

“Got your attention, didn't I?”

Gretel leaned forward. “A chupacabra? A goat-sucker?” 

Her soiled chinos and dusty boots told him she had put in hard labor. Despite her apparent exertion, her keen blue eyes were alight. 

“That's what the name means, translated from the Spanish,” she said. “It's a vampiric creature that sucks the blood from animals, mostly goats. We've investigated goats being exsanguinated, and it wasn't a chupacabra.” 

Hans held up his hands in surrender. “Hey, I’m telling you what Hector Escamillo said.” He narrowed his brown eyes. “Is there even such a thing? I thought it was like an urban legend and not a very old one.”

“Well, in this case, obviously not urban,” Gretel replied. “We’re talking about The Ranch here. And why not a chupacabra? We know cannibalistic witches and vampires exist. After all, we built our reputation on battling them. It earned us our permit.” She waved the sheet of paper he'd handed her and beamed.

Hans guessed she appreciated the certificate newly awarded by Hip Deep’s city council. It authorized Grethans Exterminators to use pesticides and other dangerous chemicals, their “license to kill.” He knew she preferred to use natural remedies whenever possible. However, the removal of some vermin called for stronger countermeasures. The permit would make their work easier.

Originally their home's parlor, the entire room had been repurposed. The space now functioned as an office. They'd removed family photos or portraits from the eggshell-colored plastered wall. Instead, on display were their business license, professional and trade organization membership affidavits, framed testimonial letters from satisfied clients, plus Hans's National Honor Society diploma and the certificate naming Gretel the Sportslurp Player of the Year. 

Even the desk was an upcycle. Sanded, stained, and varnished, one man's trash had gained a second life as Hans's workspace. 

Gretel’s smile faded. Hans suspected her recall of murderous witches kindled her memory of their first encounter with the paranormal. Though they had prevailed, Hans had the impression that Gretel believed it was her fault they got into the predicament in the first place. Hans never complained. He would even argue it wasn’t true. Nevertheless, it was a conviction she couldn’t seem to shake.

Hans scoffed. “Chupacabra. Someone made that up, like in the last few decades. There aren’t volumes of folklore about it. It doesn’t have a Marvel franchise, or TV series or even a popular song. And The Ranch doesn't have goats. They have cattle.” 

Gretel sipped from her beer bottle, stretched out her legs, and brushed damp blonde hair from her brow with her forearm. “Hector knows what he's talking about. He's a level-headed guy. If he says it's a chupacabra—”

“He didn’t say he was certain that was the problem. He did say something is harming their livestock, and he would like us to investigate.” Hans tilted back in his desk chair.

Gretel stood. “I can go check it out.”

“Now hold on. We’re busy. I told Hector we’re currently engaged. There are McArdle’s termites to deal with. Definitely something to chew on,” Hans replied, stroking what would have been his beard if he had one.

Gretel rolled her eyes. “A chupacabra sounds much more interesting than an infestation by wood-munching insects.”

“As true as that might be, it’s a job we’re being paid for.”

Pouting, she sank into the chair. “Yeah. Well.” Crossing her legs at the knee, she swung her foot. She swung her foot faster. “Of course, there’s our consultation fee.”

Hans scowled. “What consultation fee? We don’t have a consultation fee.”

“We do now.” Gretel leaned forward. “Why don’t you tell Hector that for a fee, we’ll come check it out. Should he hire us to do the job, we can credit the fee towards the total.”

Hans tipped his head to one side. “Big Sister, I believe you’ve got an idea there. I’ll contact Hector and see if he’ll accept.”

“Now?”

“Huh?”

Gretel waggled her fingers at the phone. “Contact him now?”

“You can’t wait to see if there is such a thing as a chupacabra, can you?”

“Maybe. Meanwhile, I am kinda on hold at the moment. I want to order the insecticide we can now use. Until it's delivered, I might as well go get our next job lined up.”

“OK, I’ll call him.”

Gretel settled in her chair and drank more beer while Hans connected with the overseer at The Ranch. In a matter-of-fact tone, Hans explained the company’s estimation charge as if it weren’t something they made up on the spot.

He gave her a thumbs-up and smiled.

“You are so good at the salesman stuff,” she said.

He put down the phone. “Works for him. I’ll be heading out there.”

Gretel frowned. “You? 

Hans stood. “Yes, me. You’re too eager. You’re practically salivating. You’d probably commit us regardless. Besides, you've got those pesticides to order.”

Glowering and grumbling, Gretel took another swig of beer.
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Hans backed his Civic down the driveway and set off for the town limits. The Ranch wasn’t as “out in the boonies” as it had been at its inception. It hadn’t moved, but Hip Deep had expanded its borders toward it. As he drove, Hans observed the town’s growth. Leaving Hip Deep's municipal center of government and commercial buildings, he merged onto the interstate highway, busy with high-speed traffic. He exited onto the state highway, whizzing past adjoining residential neighborhoods and burgeoning suburbs. On County Road 66, he slowed for 18-wheelers, grimy pickup trucks pulling horse trailers, and bedraggled stake beds. He passed farms dotted with sprawling homesteads, fallow fields, and undeveloped property, much of it posted with signs offering the land for lease from The Ranch. Rolling hills and gentle valleys flattened into low ridges. 

In the distance loomed the peaks of Mount Gofrbye. Its forested slopes provided homes for feral furred and feathered denizens but also concealed witches, werewolves, and other supernatural threats, so the Hip Deep residents believed, and he and Gretel knew all too well. 

The Marroys owned close to a million acres throughout the state, earning them official highway signs despite The Ranch being private property. Turning off the county road onto the single lane of Lea Way, Hans followed carved wooden signs emblazoned with The Ranch logo, frontier-style lettering over the illustration of a large bovine animal with upcurving pointed horns. 

The route funneled Hans to a one-lane causeway cutting across a waterway. A sign reading “Road May Flood” pegged the apron. Hans snorted. Not a particularly useful warning. The terrain on either side was at a lower elevation. If the pavement flooded, where was the driver to go?

The creek's fast-running water created foamy swells and sloshed the causeway's edges. Hans slowed to dodge puddles and slick spots. 

The causeway discharged him onto a narrow paved access road. The dense brush and thickets cleared to make way for it stubbornly clung to the asphalt borders. A fringe of pines and spruces separated the ranchland from the motorway. Between the trees, Hans caught glimpses of broad pastures that stretched to the horizon.  

Buildings, windmills, troughs, and cattle pens came into view. As instructed, Hans followed a winding gravel road to one of the clapboarded barns painted white, not red as he would have expected. Cars and pickup trucks filled a parking area opposite it. Hans assumed the vehicles belonged to staff, but the space might be meant for visitors as well. He parked and strode toward the barn. Hector came out to meet him. The foreman removed his work gloves to greet Hans with a warm handshake. “Didn't have any trouble finding us?”

“Not at all. Great signage,” Hans replied. He remarked about the impractical flood warning.

Hector chuckled. “When we get a gully washer, we find all the low spots. And Crockett Creek's one of them. Members of the Swift Fox tribe call it the Spirit River because it glows at night. They say it's the spirits dancing in the water.” He scoffed. “Nothin' magical about it: microorganisms in the water are bioluminescent. Still, you wouldn't want to swim in it. It's way deep, and the currents are deceptively swift and unpredictable. The Marroy boys tried it in their double dog dare days, and they learned soon enough. The cattle certainly keep their distance. 

“How about you leave your car here and we'll take the UTV? Where we're headed isn't paved.” 

They rode in silence in the doorless, windowless vehicle, the noise of the wind and tires hindering conversation. Despite the oversized tires, the UTV jounced along the rough terrain. Hans was grateful he hadn't taken his car.

Hector slowed and stopped. “We'll get out here and walk the rest of the way. It's not far.”  

Hans hustled to keep pace with the man’s long strides and worked up a sweat despite the chilly air. The thin leather soles of Hans’s Oxfords skidded on the gritty dirt. Dust coated his trouser legs and tickled his nose.

Hector swiveled back. “I should have told you to wear boots,” he said. He stopped to give Hans a chance to catch up.

“I ... uh ...”

Hector gave him an indulgent smile.

Gretel would tease him about his attire. “Aren't you the picture of cool and collected?” she would say. “Shirt, tie, slacks, even shoes. You spend most of the workday here by yourself. Why do you even bother to get out of your pajamas?”

Hans would reply, “I feel more in the business zone if I'm dressed for it. I'd be too relaxed in casual clothes. I'd make mistakes.”

Gretel would have been properly outfitted for this jaunt, Hans thought. In jeans and a denim jacket, and boots, Hector’s garb suited the surroundings better than Hans’s workday outfit.

He drew up alongside The Ranch’s straw boss. “Sorry. I don’t mean to make you wait.”

“My bad. We should have stayed with the UTV. I thought we were closer. We’re nearly there.” A mature man, years spent working outdoors had leathered his face, today shaded by a cowboy hat. Manual labor kept him trim. Hector resumed his hike, albeit moving a little slower. “We should be getting close ... ah, here we are.”

We are? Hans noted nothing suspicious. Acres of scrubby rangeland stretched around him on all sides. Cattle grazed far enough away that neither their lowing nor their odor reached him. Veiled by a dusty haze, Mount Gofrbye loomed in the distance. Birds soared overhead across a sky mottled by puffy clouds with dark gray bottoms. The scene was Hans’s definition of bucolic. He saw nothing disquieting, much less anything suggestive of the presence of a fanged, blood-sucking mythical monster. Reluctant though he was to reveal his ignorance, he couldn’t help but remark, “I thought you said you had a dead cow.”

“Cow? Bison. Oh, we did. The carcass has already been hauled off to the slaughterhouse for rendering. But this is where it happened.”

“Out here? You don't keep the animals in a corral or a pen?”

“Not the bison. They're big animals. They're sensitive to stress. Corralling them has to be done just right, and of course, it calls for exceptionally sturdy fencing. Occasionally, we move them into a pen for health checks, sorting, special handling. For the most part, though, they roam freely in the pasture.” 

How could Hector tell this was the scene of the incident? Any one spot was as dusty as the next. Hans couldn’t see any signs of what had to have been a vicious attack. “Did you also clean up the blood?”

Hector grimaced. “See, that’s the thing. There wasn’t any. Well, not like what you’d expect, if, say, a coyote had got to it, or a wild cat. All we found was a dead animal with its neck punctured.”

“Punctured? Oh, yeah, you mentioned that when you called.”

Hector nodded. “Three puncture wounds. In a kind of triangular arrangement. Strangest thing. And it wasn’t the first hit. Two other animals have been attacked.”

“Oh?”

Hector frowned. “Animals die now and then, unpredictably. No warning. Sometimes it’s a predator, sometimes it’s from a health issue we were unaware of. The ranch hands didn’t give it much thought and removed the carcass. This time, though, I was nearby and I got to check it out. And I admit, it’s odd.”

“Yet you mentioned you’ve seen something like it before.”

Hector dug his toe into the gravel. “Not exactly. Like I said on the phone, I didn’t see it then. Not for myself. I only heard about it. From the guys who worked for me. At that ranch in Puerto Rico. They saw it. They described it to me.” He snorted. “I didn’t believe it at the time. But this ... this was weird. The dead animal, the wound, no blood on the ground. I did take a picture before we got rid of the carcass.” Hector tugged off his work glove and tucked it into his waistband. He pulled his smartphone from the pocket of his denim jacket and swiped the screen. The photo he thumbed into view depicted exactly what he described: a large animal lying on its side and three red dots arranged on its throat in a triangle. “I tell ya, I’m creeped out.”

“You seriously think a chupacabra did the deed?”

“I don’t know what to think. I’m not so ready to rule it out since I can’t figure out how else it could have happened. This doesn’t strike me as the work of any predator I’m familiar with.”

“It’s gonna take more investigating for sure,” Hans said. “I’m certain we can get to the bottom of it quickly.”

“And stop any further attacks? We can’t afford to lose any of the herd. That’s money on the hoof you see there,” Hector said, pointing his chin at the grazing animals.

“Understood. Could you forward that photo to us? Gretel will want to see it.”

Hector said. “We’re grateful to have your special kind of help. The boss said you were the people to call. Especially after what Grethans Exterminators did for the James Robert family. And you, well ...” Hector trailed off with an apologetic smile.

Nearly died trying, Hans thought, but didn’t say.

Hector delivered Hans to his car.

“I’ll bring Gretel up to speed, and we’ll get back to you about following up,” Hans said.

“Great. Say, were you going to invoice The Ranch, or do you expect immediate payment? Some of the vendors I deal with do.” He cast his eyes up. “More, lately, it seems. I guess everyone’s in a hurry to get paid.”

“Now would be better than later,” Hans said.

“Sure. Go see Whitney. She’s the bookkeeper. I filled her in about the consulting fee. You shouldn’t run into any problems. Take that lane to the driveway in front of the main house. There's an entryway off the east porch. You’ll find the office to your right once you enter.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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No way Hans would have missed the main house. It dominated the vista as soon as he turned onto the lane. Brush gave way to trimmed grass, neat hedges, flowering plants, and shade trees. The lane's crushed gravel became the concrete driveway.

And the house? No log cabin, the sprawling two-story structure was as large as a city block. Its white walls gleamed in the sun. Rounded archways, Saltillo tile trim, and barrel roofing gave it a Spanish accent.

Hans piloted his car up the curving driveway and paused. At the far left, wide overhead doors studded the front of a building. What might have once been a stable now served as a multicar garage. Several vehicles filled a parking area. He left his car there and walked to the structure's eastern side, where a portico suggested entrance.

The red brick steps extended a warm welcome. Just outside the door, an easel supported a wreath wrapped in black ribbon. Hans recalled reports about the recent death of Orson Marroy, grandson of Ursus, founding father of Hip Deep, and The Ranch. The family’s prominence had turned a simple obituary into headline news.

The wooden double doors were twice the height of a man. Hans didn’t see a doorbell or knocker. He thought about rapping on the door, took a gamble, and pulled up the handle, the “v” of a wrought-iron stylized M. The door opened, and he stepped into a high-ceilinged vestibule. A huge animal hide covered the wall to his left. Fluffy and furry, edges so dark brown they were nearly black graduated to lighter tan tones at the center. If that had been the skin, Hans couldn’t imagine the size of the cow it once covered. 

Ahead, the vestibule ended in another set of doors. Those had not only wrought iron handles but also a lock as well, augmented with an electronic keypad. However, as Hector had described, at Hans’s right, a door bore a gold nameplate inscribed “Marroy Office” in flowing letters. Though electronic security also controlled that entry, the door stood slightly ajar.

Hans heard a man’s voice say, “...fix it. I’ve got vendors chewing my ears off with complaints.”

A woman’s voice replied, “I’m trying. Honestly, I don’t know how it got messed up.”

Hans stepped into a “home office” twice the size of the one he and Gretel shared. The high ceiling added to the spacious feel. Bookcases lined one wall; a ladder provided access to the topmost shelves. Oak filing cabinets hugged another wall, above which were photos and paintings of The Ranch’s history and the people who built it. A wet bar with a small refrigerator in its base held a coffeemaker like the single-serve machine Hans’s bank had, only smaller and sleeker. Alongside it ran a line of white ceramic cups, large and small, all bearing The Ranch logo Hans had seen on the road signs. An upright bamboo rack bristled with colorful metal capsules.

A crescent-shaped wood desk stood on turned legs in front of a picture window framing the home’s manicured lawn. A computer screen, lamp, printer, and communications base crowded what appeared to be a leather surface.

Manicured hands rattled a keyboard below the monitor. 

Alongside stood a middle-aged man in a heavy jacket hanging open over a chambray shirt and a bolo tie, its tiger's eye clasp slid partway toward the collar. Auburn hair framed a freckled face.

“I’m sorry.' The voice came from behind the monitor, a woman’s. “It can’t be right. It’s probably a minor computational error.”

“One that you made, since you’re doing the computation,” the man replied, his tone disclosing irritation. He turned his head to face Hans, and the woman peered around the monitor. Her curly hair nearly matched the bright coral shade of her lipstick.
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