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      Shawano, Wisconsin

      1961

      

      “Don’t tell me you’re too old to feed marshmallows to the deer.”

      Art Gundersen’s dad sat down on the bench next to his son.

      Art took the offered marshmallow and popped it into his mouth. “Nah. I mean, Carol’s doing it and she’s a year older than me.”

      Dad leaned back on the bench. “Okay, so we’ve established that fifteen—or sixteen—isn’t the magic age of deer disinterest. I noticed you also hung back when we were feeding grape pop to the bear. What gives?”

      On the other side of the chain-link fence, Carol laughed at being mobbed by greedy deer. Their younger brother, Gary, was barely visible in the sea of brown furry creatures.

      Art sighed. “I dunno. It’s just… I don’t think pop is really great for bears. Or marshmallows for deer. Or… cages.” He bit his lip as he tried to phrase it properly. He didn’t want to sound stupid. “They’re wild animals. I don’t think it’s fair to keep them locked up.”

      “I see.” Dad had spent several months in a German POW camp, so he probably did see, although he never spoke about his experiences during the war.

      “I don’t want to ruin Gary’s fun,” Art said. “I know he was really excited about this place. But I just kinda feel bad.”

      It was a family tradition. Every summer, Dad took the three kids camping for a week while Mom enjoyed some peace and quiet back home in Chicago. Part of the deal was that each kid got to choose one activity during the week, with some budget limitations. This year Carol had opted for a motorboat rental on the lake, complete with waterskiing. They’d all enjoyed that. Art had asked for a night of stargazing. Dad had bought an inexpensive telescope and a guidebook, and it had been fun to look for constellations and other celestial phenomena. And Gary’s choice had been the Longlake Wildlife Encounter, where visitors could observe or interact with various captive animals. Some of them—like the goats that tried to eat brochures and the chickens that had been trained to play tic-tac-toe—weren’t truly wildlife. But there were also the bear, the deer, some foxes, a mountain lion, and several other beasts.

      Gary was having a ball, Carol had forgotten she was a teenager and seemed as delighted as a little kid, and even Dad appeared relaxed and happy. But Art just couldn’t appreciate it.

      “I’m sorry you’re feeling uncomfortable,” Dad said.

      “It’s okay. But I’m going to sit out the interactive parts, if that’s okay.”

      Dad smiled. “Sure, son. I appreciate that you haven’t groused about this where Gary could hear.”

      They sat together in silence for several minutes, a type of quiet that meant it was nice to simply be near someone for a little bit, each person thinking their own thoughts but aware of the companionship. Dad was good at that. Other people tended to pressure Art to talk, which often caused him to say something weird or awkward.

      The park was busy this afternoon, with grandparents, parents, and kids laughing and talking and eating snacks. But Art noticed one man standing alone, leaning against a fence support and watching Art with a smile on his handsome face. He was well-built, with black hair and chiseled features.

      Art wasn’t worried about the man. Although Art was only fifteen, he was already taller and more muscular than many grown men, so it wasn’t likely that anyone would kidnap him. And there was nothing sinister about this guy, although he seemed out of place dressed in a nice suit and with no visible kids. What worried Art was the fact that he’d noticed how good-looking the guy was. Art knew he should be noticing attractive girls, but he’d become increasingly aware that it wasn’t happening. He knew what that meant—he’d heard boys at school taunt others using horrible names—and he didn’t want to think about it. Didn’t want to deal with it.

      Maybe if he ignored his feelings hard enough, they’d go away and he’d be normal.

      Dad stood up and stretched. “I think I’d better go help your brother out before the deer turn on him.”

      “It’s kinda hot in the sun. Maybe I’ll go find some shade.”

      “You really don’t want to look at the animals in cages, do you?” Dad gave Art’s shoulder a squeeze. “Look. We’ve probably got another two hours here. Gary wants to ride a camel and pet the snakes. Go find yourself somewhere quiet, and we’ll meet you back at the car when we’re done. You have a book, I take it?”

      Art always did. He laughed and patted his back pocket. “Of course.”

      “Here’s a couple of bucks in case you get hungry or thirsty. Don’t liberate any bears, okay?”

      “Deal.”

      Dad squeezed Art’s shoulder once more and headed for the gate into the deer enclosure.

      Although Art wasn’t especially thirsty yet, he stopped at a snack stand and bought a bottle of Coke. The stuff probably wasn’t any better for him than for the bear, but at least Art had his freedom. He wandered to the back of the park, where there was a scattering of small buildings. Due to the lack of exhibits there, there were few people around. He sat on the soft ground beneath an enormous old oak with spreading limbs, propped himself against the far side of the trunk and, facing away from the rest of the park, opened his book.

      His bookmark was already halfway through the paperback, an account of an archeological expedition to Easter Island. He liked to daydream about someday being an explorer, although he wasn’t sure whether he’d rather go to remote islands or hop into a spaceship and fly to the stars.

      Not that his fantasies mattered. Art was too big, too graceless, too shy, too… odd. He wasn’t the kind of person who had adventures.

      He had just dived into the pages when a raised voice interrupted him. Peeking around the tree trunk, he saw three men standing near a small cinderblock building. The one doing the shouting was an older man in jeans and a plaid shirt. He probably worked at the park, based on the fact that he wore a name tag and carried a huge ring of keys on his belt. Art couldn’t quite make out what he was shouting, and the other two remained silent. One of them was the handsome man Art had seen before, now standing with his arms crossed, looking annoyed. The other dark-suited man was tall and thin and very pale, and although his expression was blank, there was something scary about him.

      Then the handsome one said something and the park employee immediately shut up. He stood for a moment, glaring and red-faced, before stomping over to the building. The others followed, but the door wasn’t visible from where Art sat, so he lost them. A little disappointed, he considered getting up and finding a sandwich or some ice cream, but instead he waited.

      A few minutes later the trio reappeared. Art almost called out in surprise, because now the three men were accompanied by a bear walking upright, its paw held by a child. But no, it wasn’t a bear, although it was bulky and covered in dark fur. It walked like a man and its face was flat like a human’s—no muzzle, no pointed ears. Its dark eyes looked remarkably human as well. Was it some kind of ape?

      The child was a mystery too, filthy and with shaggy long hair that hid its face. It wore nothing but a white towel around its waist and… were those furry slippers?

      The two new figures were flanked by the men in suits, who appeared to be protecting them, while the older guy shuffled behind them looking miserable.

      As the strange group moved toward the thickly wooded edge of the park, the child seemed to look straight at Art and then called out. Again, Art couldn’t make out the words, but suddenly almost everyone’s attention was on him. The two men in suits, the ape-creature, and the child all stared.

      Art’s heart beat a rapid tattoo and his skin felt clammy. He dropped the book but couldn’t move.

      After a long, horrible moment, the handsome man said something to the others. They continued on their way as he loped over to Art, who would have run away if he’d been able. The best he could do, though, was press his back against the tree. The bark scratched him through his shirt.

      When the man came close, he squatted so that they were nearly face-to-face. “What did you see just now?” the man asked, his voice pleasant and his expression friendly.

      Art tried to find his tongue. “I… I… I dunno.”

      “What do you think you saw?”

      By now, the others had disappeared into the greenery. Art took a few deep breaths. “There was a sort of weird pale man and another man who works here, I think. And a kid in a towel. And… a gorilla?” He knew that last part wasn’t right, but he couldn’t think of another reasonable way to describe the creature.

      His interrogator grinned. “You’re not too far off. The pale guy and I work together for an agency— Well, I work for the agency. He and his partner just freelance with ’em now and then. And what we’re doing here…. You know how you said that stuff to your dad about cages?”

      Art was surprised. There was no way this guy had been standing close enough to hear that conversation. Maybe he could read lips. Art simply nodded.

      “Well, kid, I agree with you and so does Grimes—the fellow I’m working with. In fact, he feels especially strongly about it on account of what happened to his partner. So today we’re helping free a couple of people who shouldn’t have been locked up. Sometimes that’s part of my job—one of my favorite parts, in fact.”

      “Okay.” Man, this guy was gorgeous up close. There was something odd about his eyes, though. Art couldn’t figure out what color they were.

      The man gave him an approving smile. “We’d rather keep this quiet. Better that way for… the people we’re freeing. They don’t like public fuss. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t blab about what you’ve seen today.”

      Art considered this for a moment. “My dad. I don’t keep secrets from him.”

      He expected the man to be angry, but instead he gave a nod. “Got it. And you’re honest. Go ahead and tell him if you gotta, but if you ask him to keep it quiet…?”

      “He will,” Art answered without hesitation. Dad was good at stuff like that.

      “Okay then. Thanks.” The man stood up.

      “Um, mister? Will they be all right?” Art waved in the direction the others had gone.

      “Yeah. It’s gonna take some time for them to recover, but they weren’t treated too badly here. I’ve seen worse. Not that being kept in a cage and treated like an animal ain’t bad enough.”

      Did that mean the ape-thing wasn’t an animal? And if not, what was it?

      “What agency?” Art asked, as if that might clear things up.

      The man grinned widely, showing very white teeth. “Bureau of Trans-Species Affairs. I’m Agent Ralph Crespo.” He gave Art a long, assessing look and then seemed to reach a decision. “My instinct’s telling me you’re… interesting. I bet Townsend’d be real intrigued. How old are you, kid?”

      “Fifteen.”

      “Hmm. Kinda young. And your name?”

      “Art—um, Arthur Gundersen.”

      “Here, take this.” He bent and handed Art a business card with his name and title, along with a phone number. “Graduate high school. Go to college. And when you’re starting to think about getting a job, give me a ring. Maybe you and the Bureau would be a good fit for each other.”

      Art gaped.

      Then Crespo smiled again—did a few of his teeth look a little like fangs?—and his eyes flashed a kaleidoscope of rainbow colors. “See ya in a few years, Art Gundersen.”

      He turned and loped after the others.
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      Los Angeles

      1977

      

      The air conditioning in Art’s lab was always arctic, no matter the time of year. It probably had something to do with the basement location. He knew he shouldn’t complain; he was lucky to have this nice lab at all. But although the cold air was better for his fresher specimens, it meant he had to bundle up all the time. The multiple sweaters, combined with his bulky frame, meant he occupied even more space. If he wasn’t careful, he tended to knock things off of tables.

      The chill also made his fingers clumsy. He wore gloves when he could, but today he was examining several large turquoise feathers, and they were delicate enough that he had to deal with them bare-handed.

      “So, what do you think?” asked Agent Guerrero. She was one of the Bureau’s first female agents, a position that meant she was twice as rough and tough as anyone else. She also tended to be impatient, especially with the nerd in the basement lab.

      “I have it narrowed down. Either kinnari or harpy, but I’m not sure which. Their feathers are nearly identical. In fact, I have a hypothesis that they’re two closely related subspecies, even though—”

      “I don’t care if they’re kissing cousins, Gundersen. Which bird monster did these come from? Makes a difference, you know. A kinnari, she’s just gonna play some nice music and maybe warn folks of danger. But a harpy’s likely to grab little kids and fly off to snack on them.”

      “I know that.” And he did. He’d been through much of the same training as the Bureau agents, although rather than courses on killing things, he took classes in cryptozoology instead.

      “Well then, what am I dealing with here?”

      Art sighed. “Go grab some lunch or something. Give me an hour and I’ll have more information for you.”

      She made a sour face and stomped out the door, no doubt heading upstairs to a warmer climate. She really had no choice other than to wait, because Art constituted the entire staff of the Bureau’s West Coast research lab. Not that he did much true research. Mostly he attempted to identify bits of creatures that agents brought in; or he matched victims’ bite marks to known biters in the Bureau’s records; or, with the hope of finding protections or remedies, he analyzed various toxins that had been inflicted on agents or victims. All very interesting work and quite practical. He’d even received a couple of commendations for saving lives. But he wasn’t going to get written up in any scientific journals.

      Today’s job should be fairly simple, at least. He walked over to one of the towering steel storage cabinets and removed two known samples: one from a harpy that had been killed by agents three years ago in the Cascades, and one from a kinnari who’d spent a few summers hanging out by a lake in Idaho.

      Using a microscope, he compared his unknown feathers to the samples and discovered that they didn’t entirely match either one. Huh. According to Guerrero, a witness claimed the creature had a woman’s face and torso and a bird’s wings, tail, and legs. But Art wasn’t aware of anything besides harpies and kinnaris that fit the description. He was going to need to get more details from Guerrero before he continued. She was going to be pissed off.

      “Not my fault,” he said, and after scowling once more at the feathers, he decided to take a break.

      He was filling the water reservoir in his Mr. Coffee when the lab door swung open with its customary creak. Art turned around, ready to yell at Guerrero for coming back too early, but that wasn’t who’d entered.

      “Chief Townsend!”

      Art knew he sounded surprised, but the chief rarely ventured down here. His office was on the top floor, and he had his own private elevator that also took him to a super-secret tower room that some whispered about but which nobody had ever seen. Or so the rumors claimed.

      “How are you doing, my boy?”

      The chief looked exactly the same as when Art had been hired nine years ago. With the ink on his biology degree barely dry, Art had finally called the number on the card he’d been carrying around since he was fifteen. Agent Crespo had remembered him, which was gratifying, and had arranged an interview with the boss.

      Nowadays Crespo lived somewhere in the Sierras with his partner, taking on cases only when he felt like it. But the chief still wore an outdated suit that barely contained his large body, chain-smoked and drank gallons of booze, and scared the crap out of Art even though the chief had always been pleasant to him. There was something… off about the guy. Something that made you hope very fervently that he was on your side.

      “I was just making coffee. Want some, sir?”

      Townsend chuckled. “Not my drink of choice, I’m afraid. I’ll pass, but you go right ahead.”

      Art measured the ground coffee into the filter and pushed the button. After some spitting and gurgling, the machine sent steaming coffee into the pot. Art inhaled deeply, enjoying the aroma.

      Townsend, meanwhile had been peering at the feathers, which lay on one of the long tables. “What have we got here?”

      Art told him about Agent Guerrero’s discovery and his own attempts to identify the creature in question. “It should be easy because only a couple of species fit Guerrero’s descriptions, but these feathers aren’t an exact match for either.” Then an idea struck him and his heart raced with excitement. “Jesus. What if it isn’t either? What if we’ve got a new species?” He bounced on his toes with excitement.

      With a slight smile, Townsend lit a cigarette. “Do you think that’s likely?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. I mean, if we had a proper library here I could do some research to see if anyone else has identified something, but….” He paused to give Townsend a significant look. Almost since he’d been hired, Art had been begging the chief for a library. And in every instance the chief had muttered all in due time and changed the subject. Art had managed to accumulate a few dozen volumes on his own, and they occupied a place of honor in his lab. But they weren’t nearly enough. In Art’s fantasies, West Coast HQ would devote a huge space to reference works. There would be librarians to collect and catalog everything and to help him and agents in their searches. Hell, maybe there would even be a computer.

      Art returned to reality with a shrug. “It’s possible this is a new species. I can’t assess the probability. And if it is new, we don’t know anything about it.”

      “Including whether it’s dangerous to humans.”

      “Or whether it’s endangered by humans,” Art countered.

      Townsend chuckled. “True, true. Well, how can you determine whether this is indeed a new species? Aside from my producing the Library of Alexandria, that is.”

      Art thought fast. “I need more info. Precise eyewitness descriptions of appearance and behavior. What sounds does it make, if any? Exact notations of places and times it’s been seen. Additional samples—feathers, scat, anything. Descriptions of a nest, if it can be located. Photos or—better—movies.”

      “All right. I’ll send Guerrero back out there with instructions to obtain as much additional information as she can.”

      “Tell her not to kill it. We have no evidence it’s harming anyone, and she’s—”

      “Too fast on the trigger. Yes, I’m aware of that. We’re working on it, Agent Guerrero and I.” Townsend clapped his hands once. “But in the meantime I have a different task for you.”

      “But a new species, Chief! I want to—”

      “I promise you can work on it later. And if it does turn out to be new, son, you can name it. But I have something more pressing.”

      This worried Art. Townsend rarely came directly to him for anything. Besides, it was impossible to read the man, and even those who’d worked with him for years were uncertain about his motives. Art had heard rumors that Crespo knew more about the chief than anyone else, but if that was true, Crespo never spoke directly about it. On those occasions when he contracted with the Bureau, he’d just tell anyone who asked that Townsend hadn’t screwed him over yet, and that was good enough for him.

      Maybe it was good enough for Art too, but he was still nervous. “What’s so pressing?” he asked, not at all certain he wanted to hear the answer.

      “This place is an icebox and I need a drink. Come on up to my office in half an hour and I’ll brief you then.” Townsend spun on his heel and floated out of the lab with his usual odd grace and apparent weightlessness.

      Great. Half an hour to sit and stew.

      Art carefully stored the feathers, placing the new ones in an envelope and then in a file drawer of their own, recording everything in the big ledger he kept of all samples. He wiped down the table, dropped the coffee filter and grounds into the trash, and poured the elixir into a handmade mug that he’d found at the Oregon Renaissance Faire several years earlier. It was oversize, which meant it fit his big mitts perfectly, and he liked the abstract design in ocean-hued glazes.

      The mug brought back bittersweet memories too—of Michael, the guy Art had attended the faire with. The sweet boy who could whistle any song you named and who had patiently sat in a quiet spot whenever Art needed a break from the throngs at the faire. Michael had been drafted a few months later and had died in Vietnam. He’d refused to tell the Army that he was gay because he didn’t want his family to know. They would have been horrified.

      “Michael,” Art sighed after he finished his coffee. He and Art hadn’t been in love, but maybe they would have gotten there if they’d had more time.

      And speaking of time, the thirty minutes were almost up.

      Art rinsed out his cup, mentally girded his loins, straightened his sweaters, and headed for the elevator.
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      Townsend’s office smelled like whiskey and cigarettes. The furniture was bulky, old-fashioned, and utilitarian; yellowed newspaper articles hung on the wall. Aside from the view of the Santa Susana Mountains, the office didn’t hold much appeal, although it was better than sitting in the anteroom under the baleful stare of Townsend’s secretary. Everyone in the Bureau was terrified of Mrs. Lutz—even Agent Guerrero. As far as Art knew, Mrs. Lutz had never literally bitten off anyone’s head, but she gave the definite impression that she might.

      “Are you warm up here in that sweater?” Townsend had a highball glass in one hand and a cigarette between the fingers of the other as he sat behind his desk, leaning way back in his creaking leather chair.

      Art made a noncommittal noise. One of the things he liked about his job was that, unlike the agents, he didn’t have to wear a suit. He found them uncomfortable, and it was expensive to buy them in his size. On the other hand, he was very fond of his collection of shawl-collared cardigans. This one was a Pendleton with an Indian-inspired design.

      “Well, I won’t beat around the bush, my boy. We both have things to do. Yours”—he pointed with his cigarette—“is going to involve a trip up north.”

      That made Art blink. He rarely left the lab, let alone Los Angeles. “Do you want me to collect information on that bird-thing?”

      “No, no, forget about that for now. Bigger fish to fry.” He paused, no doubt for dramatic effect, stubbed out his cigarette, drained his glass and then refilled it.

      Art tried not to fidget. The chair was too low for him, which meant his knees were bent at an awkward angle. And honestly, he was too warm, although he’d never admit it.

      After what the Chief must have determined was a sufficient amount of time, he cleared his throat. “I received a message from a contact. He’s not a Bureau employee, but he does apprise me of various matters now and then. A certain issue has raised his concerns. I want you to go check it out.”

      “But… I’m not an agent.”

      “I’m well aware of that, son.”

      Silence sat uncomfortably between them. Art had initially applied to be an agent, even though he knew almost nothing about the Bureau beyond Crespo’s cryptic statements when Art was fifteen. During the interview, Townsend had seemed doubtful about Art’s suitability, but had allowed him to go through the training. Which had been fine until they got to the myriad ways to slaughter various creatures, which caused Art to repeatedly run to the bathroom and puke. He was afraid he’d washed out of the Bureau completely, so Townsend’s offer to make him a lab tech had been a sweet relief. And Art was mostly glad for where he’d ended up, although sometimes he envied agents’ exciting careers and opportunities for adventure.

      Art’s shoulders drooped. “If I’m not an agent, why are you sending me?”

      “Because I think you’re better suited to this than any of my agents.” Townsend exhaled a cloud of smoke that seemed to take on a coherent shape, although Art couldn’t focus on it well enough to discern the contours. It was probably just a random puff, and sitting in this office had driven Art out of his mind.

      “Better suited to what?”

      Townsend grinned like the Cheshire Cat. “A little jaunt in the woods.”
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      Right off the bat, Art appreciated one of the perks that agents got to enjoy: the use of a company car. The Bureau kept a whole garage full of them, suited for a wide variety of missions. Since he was going to be driving on dirt roads, he didn’t get to pick one of the shiny sports cars. However, he got a brand-new International Harvester Scout in a searingly bright hue that the guy in charge of the motor pool informed him was Omaha Orange. The interior felt spacious even to a big man like Art, and the sound system was top-notch. It was a big step up from his own car, a preowned Dodge Dart he’d bought in college.

      Six months ago, when Art turned thirty-one, his brother had sent a box full of cassette tapes. Some were from his own band, Steep Descent, and some from other groups he liked. Listen to keep from getting old, said Gary’s enclosed note. Art had listened, and he’d liked what he heard. So today as he rumbled up the Five in his borrowed 4x4, he blasted songs by the Ramones, Iggy Pop, the Sex Pistols, and the Clash. Punk rock, Gary said it was called. Art usually paid little attention to music trends, but he liked this stuff a lot. It was loud and energetic, and although it was often angry, it had a lot of soul. It felt real. He sang along at the top of his lungs.

      The Bureau would reimburse him for everything, which was also a nice treat. Since his destination—the Shasta-Trinity National Forest—was over six hundred miles away and Townsend had warned him against arriving after dark, Art checked into the fanciest motel in Redding. Which, truth be told, wasn’t all that fancy. He had an enormous steak dinner and then slept well, dreaming of feathered creatures.

      The terrain after Redding gradually grew more mountainous, and the road was flanked by thick conifer forests instead of fields. That made Art smile. He supposed the Midwestern plains had their own appeal, but he’d long ago fallen in love with the West’s more rugged landscape. Since college he’d spent most of his vacations backpacking in the wilderness, and on weekends he took day hikes. His idea of heaven was sitting somewhere a zillion miles from the nearest human, with a couple of thick paperbacks to read and a view of valleys and the distant mountain range.

      “But you’re working now,” he reminded himself as he took the freeway exit. “This isn’t a vacation.”

      Off to the left were a series of rocky peaks that looked like a giant’s castle, but his road led to the right. It was badly rutted dirt, thankfully dry since it was early autumn and the rains and snow hadn’t yet come. He bounced and jostled and twisted upward, skirting outcrops and negotiating hairpin turns in the steeper parts. There were no other roads and no signs of humanity, but birds fluttered everywhere and squirrels scolded as he drove past. Once he saw several deer bounding into the woods. The road quality deteriorated, and soon he was driving at the pace of a brisk walk.

      Then, with no warning at all, the road simply ended.

      Another vehicle was parked there, a pale-blue Ford Bronco with several rusting dents, a lot of caked-on dirt, and no driver. Art parked nearby and grabbed his pack from the rear of the Scout. Townsend had instructed him to prepare as if for a camping trip, complete with sleeping bag and a couple of days’ worth of food. In addition, Al had brought a field kit with some basic lab supplies. Nothing too complicated, of course, but enough to do a quick on-the-spot analysis of… whatever waited for him. The Chief had been cagey about that detail.

      A narrow trail snaked off into the trees. Art shouldered his pack, hefted the case with the field kit, and set off. Almost immediately, the forest seemed to embrace him. Branches brushed his shoulders, the scent of growing things filled his nose, and little puffs of dirt rose with every footstep. When he turned a corner and saw a big round boulder, he was mightily tempted to clamber on top and sit on the sun-warmed stone. Instead he dutifully continued up a steep slope and around another curve until he reached a clearing at the top of a rise, where he found two structures.

      The smaller one was obviously an outhouse. The other was, as Townsend had mentioned, a fire lookout tower: three stories tall, painted white, with a gabled metal roof and what appeared to be a storage area at ground level. An outdoor stairway led to the top floor, where a series of big windows allowed views in every direction and a covered balcony ringed the circumference. A well-aged picnic table sat in the clearing near a carefully constructed firepit.

      Art was still standing there, looking around, when a figure appeared on the balcony. Because of the overhang and the shadows, Art couldn’t make out anything more than a vague sense of movement, but a male voice boomed down at him. “Who are you?”

      Not the friendliest greeting, but no matter. Art yelled back. “Art Gundersen. I’m from the Bureau of Trans-Species Affairs.” He intentionally didn’t say he was an agent, since that wasn’t true, and it wouldn’t be very impressive to shout that he was a lab nerd.

      “Come up.”

      The stairs were surprisingly sturdy, not even creaking under his weight. When he reached the top and got a better look at his host, Art nearly stumbled.

      At six-foot-five and over two hundred and fifty pounds, Art usually towered over everyone he met. But this guy had a good six inches on him and much more weight. He also had bushy dark-brown hair that hung past his shoulders and an equally impressive beard and mustache. His shoulders were broad, his body muscular, and thick brows set off a pair of green eyes. He was clad in tan boots, denim jeans, and a red plaid shirt, a tuft of chest hair peeking above the top button.

      The man stared at Art for a moment. “You’re big.” His voice was every bit as deep and rumbly as Art had expected, but it was quiet as well. It carried a hint of twang suggesting he wasn’t a native Californian.

      “You’re not exactly tiny yourself,” Art responded. He was proud of himself for managing it, because this man literally took his breath away. He felt like a maiden in a Victorian romance and wished he had a fainting couch to swoon onto.

      “Jerry Humboldt.” His hand was enormous, but when they shook, his grip was firm without being crushing. “Welcome.”

      “You live here?” That was a dumb question.

      “Yeah. I’m with the Forest Service. Forest technician.”

      Although Art had no idea what a forest technician did, he nodded. “Chief Townsend said you contacted him, but he didn’t give me many details.” He paused because he’d never questioned anyone before, unless you counted agents who brought him things to examine. “Um, what’s up, Mr. Humboldt?”

      “Jerry. Come in and set your bags down.”

      Art followed him through the entry door and into a space that was a little like a studio apartment. Among the furnishings were two long, narrow metal cots, a wooden table with two chairs, several cabinets, and a shelf stuffed with books. A two-way radio sat on a little table in a corner. The main feature, though, was the view. Art could see for miles in every direction.

      “Wow.” The word felt inadequate.

      “Nice, huh?” Jerry seemed pleased.

      “Do you watch for fires?”

      “In season, yeah.”

      Art figured that meant right now. “Are you here the rest of the year?”

      “Yeah.” Jerry shifted from foot to foot. “Want coffee?”

      “Sure.”

      Art set his bags in the corner, where they’d be out of the way. Then he sat at the table and watched as Jerry opened a window, lit a two-burner propane stove, filled a metal percolator with water from a big plastic jug, and measured ground coffee from a can. He set the percolator above the flame.

      “No electricity?” Art asked. He’d noticed several lanterns around the room.

      “No plumbing either.”

      “I saw the outhouse.” It wouldn’t be an easy way to live, Art supposed, but the simplicity was appealing. “How do you get water?”

      Jerry jerked his chin toward the south. “Stream nearby. Gotta boil it, though. In winter I melt snow. I keep a storage tank downstairs.”

      That made sense. “What about food and other supplies?”

      “Find some in the forest. Drive into town for the rest.”

      Although Art wondered how often that happened, he didn’t ask. He got the gist of it; Jerry lived an almost entirely solitary life free of most modern technology. What would make someone choose to do that? As much as Art valued solitude, he couldn’t imagine having virtually no human contact at all.

      After a few minutes, Jerry poured the coffee into a pair of enameled tin mugs, which he brought over to the table. He also plopped down a quart-sized jar of sugar and two spoons. “No milk,” he said as he lowered himself into a chair. The furniture, Art had noticed, was bigger than normal, as if specially made to fit Jerry.

      “That’s fine. I take mine black.”

      Jerry nodded and dumped five spoonfuls of sugar into his cup. Art was happier with just one. The clink of their stirring seemed loud as they gazed at each other across the table.

      “Where’s Ralph?” Jerry asked suddenly.

      “Uh, Ralph?”

      “Agent Crespo.”

      That made Art blink. “You know him?”

      Jerry mumbled something that sounded affirmative but didn’t explain further.

      After a silent moment, Art shrugged. “Well, then maybe you know he retired from the Bureau in ’68. He does some contract work now and then, but I think he’s pretty picky about it. Maybe your thing isn’t really up his alley?” That was a shot in the dark since Art had no idea what Jerry’s thing was.

      Jerry seemed to consider Art’s reply for a minute or two. “Okay,” he finally said, which didn’t exactly advance the conversation much.

      Art wasn’t good at chitchat. He usually relied on the other person to keep things flowing, but that tactic wasn’t working here. But once Art thought about it, someone who lived in such isolation would, when encountering another person, either babble away to make up for lost time or be really rusty in communicating. Jerry was apparently the latter type, and Art preferred that to someone talking his ear off.

      “So, uh, why did you contact the Bureau? The chief didn’t give me any details.”

      “I’ll show you.” And then, after a lengthy pause, “You ate?”

      Taken by surprise, Art gaped before nodding. “Yes. I had a big brunch before I left Redding.”

      “Good. It’s a walk. Ninety minutes. Can you hike?”

      “Sure.” Art smiled. He’d hoped to sneak in some recreational hiking before heading back to LA, but he’d be just as happy to do it on an official basis. He’d never explored this particular region, and it was beautiful.

      Jerry seemed pleased with Art’s enthusiasm. He might even have let the corners of his mouth twitch a little, but it was hard to tell through the beard. Since he didn’t make any motions to get up, they sat some more and sipped their coffee.

      And while they did so, Jerry stared at him. Not in an aggressive way, but openly and frankly, the way children sometimes do. Art didn’t mind. In fact, he took the opportunity to stare right back. Jerry was worth a long look. Art figured they were roughly the same age; Jerry seemed youthful but not too young, and there was no hint of gray in his dark hair. His deeply tanned skin made his eyes seem especially bright. He had a wide, somewhat flat nose, broad fingers with a little dirt under some of the nails, and muscles that challenged the seams of his shirt. He also had a definite odor—woodsmoke, coffee, and something that hinted at spices. Maybe that was his soap or whatever he’d eaten for lunch. In any case, Art liked the scents. He liked what he saw, too. So much so that he felt an unwelcome tingling in his groin and was thankful for the camouflage of the tabletop.

      Stop it, he warned himself silently. This is work, not a disco in Hollywood. Not that Art ever went to discos in Hollywood or anywhere else; the crush of people would have freaked him out. Nonetheless, the principle was sound.

      He wondered what Jerry saw in him. Art’s wavy hair was a dark-honey color and longish, and he was thankful nobody at the Bureau seemed to care. Unlike Jerry, however, Art was clean-shaven and his eyes were a faded blue. A few of the other agents said that he looked like a cross between a Viking and a surfer. People tended to find him intimidating until they got to know him and realized he was about as scary as a toothless pet hamster, and learned that his stolid silence was awkwardness rather than an attempt to glower. He wasn’t especially handsome—not that Jerry likely cared about that.

      Then Jerry blinked and stood abruptly, startling Art a little. “More coffee or are you ready?”

      “I’m ready. Let me just get my pack together.” Art stood, carried his cup to the dry sink, and then walked to his bags. “Is it okay if I dump out some of my stuff for a while? I’ll put it back when we return.”

      “Put it there.” Jerry pointed at one of the cots. “You’ll sleep there tonight.”

      For a guy who said very little, Jerry certainly managed to surprise Art often. “Sleep?”

      “It’ll be dark by the time we get back. You don’t want to drive to the highway then.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense. I brought my sleeping bag, though. Figured I’d be camping out.”

      Jerry shrugged. “If you want. Bed’s more comfortable.”

      That made more sense, although Art flushed a bit at the thought of sleeping with Jerry, even in separate cots. He turned quickly, hoping Jerry didn’t notice the redness in his cheeks. “Thanks.”

      As Jerry rinsed their mugs, Art emptied his pack and stuffed his lab kit inside. “You said it would be dark? I have a flashlight, but it’s kind of heavy.” He held it up. It was bright and the batteries lasted a long time, but it would be tedious to carry it on a lengthy hike.

      “Leave it here.”

      “Can I fill my waterskin?”

      “Yeah.”

      Jerry clipped a waterskin of his own to his belt, but if he was carrying any other equipment, Art couldn’t see it. That was a little worrying, but Art figured Jerry knew what he was doing.

      Jerry led the way down the stairs, around the building, and onto a trail so narrow and overgrown that Art would likely have missed it. They had to walk single file, which gave Art a scenic, if somewhat distracting view of Jerry’s denim-clad ass. Eventually, however, Art managed to notice how sure-footed Jerry was and how graceful despite his size. He moved through the woods without making a sound, seeming to know precisely where to plant each foot. Art had occasionally gone hiking with other people, but never with anyone who seemed so good at it.

      The terrain was relatively flat for the first fifteen minutes or so, but then they came to a split in the trail and Jerry went to the right, uphill. It was steep enough to make Art short of breath, but Jerry, despite his rapid pace, didn’t huff and puff at all. Soon they came to another split and ascended even higher. Although the path was now a little wider, the loose scree underfoot tended to slide and make footing uncertain. Well, it made Art’s footing uncertain; Jerry had no problems at all.

      They finally reached a peak with a precipitous drop on one side and enormous sloped boulders on the other. Art caught up to Jerry, took a few quick swigs from his waterskin, and took in the view. It was breathtaking. The sky was a clear and flawless blue, and as far as he could see—which must have been many miles—there was nothing but mountains and forest. The snow-covered summit of Mount Shasta rose majestically above everything. No signs of humanity, just birds and the slight rustle of a breeze through the grasses and sporadic trees.

      “Wow. Seems like the wilderness stretches forever.”

      Jerry looked at him. “Not anymore. It’s not as big as you think.”

      “I guess not. But it’s so different from LA. God, the traffic, the buildings, the… people everywhere. It’s never quiet like this.” He didn’t go on, although he could have described how sometimes the city seemed to press in on him like the walls of a cell, and how sometimes he had trouble even breathing—and not just due to the smog.

      “I don’t like cities.” Jerry made the statement with more emotion than he’d shown so far.

      “I don’t blame you. I was born in the country’s second-biggest city and now I live in the third-biggest, but someday….” Art took another swig and then returned the waterskin to his pack. “How about you? Are you from around here?”

      “No.”

      Jerry suddenly resumed walking, leaving Art to scramble behind him.

      As they descended and took several more turns, Art realized that if Jerry ditched him, Art would likely never find his way back. He carried a compass but had no clue what direction would take him back to the lookout tower. Well, he just had to hope Jerry wasn’t in the mood for abandonment.

      They reached another area of scree, and about halfway down the slope, Art lost his footing and slid. He had a moment of heart-racing terror: would he pitch over a cliff or just fall and break a leg? But then Jerry caught him neatly, grunting softly at the impact of their bodies.

      “Sorry,” Art said once he’d regained his balance.

      But Jerry didn’t look annoyed. “You okay?”

      “Just injured my pride.”

      “You’re doing fine. Not an easy walk for someone not used to it.” Somehow Jerry managed to not sound patronizing, which was nice.

      “Well, thanks for saving me.”

      “Dead agents piss off the Bureau,” Jerry said straight-faced. Then he huffed a laugh.

      Jesus. Art had found him attractive before, but when he smiled? His eyes crinkled at the corners, his entire face lit up, and Art found him even more breathtaking than the views.

      The trail descended into thick forest soon afterward, and although it was mostly level, Art had to be careful of low-hanging branches and fallen limbs. He’d been a little warm in the sunshine of the overlook, but it was cooler in the shade. The path was softer too, covered in fallen needles. Unseen creatures skittered through the underbrush, a little snake darted in front of his feet, and a lizard lay on a rock in a rare patch of sun. Birdsong trilled from the leafy canopy.

      Jerry stopped at a spot where a stream crossed the trail. At first Art assumed he was trying to find the best way across without getting his feet wet, but then Jerry twisted around, held a finger to his lips, and pointed up to a nearby branch.

      A bobcat lay there, gazing down at them with interest but without apparent alarm. It was a beautiful creature: dark spots in its tawny fur, black ear tufts, and what appeared to be well-applied dark eyeliner.

      “We woke her from her nap.” Jerry spoke barely above a whisper, but the cat still swiveled its ears. They stood there for a few minutes more, as if Jerry wanted to make sure that Art had seen his fill, and then they continued over the bit of water and down the path. It widened enough that they could walk abreast.

      “I’ve never seen a wild bobcat before,” Art said.

      “Only in zoos.” Jerry spat the final word as if it were a curse.

      “When I was a kid, yeah. I, uh, don’t like zoos.”

      “Why?”

      “Cages.”

      “You work for the Bureau. It kills creatures.”

      Art let out a breath. “I know. But I never have. I like to think that my work helps avoid unnecessary deaths.” He helped to determine whether a corpse had been gnawed by a werewolf or a dog, whether the captured vampire had fangs that matched the marks on the necks of recent victims, whether that huge piece of scaly skin had been shed by a basilisk or by something more benign.

      “Agents kill. Even Ralph.” Now Jerry sounded sad, like a disappointed child.

      “I’m not an agent.”

      “You said—”

      “I work for the Bureau, but technically I’m not an agent. I’m the lab guy. I’ve never been on a mission before and I have no clue why the chief chose me this time.” That was an awkward admission, but he might as well get it out now, in case Jerry expected him to do something heroic.

      “Lab guy?”

      “Microscopes and test tubes and stuff. Bunsen burners.”

      Jerry waved his arms. “This isn’t a lab.”

      “No kidding. Look, I told you, I don’t know why the chief sent me. But he did, and I’m here, so could you please finally tell me the big damn secret?” He had shouted a little, which now embarrassed him.

      Jerry was staring at him again, and Art couldn’t read his expression. Then Jerry heaved a huge sigh. “We’re almost there.”

      And that, blessedly, turned out to be the truth. They walked for about another five minutes before emerging into a small meadow, where Jerry signaled Art to stop. He didn’t offer any explanation, so Art looked around in bewilderment. It seemed like a perfectly ordinary little clearing. It was sort of bowl-shaped, and it probably flooded to form a seasonal pond during spring melts, which was why no trees grew there. Even now the soil looked a little spongy in places, and he could smell damp. Tiny birds darted around, bees buzzed lazily, and butterflies flitted among the grasses and wildflowers.

      Art turned to look at Jerry. “You’re going to have to help me out here.”

      “Follow me. Carefully. Step where I do.”

      Obeying, Art tried to imagine what hazards lurked here. He’d heard of a few cases in which unsuspecting people had fallen into tunnels dug by tommy-knockers, but he knew that the gnomelike creatures preferred to stay near active mining operations, where they would help protect the workers in exchange for a little food. Art hadn’t seen any signs of mining in the area.

      Only a few yards in, Jerry stopped—nearly causing a collision—and gestured Art forward. Art stepped carefully to his side and followed his gaze.

      “Oh,” Art said with a long exhalation.

      A human skull lay on the soft soil, empty eye sockets facing the sky.
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