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August 28th

Ten-year-old Bailey Miller gazed through the open window of her bedroom as a stiff breeze slipped in, raising gooseflesh on her arms and pressing her nightgown to her skin. The sky over Ada, Ohio cleared as nightfall brought cooler temperatures, dispersing a band of cumulonimbus that had threatened, but not delivered, an evening thunderstorm. Clouds parted, thinned, became gauzy ghosts of themselves to reveal a fat moon casting silver light across the back yard. The dark outline of trees bordering the property crowded against the land as shadows warred at yards edge for dominance. 

The yelling downstairs had stopped.

The argument had followed its usual course. The slam of the screen door off the kitchen signaled her father’s return from work, his sour mood evident in heavy footsteps and acerbic utterances regarding the low intelligence of those that he worked with. A clink of glass on glass, the creak/thunk of the recliner’s footstool indicating he’d poured the first of many whiskey sours. Soon, amidst increasingly belligerent and spiteful comments now aimed at her mother, he’d dispense with the mixers altogether and begin drinking directly from the bottle. Cruelty followed. As was often the case, the yelling had built to a thunderous crescendo. A slap and a punch, then a flurry of both. 

These storms were far more common than Mother Nature’s occasional, furious outbursts. And more frequent. They’d become nightly occurrences of late and were far more dangerous. Thunderstorms, Bailey knew, formed without thought and held neither malice nor cruelty. One simply had to find shelter to avoid danger. The storms that gathered and burst inside the Miller home were of an altogether different nature, and Bailey had learned long ago that there were few places to hide.

Years before, in the second grade, she’d left school one sunny afternoon planning to watch a new Taylor Swift video on YouTube. The TV in her bedroom, a small, black and white analog set, had no streaming ability and was dependent on a small antenna to pick up the two local channels it received. There was no cell phone or tablet in the house on which to view videos (those, her father had explained the one time she’d dared to ask, were expensive toys that she neither needed nor could they afford, though Bailey suspected the real reason she had neither was because any extra money in the Miller household went to buy the Black Velvet Canadian Whiskey her father preferred) which left the flatscreen in the living room. She’d entered the house quietly. Her mother napped in the afternoons, often right up until dinner, and waking her was a big no-no. Setting her bookbag on the floor next to the couch, she’d turned on the television. Before she’d even switched the inputs her father, home that day and nursing a hangover, stormed into the room yelling about all the damn noise she was making. Then stumbled over her bag. In a fit of rage, because she’d left her things where he would trip over them, because she’d dared to turn on the television without his permission, or perhaps simply because she existed, he’d grabbed her by the upper arm and tossed her across the room. Bailey hit the wall and tumbled to the floor, unable to breathe until her mother, awakened by all the shouting, rolled her onto her back and blew two quick, beer laden breaths into her lungs. The consequent trip to the emergency room revealed a mild concussion, one cracked rib, and three fractures to her right arm. The hour her mother had spent coaching her beforehand, of the lies she should tell ER staff when they asked about her injuries, had been much more revealing. 

After that, it became Bailey’s habit to go directly to her room after school, lock the door, and do her homework. After homework, she might read or listen to music playing softly on an old clock radio until bedtime (the TV had crapped out the previous summer). On occasion, when the fighting spilled out of the living room, kitchen, or the downstairs hall and threatened to mount the stairs in the direction of her bedroom, Bailey locked herself in the closet. It offered little in the way of protection should the worst happen. The flimsy lock would burst under a single blow. The small space was womblike, however, and made her feel safer.

This evening, the tempest within had ended abruptly, as it had countless times before, with a loud thud and a whimpering cry. 

Had Bailey owned a cell phone, she couldn’t have called the police. Her father was the police and had assured her time and again that if his brothers in the Ada Police Department became involved it would be she who got into trouble, not him. Nor could she call a friend. She was quiet and smart and thought of as a nerd by her classmates and only had one real friend in any event. And she’d turned up at school last year with a black eye and split lip after confiding in the school counselor that her older brother had been touching her in ways that felt inappropriate. She’d swiftly recanted.

Had she had anyone to call, had she trusted any adult in her life, it would still have been impossible. When it wasn’t snug in his pocket her father kept his cell phone on the end table right next to the recliner where he watched TV, ate, wrote his reports, and slept most nights. Her mother didn’t have a cell phone and there was no land line. If she or her mother required medical treatment, they would just have to wait until Douglas Miller, APD, sobered up enough to drive them to the hospital. That had happened more than once and on each occasion her mother had had yet another improbable tale of clumsiness at the ready. 

There was nothing Bailey could do.

Except, the THUD! she’d heard as this evening’s festivities drew to a close had been the loudest yet. The whimpering cry that had followed, heard through the thin walls of the house, had been more of a sigh, like air escaping an overinflated balloon. 

The house sat still. Deathly quiet, as if holding its breath in anticipation.

Finally: A snort from the living room. Her father, snoring.

Then: A muttering sound, words spoken from within a dream. Her mother, in the bedroom below.

Bailey turned away from the window with a sigh and sat on the edge of her bed. Winced as the bedsprings creaked. Relaxed as the snoring, now coming from both rooms below, continued. Wind pushed the window sheers inward as if to console her with a comforting caress.

She had to pee.

It wasn’t the quiet but insistent sensation of I need to go but can wait until morning, but rather, the clamorous and unrelenting sensation of If I don’t go now, I’ll wet myself!

Resigned, Bailey stood and crossed to the door, walking on the outside of her feet because walking on tiptoes only put all her weight on a smaller area, and that was much more likely to make the hardwood floors creak. She opened the door, wincing again as the hinges squeaked. Then, certain that both of her parents still slept, she stepped into the hall and onto the landing at the top of the stairs. The stairs were carpeted and muffled sound. Nevertheless, she stayed on the outside of the treads, close to the wall, where she knew the risers were less likely to protest as she crept her way down. She reached the bottom and listened. 

Her mother’s soft snores came from the master bedroom. Her father’s sharp, barking snorts from the living room ahead. She could make out the back of his recliner in the darkness, his head just visible over the top, canted to one side in his sleep. Dark shapes crowded the room beyond. On the end table lay the TV remote, a cellphone, his service revolver, and a surplus of empty whiskey bottles.

The bathroom, lit by a single weak LED nightlight, was just past the master bedroom. Bailey made her way down the hall and quietly closed the door behind her. She debated turning on the overhead light, decided against it, then pulled down her panties and sat. Goose pimples ran from the middle of her spine to the tips of her toes as relief coursed through her. 

Listening for signs that the unavoidable noise had awakened her parents, hearing only their continued snores and more soft, wordless utterances, Bailey exited the bathroom without flushing (that was certain to wake someone) and began the long journey back down the hall, up the stairs, and into the relative safety of her bedroom.

She took two steps, then sat down hard when something hit the back of the house with enough force to shake the entire structure and shatter several windows.

Bailey thought: Wha? Then heard a low, menacing growl accompanied by the sound of shifting bedsprings.

Her mother began screaming.

Not the senseless, indignant, and furious screaming she heard when her parents were fighting, but screams of fear, pain, and horror so wrenching Bailey was frozen to the spot, her breathing stopped, heartbeat suspended, neurons in her brain firing in confusion. She heard an animal bellow of rage and a resounding crash of furniture from within the room and the screaming, reduced to a wet gurgle, cut off.

The creak/thunk of the recliner’s footrest being slammed down accompanied by a startled cry of THEFUCKWASTHAT? brought Bailey’s heart crashing back into furious rhythm against her breast like that of a frightened bird. Something slammed the wall separating the bedroom from the hallway and plaster dust leapt from a crack that formed near the center and spread from ceiling to floor.

Her father raced down the hall, still in his APD uniform sans shoes and duty belt, his service pistol in hand. His face was determined, resolute. Sober. Whatever was going on in the bedroom had washed the alcohol from his system, if only for the moment, and he would handle the situation, whatever it was. This was the father that Bailey loved. The version of him that, despite the drinking, fighting, and all the abuse, she still idolized. The version of him she hoped he’d one day become and remain forever.

So focused was her father on the snarling, grunting sounds, and something like heavy wet cloth being torn into strips in the bedroom that he didn’t notice Bailey cringing on the floor of the hallway, covered in plaster dust. He didn’t even glance in her direction as he charged the room.

Douglas Miller howled in confusion, anger, and fear before firing his weapon four times. Bailey covered her ears to drown out the deafening noise in that small space, her hands doing little to block the ear-splitting roar that answered, the horrified screams of her father, or the ripping and rending sounds that followed. Dark liquid sprayed through the doorway and painted the wall opposite in a garish, dripping fan. 

Bailey screwed her eyes shut and made herself as small as possible. Shut out all sensation, rejected what was happening, and denied that anything existed outside of her own small body. Soon the muscles in her legs began to ache. Then the muscles in her arms and hands. Even those of her eyes protested the strain of being squeezed so tightly. Finally, she allowed her eyes to open. Dropped her hands from her ears. Stood. 

She inched to the bedroom door and peered inside.

Dust motes and plaster hung in the air. 

Moonlight cast a scene of silver clarity: The outside wall was gone. Where before there had been two double-hung windows looking out on the backyard, there was now a gaping hole, as if a wrecking ball had been driven into the room. The king-sized bed, previously centered beneath the windows, was overturned. The mattress, trailing comforter and sheets like party streamers, stood upright against the ruined dresser. The headboard and bedframe, splintered, lay on opposite sides of the room. Great swaths of blood pooled on the floor and covered the walls in abstract patterns. The closet door had been smashed in; a full-length mirror affixed to one panel shattered, remnants scattered across the floor like irregular diamonds reflecting droplets of blood like stars across the ceiling.

A feral smell of wet animal, bodily fluids, and feces permeated the room.

Her mother was nowhere to be seen.

Her father lay in the middle of the room on his back, his arms and legs heaving as something large and dark crouched over him, its face buried in his stomach. Dead, sightless eyes stared at Bailey from what was left of his face. His lower jaw was missing, as was most of his throat. His body bucked, arms and legs twitching as the thing atop him buried its head deeper in his stomach, up into his chest. His head flopped to one side, his spine nearly severed, unseeing gaze now fixed on the back yard. Then rocked back, vacant eyes staring at Bailey once again as the creature pushed deeper. Deeper. Bailey heard flesh ripping. Being chewed. Swallowed. The beast grunted with pleasure. Mewled in contentment and continued to feed.

Bailey took one step back.

A floorboard creaked.

The creature pulled its head free with a wet, sucking sound and turned. It studied her, frozen in the doorway. Her blood turned to ice in her veins as it rose from its crouch, blood dripping down its muzzle as its broad, shaggy head brushed the ceiling. It stared at her, sizing her up with bright green eyes. It snorted and a chunk of flesh shot out of its nose. 

Bailey wanted to scream. To move. To bolt from the house and run until her legs would carry her no further. But she was paralyzed with fear. Her lungs drew no air, her heartbeat no more. Her muscles contracted, rooting her to the spot.

The thing grinned at her, revealing oversized teeth that didn’t fit the mouth that contained them.

It winked at her.

The last thing Bailey felt before cold darkness overtook her was the blood draining from her head, down past her chest, and into her legs. She was dead of fright before the creature pounced.

It was a mercy, really.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Part One



[image: ]




Matt



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter One


[image: ]




August 29th

Chief Deputy Matt Truesdale of the Hardin County Sheriff’s Department angled his cruiser into a parking slot near the door of the Speedway at five minutes past midnight and shut it down. Save a battered blue Chevette that had been new when Reagan was in office, parked around the side of the building and away from the pumps, the lot was empty. Bright fluorescents lit the area, clicking and buzzing like somnolent insects. Matt adjusted his duty belt and pushed through the door. A box mounted above emitted a two-tone electronic alert.

“Evening, Jama,” he hailed the twenty-two-year-old night clerk. Her long brown hair lay in a neat plait on her right shoulder, head bent to a paperback novel. She glanced away from the text long enough to offer a distracted smile and reply:

“Morning, Deputy. Coffee’s fresh as of ten minutes ago.”

“You’re a lifesaver.” He crossed to the two-burner Bunn and drew a medium cup of the black liquid, pressed on a lid, and stepped up to the counter. Jama marked her place in the book and graced him with another smile, this one genuine, that travelled all the way up to eyes a dusty shade of blue that was almost grey. Must drive the boys crazy, Matt thought vaguely.

“Smokes?” she asked.

He nodded and she reached for the rack behind her.

“Buy two and save a dollar fifty,” she quoted.

“Four, then,” he replied, presenting his driver’s license as she rang him up. “That book’s a bit dated for you, isn’t it?” He gestured to the tome, The Long Lavender Look by John D. McDonald, knowing it predated her birth by thirty years or more.

“Oh, no,” she answered, “My mom gave it to me. I’ve been reading the series. I’m about halfway through and just love the way this guy writes. The locations and the action. The time period. There were no cellphones, internet, or social media back then. No cameras on every corner. So, when things happened, you were on your own. No way to call for help, no one to pull you out of the fire. You could kick butt and kill the bad guys if you had too and, unless someone was there to see it, make like it never happened. Besides, Travis McGee makes John Wick look like a sissy. He gets shot, stabbed, and beat up in every book and still comes back for more.”

“I read them when I was in high school,” Matt told her, thinking that that had been a very long time ago, indeed. “By the tenth book, I figured McGee for a walking mass of broken bones and scar tissue that would barely be able to move in real life.”

Jama laughed, a musical sound of youth and vitality. She handed over Matt’s purchases.

“Try Lee Child next,” Matt advised, collecting his cigarettes and coffee. “They’re a bit more current and on topic. If McGee’s the sort of hard-nosed, no-nonsense character you like, you’ll love Jack Reacher. Or you can go all out and try Stephen Hunter.”

“I’ll keep them in mind.”

“Stay safe, now.” Matt said as he exited. He stood in the open door of his vehicle and took a long sip of coffee, tossed three of the cigarette packs on the passenger seat, then pulled the cellophane from the top of the fourth and popped out a smoke, He lit up, inhaling deeply and enjoying the burning sensation in his lungs as nicotine flooded his brain. Out of respect for his job and the adherence to policy it implied (smoking in official vehicles was prohibited), he didn’t smoke in the cruiser. Not while driving, on patrol, or responding to calls. Most of his co-workers were non-smokers, so he didn’t light up at the office, while he was at a scene, or around others who found the habit disgusting. His addiction sated for the time being, Matt pulled a compact ashtray from his trouser pocket and tucked the used butt away before climbing behind the wheel. He offered Jama a wave that she returned through the glass front of the store and backed out. Turned out onto the road and halted at a stop sign marking the intersection. His radio crackled to life.

“Unit Two. Base,” a feminine voice issued from the speaker.

Matt shifted the cruiser into park and picked up the mic. 

“Unit Two, copy,” he replied.

“Just got a report of a domestic disturbance at 18467 Township Road 55. Caller asks that we respond.”

Matt thought about this. 18467 was, if he remembered correctly, the last residence on TR-55 before it crossed Ohio State Route 81. As far out as that was, it was still technically inside Ada Township, and therefore within the jurisdiction of the Ada PD. It was unusual for a resident to call the Sheriff when in all likelihood the police department could respond in a timelier manner. The duty of the Sheriff’s Department extended to all who lived within the county, as well as all lands and properties within its boundaries, however, and Matt’s obligation was clear. He activated his flashers and accelerated through the intersection. 

His curiosity aroused, he re-keyed the mic:

“Base. Unit Two. Delilah, is there a reason they asked for us and not the APD?” 

“Caller said she thought it might be a conflict of interest since the subject is one of their own.”

Wonderful, Matt thought. 

“Any other details?”

“Caller stated she heard yelling from the neighbor’s house earlier in the evening, but that that’s nothing new. Then she heard a loud crash that, and I quote, ‘rattled her damn windows clear the hell over here.’ That was followed by a lot of screaming and what might have been gunshots.”

You might have led with that, Matt thought grimly. On the heels of that: This just gets better and better.

“And Matt, she told me the couple that lives there has a young daughter.”

Matt sighed. A domestic call involving a child and possible gunfire. Never a good combination. He keyed the mic a final time:

“Delilah, get hold of Chief Treece over at the APD and appraise him of the situation. Let him know one of his officers may be involved. Then contact the Sheriff and tell him what’s going on. I may need him if this gets out of hand. Tell them I’m responding 10-40, no lights or sirens, and that their units should approach the same way. If your caller’s correct and the subject’s armed, there’s no sense aggravating the situation further.”

“Copy, Unit Two.”

Matt cradled the mic, prayed that whatever was going on at that address hadn’t already ended tragically, and pressed the accelerator hard against the floorboard.

––––––––
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Matt cut his flashers three blocks from the address dispatch had given him, slowed at the curb, and approached the house on foot and with his duty weapon free. An APD cruiser was parked in the driveway of the two-story, white over blue craftsman style home, but showed no sign of recent use. Matt crossed the large, wraparound porch and knocked on the door. No one answered and no sound came from within.

A neighbor, possibly the one who’d called in the complaint, came out onto her porch through an aluminum storm door amidst the squealing of old and rusted hinges.

“He’s a cop,” she said. She wore a threadbare pink housecoat and matching slippers and, in the dim glow of her porchlight, might have been sixty-years old, or eighty. She pulled up her collar, shivered against the chill air, and continued:

“He beats his wife and the kid. I hear ‘em fightin’ all the time. Heard gunshots this time. Think he finally killed ‘em.”

Matt digested this, then signaled the woman back into her home. She gave him a disgusted little wave and a psshaaw but followed directions, the hinges on the old door protesting as she slowly made her way inside. The house remained silent as Matt crossed the porch to a side yard and cautiously made his way to the back. He passed two windows, both dark, and a small screened-in porch, also shadowy and silent, before rounding the corner. 

He gaped at a six-foot high, four-foot-wide hole in the back of the house. The wall around the cavity had been rent inwards like the teeth of a shark. The remains of a window, two small, still intact panes of a double-hung, clung to a stubborn fastener. It looked like a bomb had gone off.

Matt regained his composure and stepped towards the destruction, avoiding what debris he could see scattered on the ground beneath his feet. He peered inside and saw vague shapes in the darkness; deep shadows cast by the light of the moon. A scent wafted out, wild and musky, reminiscent of molten metal, sewage, and decay. He removed a flashlight from his duty belt and stepped inside. Glass and plaster ground beneath the sole of his shoe. He clicked on the light and gasped.

He did not well remember the headlong flight back to his cruiser or his frantic calls for backup, but he remembered the carnage he’d seen within and the circus-like scene that followed. 

The neighbor, on her porch once again, clutched the collar of her housecoat and shook her head as if to say she’d known all along the family would come to a bad end.
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Chapter Two
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August 31st 

From the Ada Examiner:

HUNT FOR ROGUE BEAR ONGOING

AUTHORITIES URGE VIGILANCE




The Ohio Department of Natural Resources / Division of Wildlife is encouraging residents of Ada and surrounding communities to remain vigilant after an apparent bear attack took the lives of three residents Friday night.

On August 28th, a rogue bear gained entry to the Miller household at 18476 Township Road 55 in Ada, attacking Officer Douglas Miller (39) of the Ada Police Department, his wife, Kristie (36) homemaker; and their 10-year-old daughter Bailey, a student at Ada Elementary. None survived the attack. 

Matthew Truesdale, Chief Deputy of the Hardin County Sheriff’s Department, described the scene as ‘horrific,’ further stating that it was “the worst scene I’ve encountered in my twenty-six years as a law enforcement officer.”

Investigation revealed that a wild animal was responsible for the attack, and the Ohio Department of Natural Resources was quickly notified.

“Based on scratches and bitemark evidence, along with the sheer ferocity of the attack,” said David Blanchard of the Division of Wildlife, “we’re looking for a brown or black bear with a standing size of up to seven feet, weighing up to six-hundred pounds. Given the fact that the attack occurred in a populated area, the bear is likely sick or injured.” When asked if the bear could be rabid, Blanchard replied that he couldn’t rule out the possibility.

Despite an extensive search of the immediate area and surrounding communities, no trace of the animal has been found.

“It might come as a surprise to some,” said Rachel Summers, a spokesperson for the Ohio Department of Natural Resources, “that there are roughly twenty-five thousand bears living in Ohio. They’re mostly black bears, but we have a population of Eurasian brown bears as well. 

“Bears have been a part of Ohio’s landscape for centuries and are most often spotted in wooded areas along the northern side of the state. Erie, Ottawa, Sandusky, and Seneca Counties are known hot spots. In northeast Ohio, they typically inhabit wooded areas near streams, wetlands, and swamps. The area surrounding the Wayne County-Stark County line is one popular habitat, as well as western regions of the state near Lake Erie. Sightings have also been reported in Amish country.”

“Yes,” Ms. Summers said in response to queries about the location of the attack, “it’s unusual that a bear would wander as far south as Hardin County, but not beyond the realm of possibility. As we encroach on the natural habitat of these animals, building more residences and businesses each year, spreading out into what they think of as their territory, they’re forced to range out farther for food and shelter. Wild bear encounters will become more frequent, even in suburban areas.”

While encouraging vigilance, authorities are discouraging residents from taking matters into their own hands.

“We have more than a few avid hunters in the area,” said Sheriff Mitchell Barton. “We’re asking them to stay home and not pursue the animal. It’s unlikely a small firearm will penetrate a bears’ heart or skull, and long guns will prove ineffective unless you’re an expert marksman. Or incredibly lucky. What’s more certain is that you’ll enrage the animal further by wounding it.

“The consequences of that can be seen in Ada.” Sheriff Barton referred to evidence suggesting that Douglas Miller fired his service weapon at the outset of the attack, provoking a violent response from the bear.

“This animal has already proven to be exceptionally violent and, without proper training, trying to take it down will only cause further loss of life.”

Chief Deputy Matthew Truesdale echoed the sentiment:

“Having a large number of hunters in the wooded areas around our city is not only dangerous, but foolish. Trust the professionals to do their jobs, and the matter will be resolved as quickly as possible.”

When asked if the animal might be in the vicinity of the abandoned Jade Springs campgrounds, Deputy Truesdale commented:

“I know the area you’re referring to, and I know the rumors that surround the place. But I can assure you and your readers that the lake has been thoroughly searched, and the animal is not there. I’d also remind residents that the site is off limits to the public, and trespassers will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.”

Readers will remember that the former Jade Springs campground was the scene of many gruesome slayings allegedly perpetrated by the now deceased Carl Linsner. Linsner died at the hands of persons unknown two years ago, his twenty-first victim delivered unharmed to St. Rita’s Medical Center in nearby Lima. Linsner purportedly haunts the lake and rumors of wailing children, presumably his young victims, are reportedly heard throughout the area at night. The site now sits empty, access restricted by order of the Sheriff’s Department...

(continued on page B4)
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September 26th

“It’s cold.” Denny Truesdale shifted his five-foot-ten frame to find a more comfortable position on the bench seat of the aging Ford Ranger. “And my ass is getting sore.” 

The truck was parked at the edge of a clearing, just off an overgrown and meandering dirt track that had once linked campsites together. A dozen yards ahead, across scrub grass and a rocky ledge, was a sharp drop-off leading to dark waters below. The moon, silvery and full, reflected intermittently off the wind agitated surface of Jade Springs Lake. 

“We shouldn’t even be out here.” Denny gestured beyond the fog shrouded windshield.  

“Why not?” Rick wiped at the glass with an old rag. “Because the cops say so? Since when do you care what your brother and his asshole cronies say?”

“Matt’s not so bad,” Denny referred to his older sibling. “He let me slide on that possession charge. And he let us both go when he caught us drunk out by the old Dairy Haus.”

“That was years ago,” Rick reminded him, “and you were carrying less than an ounce. It woulda been more trouble to haul us in and do the paperwork than to just send us home. Besides, he’s family. You could shoot the mayor in front of him, and he’d make like he didn’t see a thing. He ain’t gonna arrest you for simple trespassing.”

Rick reached back and opened a cooler wedged behind the seat. It held four six-packs of beer and had begun the night full. So far, they’d worked through two full sixers and all but two of a third. Crumpled empties littered the floorboard between their feet like the bodies of conquered soldiers. Rick pulled a pair of cans free from their plastic rings, gave them a shake to knock off the water clinging to their sides, and handed one to Denny.

“Here,” he said. “Suck on this. And stop worrying about the po-po.”

“It’s not them I’m worried about.” Denny popped the can’s top and drained half its contents in a single draught.

“You worried about the bear?” Rick asked. “Shit. Don’t worry about that. That’s what we’re here for. When br’er bear shows his ugly face,” he reached up and patted the stock of a rifle stowed in a window mount, “I got a little something for ‘im.”

“Newspaper said shooting it’ll only piss it off,” Denny finished his beer and crumpled the can, adding it to the growing pile between his feet. “That handguns and hunting rifles can’t hurt it. That’s what got Miller killed.”

“That bear tore through the side of a house, man,” Rick belched, crumpled his empty, and tossed it between his legs before continuing. “A house. Ever heard of that? Tents and small campers, sure. There’s videos online. But a fucking house?” He reached behind, seized a full six pack, shook two loose and handed one to Denny. “Nah, man,” he cracked the beer he’d kept for himself. “That bear was already pissed. Anyone it came across was dead meat.”

Denny didn’t open the beer. Just held it on his lap letting the cold sink into his hands. He wiped moisture onto the passenger window, dispersing some fog that had accumulated there, and peered out at the boxy, dark outline of the decaying clubhouse overlooking the waters at the far end of the lake. It’s front half and sweeping attached deck, supported by stilts perched over the shallow end of the lake, gave the appearance of a vulture considering a slowly dying potential meal. He supposed the impression was appropriate. Jade Springs Lake, or the Linsner compound, or whatever name you chose to give it (currently Hardin County land plot #623) had been dead or dying and deep in decay for over three hundred years. 

The lake had been the site of numerous tragedies long before Carl Linsner had taken possession of the grounds, turning them into his own private killing fields, where he’d tortured and murdered twenty young girls (not even teenagers yet, Denny thought with a shudder) over the course of two decades. A half-century before that, it had been the site of an overworked but lucrative quarry. In 1956, an underground river had burst through the shale, limestone, and chert walls, drowning eighteen men and putting another one-hundred and twelve out of work. Denny’s grandfather, who’d worked for the Beckford Stone Company and been fortunate enough to escape with his life (but not his job; the business had been forced into bankruptcy a month later) had been there when the quarry flooded. And after, when the limp and sodden bodies of his coworkers had been dragged from the icy depths with chain hoists and hooks. He’d often repeated stories, swapped amongst quarry workers and locals alike, both before and after the flood: tales of disease, death, and foo lights. Sightings of misshapen animals, eerie screams and howls, and other strange occurrences in and around the area dating back to when the Shaawana (pronounced shaw-NEE) tribe were the region’s sole inhabitants. The land, his grandfather had insisted, was cursed. Native American tribes still living in Ohio know this and avoid the area, as had their ancestors dating back to the 17th century. 

Denny shivered and wished Rick hadn’t suggested coming out here. Or that he’d had the balls to refuse.

“This baby,” Rick said, pulling the rifle from its mount, swinging the barrel uncomfortably close to Denny’s head as he did so, “ain’t your typical hunting rifle.”

Denny, pulled back to the moment by Rick’s unsafe handling of the weapon, noted a lever action rifle with a large scope attached above the barrel.

“This here’s a Browning BLR,” Rick told him proudly. “It’s chambered for the .450 Marlin 325 grain FTX. She kicks like a mule on steroids and’ll take down a water buffalo at three hundred yards. Shit, maybe even a rhinoceros.” He caressed the stock lovingly. “Belonged to my dad. You give me ten seconds and one clean shot, and br’er bear doesn’t stand a chance.”

“What if it’s a girl?”

“What?” Rick said, annoyed by Denny’s lack of enthusiasm.

“What if it’s female?” Denny repeated. “Br’er is short for brother. What if it’s a sister bear?”

Rick shot Denny a look of pure venom.

“You trying to be funny?” 

“No,” Denny hastened, remembering that Rick Biddle could be a mean and merciless drunk when provoked. He’d once broke another man’s nose at Mulligan’s Irish Pub in Lima. The unfortunate individual had walked through the front door with a twenty-something raven haired beauty on his arm and, mistaking Rick for an acquaintance, had clapped him on the back causing him to upset his whiskey. Embarrassed, the man had tried to apologize and offered to buy the next round, but it was too late. Rick turned and hit the man just once, knocking him backwards over an empty table before replying that an apology wasn’t necessary. Rick then retook his seat as if nothing of consequence had happened, while the man and his date turned and scurried from the bar like puppies who, having piddled on the floor, fled the sight of a rolled-up newspaper.

“Then shut your fucking mouth and keep looking for that bear.”

Denny obliged and Rick replaced the rifle in the rack, fetched himself another beer (he didn’t offer Denny one this time) cracked it open, and drained it in one go. He belched loud and long, crumpled the can, and tossed it onto the floor.

“The Bushies are in the glovebox,” Rick referred to a pair of Bushnell 7X50 binoculars. “Use ‘em.”

Denny twisted the lever releasing the glovebox door and pulled out the heavy field glasses. The barrels were scarred with age and one eyecup was missing, but the lenses were intact and the focusing mechanism worked smoothly. Denny brought them to his eyes and everything in his field of vision melted into vague, indistinct shapes struck silver by the moon. He adjusted the focus and swept them back and forth, looking for anything out of the ordinary.

“What makes you think it’s out here, anyway?” Denny asked, daring to speak despite the recent tension. After nearly thirty years of friendship dating all the way back to grade school, during which time Denny occasionally felt more like a hostage than a friend, he knew that while Rick was quick to anger, he couldn’t sustain that anger for longer than a few minutes (say, just about enough time to drink a beer) without ongoing provocation. That trait had kept Rick, and by extension Denny, out of any trouble more serious than disturbing the peace, drunk and disorderly, and a single DWI charge, sentence suspended, on Prom night all the way back in 1999.

“Local cops searched the area,” Denny continued. “The Sheriff’s Department searched the area. Hell, the Wildlife division searched with the State Police. All anybody found was a vagrant squatting in the old clubhouse, and they ran him off and threatened him with jail if he ever came back. Nobody’s found anything out here. So, what makes you so sure it’s here?”

“Stands to reason,” Rick replied.

“What’s that mean?”

“Look around,” Rick said. “We’re in the middle of fifteen acres. Abandoned, overgrown, mostly forgotten. There ain’t a human being ‘sides us around for miles. There’s a fresh water source,” he gestured through the windshield, “with plenty of fish. As for food, small game must be all over the place. Rabbits, foxes, deer. Shit, it’s bear heaven out there. I’m surprised the place ain’t crawlin’ with ‘em.”

“But the searches turned up nothing,” Denny repeated.

“You know what I think?” Rick said. “I think them boys came out here, sniffed around the fence lines, the roads, the lake, and the old clubhouse, found that old geezer hanging ‘round and said, ‘Well, that’s good enough for me.’ I don’t think they really searched, like with dogs and shit. Like when you’ve got a missing kid. Nope. I think they came out, took a look, and beat feet. And even if they did a real search, with honest to God search lines, spirals, grids, or whatever the hell they use, do you think they looked in every hole in the ground? Scoured every incline? Climbed every tree? Hell, no. It’d take a hundred men a year to do all that. Meanwhile, an animal that avoids man by instinct, is afraid of him despite its power and size, well, that critter is either gonna make itself scarce or hunker down, get as small as it can, and let the big old bad men walk on by.”

“It sure didn’t let the Miller’s walk on by,” Denny said.

“Now that’s another thing,” Rick told him. “The tracks to and from the Miller house came from this direction.” Matt had told Denny as much, disclosing that the incoming tracks appeared, and the outgoing tracks disappeared about forty yards from the house. Beyond that there had been no trace. Not a pawprint or claw mark, neither hide nor hair of the animal.

“And Kristie Miller had her laundry out.”

“What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Maybe, just maybe,” Rick answered, “Mrs. Miller was on her period. Or maybe it was the kid, if she was old enough. Either way, maybe br’er bear got a whiff of it.”

Denny looked at Rick, incredulous.

“You’ve seen those documentaries,” Rick explained. “All those safety videos and the like: Keep your food in a tree, away from your tent. Don’t wear cologne or perfume. And if a woman is on her period, she oughtta plug that shit up. Or even better, stay home. Otherwise, a bear could home in on it from miles away and all hell’ll break loose. Just ask Tim Treadwell’s family.”

“There’s no evidence Treadwell or his girlfriend did anything to provoke that attack,” Denny protested, referring to the American environmentalist who’d lived among Alaskan coastal brown bears for thirteen years, only to be mauled and partially eaten by them in 2003. “Or that his girl was on her period.”

Rick held out his hand, a look of annoyance crossing his features. Denny shut up.

“Point is, something got that ol’ bear riled up.” 

Denny, who had read that Huguenard and Treadwell had simply stayed late in a season in which food had been scarce, set their camp next to a prime water source for Grizzly bears, and become victims of Treadwell’s folly, said nothing.

“Just like something got our bear riled up over at the Miller’s. The fact that there’s been no sign of it over the last month tells me it’s returned to wherever it hangs its hat, all peaceable and such. And I’m betting that’s right here.” 

Rick reached back and rescued the beer he hadn’t offered Denny from the cooler. Pssst went the pop-top. Denny’s still unopened can was propped against his crotch.

“And you want to kill it,” Denny stated. Why?”

“It came to me just last night, over at the 101.” Tavern 101 was one of a half dozen or so local bars in Ada the pair frequented. “I plan to be the man who saved this town when the cops and wildlife boys couldn’t.”

Rick chugged his beer.

“And why’s that important to you?”

“It ought to be important to you, too. Imagine it. We bag this bitch and we’re heroes. Get in the papers. Get on TV. All over social media. They pay for that shit; don’t you know? Hell, maybe we even get one of those ghost writers to write it up, then there’s books about us, maybe even a movie. This bear could be our ticket out of this shitty little town once and for all.

“Besides, the damn thing would look great as a rug.”

Denny cracked open his beer and drank, savoring the slightly bitter taste as the cool liquid poured down his throat.

“You ever notice how little towns are only shitty to guys like us?” 

“What?” Rick seemed confused at the abrupt change in conversation.

“Well, the mayor doesn’t think it’s a shitty town. The people that own the stores and the ones living up on the north side don’t think it’s a shitty town. The kids don’t think it’s a shitty town. Mostly. And visitors don’t think it’s a shitty town. It’s just guys like us, who don’t have girls, or money, or jobs, that think it’s shitty.”

“What?”

“Well, maybe we’re the shitty ones. Shitty attitudes. Shitty habits. Shitty lives.”

“What, you some kind of philosopher now?” That hard, mean glint had resurfaced in Rick’s eyes and his nostrils flared. “You get all enlightened between beers or something?

“No, I was just—”

“Then shut the fuck up and keep your eyes open.”

Denny lifted the binoculars and peered through the passenger window. He narrowed the focus, homing in on the old clubhouse. The roof sagged in places and appeared unstable. Two of the stilts holding up the deck had large splits in them. Wood siding, once painted a bright navy-blue, had rotted out in places and faded to brown and black. Washed out orange trim reflected moonlight in darker shades like dried blood. One wall bore the camp logo, a bass jumping from the water in front of a fisherman’s boat, grinning madly despite a large hook lodged in its mouth. It bore a nearly illegible legend, Welcome to Jade Springs Lake and Campgrounds. The ghostly smile of the fish had become a rictus grin of death. The entire structure looked as if it might collapse at any moment.

Something moved. Crossed the deck.

It couldn’t have been debris stirred by the gusting winds that rocked the Ranger as it had moved against the wind, away from the clubhouse and towards the clearing. Whatever it was, it appeared dark against the moonlit background, moved on all fours, and was fast. Denny tracked the figure to the right, watched it leap the deck railing and drop thirty feet to the lakeshore below, then dart across to the tree line. He lost sight of it when his field of view was obstructed by an interior trim panel.

“Something’s out there,” he whispered. 

“What?” Rick said excitedly. “Where? Is it the bear? Tell me it’s the bear.”

“I don’t know,” Denny scanned with the binoculars. “It didn’t move like a bear. Or anything else I recognize. It was big. Big and fast. It ran off into the trees.”

“Get out and look,” Rick demanded. He reached for the Browning, ensured it was loaded and chambered a round. “See where the fucking thing went.”

“I’m not going out there.” 

“Get. Out.” Rick said quietly, pulling the Browning back and closer to his side. The barrel wasn’t pointed directly at Denny, but it wasn’t exactly pointed away from him, either. That dark glint was in Rick’s eyes again, this time accompanied by an edge of maliciousness.

“Rick,” Denny pleaded.

“If it’s not the bear,” Rick said, his unwavering glare not softening, “we’re Aces. You said it didn’t move like a bear. So, why worry? If it is the bear, I’ve got you covered. This’ll take it down,” he lifted the rifle, “guarafuckinteed. I’ve got your back, buddy. Now get out there.”

Denny sighed and opened the door. It sang on rusted hinges; the sound lost in a sudden gust of wind. Denny, with a single, imploring look backwards that garnered neither sympathy nor change of expression from Rick, got out and closed the door behind him. The cold air hit as if he’d been submerged in the waters of the lake; everywhere, all at once. Hair blew around his head in a halo and he shivered. He raised the field glasses, training them across the clearing. He scanned to the right, following the tree line to a point about a hundred yards off, then back to the left. The driver’s side door creaked open as Rick got out of the truck, Browning in hand. He pulled the rifle to his shoulder and used the scope, scanning back and forth.

“Show yourself, motherfucker,” he muttered, the words barely audible over the wind.

Denny double checked the tree line, turning the focus wheel as his sightline tapered away to the shoreline and clubhouse, then back again. He’d decided the animal was gone, run off into the woods never to be seen again, when something burst out of the trees twenty yards ahead of him. He dropped the binoculars. They weren’t necessary at this range.

“Rick!” he screamed.

It was bigger. Not just bigger than the figure he’d spied through the glasses earlier, which, despite the distance and motion of foliage he’d guessed at around six feet tall, lanky and lean, maybe one-hundred and sixty pounds. But bigger. Eight feet tall at least. Black as pitch, save a mouth full of oversized teeth gleaming dully in the moonlight. With lantern eyes like emeralds on fire set above a muzzle that tapered to a rounded point. It loped across the meadow on two legs, covering great distances with each stride. Its feet, overly large and with what looked like talons for toenails tore up great clods of earth with each stride. Denny fancied he could feel those thunderous footsteps through the ground as it closed the distance. The damn thing had to weigh a thousand pounds, maybe more. He peed down his leg and didn’t notice.

“RICK!”

“I got you, buddy.”

The voice came from Denny’s right, near the Ranger’s tailgate. Rick had changed position, knelt, and was lining up a shot. The bear (or whatever the hell it is, Rick thought, cause that ain’t no bear) was twenty-five feet away and closing when Rick eased the trigger back. The rifle kicked as predicted, like a mule on methamphetamines. Rick, expecting the recoil, had braced for it. The round hit the animal high on the left side. Blood, bone, and gore flew from its back like birthday confetti from a cardboard tube.

It had no effect. The animal kept on coming, snatched Denny up by the throat, casually flicked a thumb across his neck, and began sniffing his face as blood gushed from where its fingernail (Claw? Rick’s mind shrieked) sliced through flesh and severed Denny’s jugular. Its tongue shot out, and it lapped at the fountain of blood.

“Motherfucker!” Rick screamed. He ratcheted the lever of the rifle, extended it one-handed towards the creature’s head (he couldn’t miss at that range) and pulled the trigger. The rifle kicked, tremendous recoil splintering the bones of his forearm and sending them into his upper arm, in turn pushing that bone into his shoulder blade and shattering it. He dropped the rifle as pain clamored up his wrist to his shoulder. He grasped the tailgate with his good hand and managed to remain on his feet, then looked to where the animal should be lying dead on the ground. 

He froze.

It stood, Denny hanging limp in one large paw (hand?). The blood from Denny’s throat had tapered off to dribbles. Rick hadn’t missed. The animal’s face was gone from the side of its muzzle to above where its eye had been. Silvery light shone through the gaping wound and Rick could see its brain.

It turned its head and studied Rick in the cold, green glare of its remaining eye. Its lips peeled back in a toothy grin. It flung Denny’s body across the hood of the truck as if he were a bag of garbage and snorted.

Rick ran. He spun around the back of the truck, slammed his broken shoulder against the fender as he rounded the far side, didn’t notice the pain even as he was screaming from it, and kept on going for the driver’s door. He bounced backwards off the still open door, rebounded just right, and fell inside the cab on his back, his too big ass hitting the seat amidst a squall of protesting springs. He gathered his legs inside and thrust them into the footwell, reached over his ample belly regretting every beer he’d ever drank, grasped the armrest, and pulled the door shut. He tried to still his heavy breathing and pounding heart, expecting the blasted, grinning face of the animal to pop up on the driver’s side or, much worse, burst through the passenger window behind him at any moment.

Nothing happened. No face. No grasping claws. The only sound was the wind as it rocked the vehicle.

Rick blew out a sigh of relief. He must have killed it after all. What, in his panic and shock at seeing his best friend killed he took to be it scrutinizing him, what appeared to be it grinning and tossing Denny’s body away, must have been misfires in its brain. Meaningless reflexes as it died on its feet. Rick craned his neck upwards. If it were still standing on that side of the truck, he’d be able to see it. The window was empty. It must be lying on the ground outside, having fallen during Rick’s mad scramble around the vehicle. He giggled with relief. The damn thing, whatever it had been, was dead.

Rick rolled off the seat with a squawk as the rear end of the Ranger was lifted. Front tires ground against grass, dirt, and rock as the vehicle was turned sideways, parallel to the lake. It rocked on its springs until something hit the fender with enough force to upend it.

Once. Twice. Three times the truck rolled. Windows coughed inwards, sheet metal shrieked, aluminum cans took flight. The cooler in the back showered him with its contents. Rick yelped in confusion and pain, trapped lying across both footwells, the center hump wedged against his stomach, his back lodged painfully beneath the smashed and ruined dash. Denny’s last beer, half empty, fizzed in his face.

The Ranger fetched up on its roof against an outcropping of rock near lake’s edge and all was still. After a beat, Rick tried to lever himself out from under the dash. Glass from the shattered windows and windshield cut into his palm.

The truck was hit again. Rolled. Then: weightlessness.

The Ranger slammed into water below, sending up a shower of moonlit spray before sinking. 
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Chapter Four
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October 5th  

Matt Truesdale sat up, swung his legs over the side of the bed, and planted his feet on the chilly hardwood floor. He fetched a soft pack of cigarettes from the nightstand, shook it, then stuck his finger in the hole and fished around. Empty.

Shit, he thought. My last pack, too.

Matt sighed, crushed the pack, tossed it in the wastebasket, and resigned himself to waiting for that part of his morning wake up. He reached back and gave his wife’s thigh a rub, eliciting a muttered utterance, something that sounded like umun oo but was probably love you. She then rolled over and went back to sleep. After twenty-eight years of marriage to a cop, the first fourteen of which he’d spent in the service of the Lima Police Department, the last decade and a half as a Hardin County Sheriff’s deputy, April Truesdale (nee Greene) was used to her husband rising at all hours of the night or morning. She wouldn’t consciously notice his absence until she rose around seven a.m., four hours from now.

Matt ran a hand over his face and standard military brush cut to clear away the cobwebs, rose, and made his way to the bathroom.

After performing the first task (and when had that become such a chore? he asked himself, with much waiting and pushing and finally shaking off, that does nothing to stop the inevitable dribble in my undershorts) he turned to the sink, washed his hands, then let the water run cold before applying a wet washrag to his face, neck, and hair. He noted blue eyes, piercing when he’d been twenty, no less intense at fifty and still viewing the world with twenty-twenty vision. These were surrounded by laugh lines set above an aquiline nose, a generous mouth, and a broad chin. Brown hair on top that April complained he always cut too short.

“Makes you look like Dolph Lundgren,” she’d once told him. “If Dolph Lundgren was shorter. And pudgier.” He’d stuck his tongue out at this but secretly found the comparison flattering despite the quiet but desperate struggle of late to keep his belly from descending past his waistline.

Matt trudged to the kitchen, flipped on the light over the sink, and pulled the coffee pot out from its cubby on the counter. He opened the cabinet above, fumbled inside for the Folgers’ can, and came up with nothing but the scoop. He frowned. Turned and looked in the trash. An empty coffee container rested amidst yesterday’s newspaper, a Mrs. Paul’s lemon crème pie box, a gone black banana peel, and a used Stouffer’s entrée with dried ersatz cheese and one forlorn macaroni elbow still clinging to the side.

“Shit,” he muttered.

April did the grocery shopping, but coffee and cigarettes were his vices. Vices she neither shared nor was expected to stock. He’d meant to pick up both items yesterday afternoon but had forgotten. He’d been forgetting quite a few things lately, he realized. Nothing dramatic, like leaving his credentials behind somewhere or, worse, misplacing his service weapon. Just little things, like where he’d left his car keys, or leaving his cell phone in his cruiser at the end of a shift. Or forgetting the damn coffee and cigarettes. He believed his recent, atypical forgetfulness not to be a neurological issue or a product of aging (despite having valid concerns along both of those lines). He was just more distracted than usual and thought his absentmindedness to be the product of stress, not that of a damaged or diminished mind.

The Miller case was at the heart of it. 

The scene had been taped off, evidence collected, and the bodies sent to the medical examiner. The house was then boarded up and the scene released, as per protocol. After the autopsies (and what a shitshow that was, the ME had confided, handing his report over to Matt as if the paper it were printed on was repulsive) the forensic and other collected evidence had been packed up and shipped off to Ohio’s Bureau of Criminal Investigation for analysis, whereupon findings would be delivered to whichever agency had authority in the matter. The problem was, no one was certain just who had jurisdiction over a wild animal attack resulting in three deaths within town limits.

The Division of Wildlife had seemed the obvious choice, but that assumption was erroneous. While that department was empowered to assist local law enforcement in tracking and, if necessary, destroying a wild animal, they held no authority in Hardin County beyond ticketing those that trespassed or camped on state lands without a permit, fished without a license, or poached game out of season. Investigation into the attack itself was outside their bailiwick, and those in charge of the division hadn’t wanted the case in any event. Ohio’s Bureau of Criminal Investigation could have laid claim but had likewise washed their hands of the matter. Their Investigative Services unit had hundreds of open cases from theft to rape to homicide, all with human perpetrators. While they were happy enough to analyze the evidence (it was, in fact, the sworn duty of the Identification and Laboratory divisions to do so) the Superintendent had declined further involvement. As had Ohio’s Investigative Unit, a branch of the State Highway Patrol. The OIU primarily pursued crimes related to alcohol, tobacco, and food stamp fraud, and while State troopers had been present during the initial investigation and had helped secure the scene, they declined further participation. 

Which left either the Ada Police Department or the Sheriff’s office. A modest police force to begin with, the APD was now one officer short and had no detectives on their roster. Their animal control division, which consisted of one woman and a small if well-equipped truck, didn’t have the personnel or resources for a prolonged search for a dangerous and possibly rabid bear. By process of elimination, and because somebody had to work the case, it had been handed to Matt. Mitch Barton, Matt’s superior and mentor, had laid all of this out when he dropped the files on Matt’s desk a week after the incident. The Sheriff was a trim man with salt-and-pepper hair, crows’ feet, and a goiter kept hidden behind a neatly manicured beard. He’d been with the department for forty years, had recently celebrated his sixty-fourth birthday, and was slated to retire in the spring. He’d leaned across Matt’s desk, bushy salt and pepper eyebrows, crows’ feet, and all, and told him:

“This ought to be a cakewalk. Find it. Let Wildlife know where it is so they can kill it. File the paperwork.”

He’d then reminded Matt that, as the first of Hardin County’s finest to respond to the scene, it was his case by default. 

Oh, lucky me, Matt had thought in response.

The case itself wasn’t the problem. As indicated by the Sheriff, it was mostly paperwork of the cross the t’s and dot the i’s variety. Unfortunately, the animal hadn’t turned up. Not in Ada. Not in Hardin County. Not in any of the surrounding counties. Nor during any of the lengthy searches in and around the old lake, and Matt would have bet heavily that that was where the damn thing had run off to. The general consensus, five weeks later, was that the bear had been rabid, had dug itself in somewhere after the attack, and had since died, it’s rotting carcass to be discovered come November deep within a bolt hole by hunters searching for nothing more dangerous than deer.

Matt pushed the coffee pot back into its nook, mourned the delay of his morning cuppa, and returned to the bedroom to dress. 

It wasn’t, Matt believed, the fact that the Miller case remained unresolved that was causing these recent lapses in memory. Rather, he felt haunted by overwhelming images of the family’s mutilated remains. Particularly those of their young daughter. The countenance of terror he’d seen etched on her features often occasioned his dreams.

Nor was that all that weighed on his mind.

Matt’s brother Denny, his junior by eight years, had missed supper with him and April last night for the second time in two weeks. Denny, who suffered from ADHD and was incapable of holding a job for more than a few weeks at a time, was a tenant of the Sunshine Trailer Park on the outskirts of Ada. The STP, as it is known to locals, is a government subsidized residence made up of low-income families, the disabled, and the mentally impaired. Denny, who relied on Matt and April for groceries, utility payments, and medical care, hadn’t missed a Sunday meal once in the past twelve years. Now he’d been absent twice, and Matt’s concern about his welfare was growing.
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