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  Chapter One


  “Hamilton?” The dispatcher, Lara, couldn’t quite hide her needling tone. “Guess who just called about the javelinas?”


  Shit, Hamilton thought. The guy just can’t let it go.


  “I’ve got things to do, Lara,” he said, trying to keep the irritation out of his voice. He wouldn’t give the dispatcher the satisfaction. The phone was on the passenger seat on speaker. “I’ll get there later this afternoon.”


  “He sounded pretty desperate,” Lara said.


  “He always does.”


  Actually, Hamilton’s morning was clear. He just wasn’t looking forward to listening to Barry Hunter bitching about the damn pigs again.


  Still, without consciously making the decision, he started driving the Animal Control van toward the foothills. It was going to be a hot day. Despite the annoyance, it might be better to take care of the problem in the cool of the morning.


  Barry was standing in the doorway of the porch as if expecting him. Hamilton got out and trudged up the steps, waiting for the onslaught.


  Barry was uncharacteristically quiet, waiting until Hamilton reached his side. “The javelinas are getting dangerous, Hamilton,” he said.


  “Just stay out of their way,” Hamilton began his usual reassurances. “You leave them alone, they’ll leave you alone.”


  “Jesus, Hamilton. You don’t have a clue, do you?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Dogs and cats are disappearing all over the neighborhood.”


  “Coyotes,” Hamilton said. “Keep your animals inside if you want them to be safe—or in pens.”


  “That’s just it,” Barry said, sounding exasperated. “They’re getting into the pens. Hell, they’re getting into porches and houses!”


  “What?” Hamilton asked dryly. “Are they using their keys?”


  “Laugh if you want, buddy,” Barry said. “It’s happening, and you’re going to have to deal with it sooner or later. Come here; I want you to see this…”


  He led Hamilton to the backyard. It looked like a tornado had touched down. A row of bird feeders was knocked over, a concrete birdbath was on its side, the flowerbeds were completely overturned, and petals littered the torn-up lawn.


  “Why the hell did they do this?” Barry asked. “They didn’t even stop long enough to eat anything this time.”


  “Have you thought of a fence?” Hamilton said. His suggestion was a standard one, but he had to admit Barry had a point. No one should have to put up with this.


  “How tall would it have to be?”


  “To keep the deer out too? About six feet ought to do it.”


  “Great, just great. That’s why I moved down here…to look at the back of a fence.”


  Hamilton was silent. There was nothing he could really do. He was allowed to kill a certain number of the wild pigs per year, no more. Personally, though, he thought that gardening was probably a nonstarter in these parts.


  You want a lawn? he wanted to say. Move to Albuquerque. But he kept quiet. His big mouth had gotten him in trouble more than once. Probably why he was still on duty roaming the foothills instead of safely back at the air-conditioned headquarters.


  Barry wasn’t done. “I’m telling you, Hamilton. There is something weird going on. These fucking pigs are too damn smart. And they fucking eat everything. And what they don’t eat, they fucking destroy for no good reason.”


  “I don’t think it’s that bad,” Hamilton said. “But I’ll make a report.”


  “Make a report,” Barry repeated, eyeing him dolefully. “Yeah, you do that.”


  Hamilton intended to drive back to town and get some lunch in an air-conditioned diner. Instead, he found himself driving farther up into the foothills. Below was the hot, central part of the lower valley. People there had the most vermin but complained the least, and when they did complain, they had the least clout. Hamilton was rarely asked to go down to the poorer districts.


  He drove past the neighborhoods of snowbird retirees. Some of these clueless folks thought the wildlife was just wonderful, deserving to be fed and pampered. They filled their Facebook pages with pictures of deer and raccoons and gushed about how amazing it was to live in nature.


  Then there were those, like Barry Hunter, who were convinced the animals were pests that ought to be exterminated.


  Neither camp was right as far as Hamilton was concerned.


  His usual rant was coming, and he let it spill out into the empty van and out the open window: what he wanted to say to his bosses, to the public, to anyone who would listen.


  “Wild animals should be wild,” he said to his imaginary audience. “Don’t feed the damn things. You aren’t doing them any favors. You’re just acclimating them to humans so they hang around, making them easier to hunt, and getting them used to human food, so they don’t get the natural diet that keeps them healthy. It makes them dependent; that congregates them in overpopulated and disease-ridden vectors and makes them vulnerable to cars and trucks and generally makes the whole situation unnatural and unhealthy.


  “Dammit!” he ended lamely.


  He couldn’t work up much outrage anymore. It was an insoluble problem as far as he was concerned. Unless they made him King of Arizona—as they should—it was only going to get worse.


  He drove out of Barry Hunter’s secluded neighborhood and up into the foothills to an abandoned subdivision. Here, there were paved roads and sidewalks that led nowhere and an occasional forlorn house, already weathered by neglect after only a few years.


  He stopped at his favorite spot and got out of the van. He could see the whole valley from here. It was a typically hot day, and heat currents wavered over the subdivisions. There was a slight breeze up here, its cooling effect cancelled by a brutal sun. Hamilton had long ago resigned himself to sweat and grime, so he stood in the shade of the van and took in the air.


  He saw the streaking shadow from the corner of his eye. Whatever creature it was, it had gone under the car.


  Hamilton sighed. He’d had this problem before. A cat had tried to hide in the shade of his car a few months ago, and when he’d driven away, he’d squashed the damn thing. Nowadays, he tried to shoo the creatures away, even the snakes, though snakes gave him the willies. That was something he kept to himself. Animal Control officers were supposed to be fearless when it came to, well, animals.


  He opened up the back of the van and grabbed the snagger. He loosened the metal loop to the size he thought matched the size of the shadow he’d glimpsed and then took the end of the tube in hand. He got down on his knees and stuck his head under the van. Usually, the animals crouched near the illusory safety of the tires. He looked at the front end first, then the back.


  He heard something behind him, a huffing that sounded almost like a growl. He banged his head trying to turn around.


  Five javelinas surrounded him.


  “Bug off!” he shouted, annoyed.


  But instead of scurrying away as they usually did, they crowded closer.


  The one in the middle was the biggest pig he’d ever seen, the size of a Rottweiler or bigger. Lying on the ground as he was, it appeared enormous with huge tusks, longer-than-normal knobby legs, and a broad chest. It had tufts of fur around its mouth and eyes.


  Those eyes…


  He was transfixed by the look he saw in them. It was like looking into the eyes of something almost human: an angry, malevolent, and very intelligent creature.


  The big one, who was presumably the leader, grunted something. The pig on Hamilton’s left shot forward and ran its tusks down the side of his thigh. At first, he didn’t feel anything. Then an agonizing pain shot through his leg and up his body, and he screamed. He could see the cloth of his overalls flopping onto the road and red blood squirting out over the asphalt.


  Then the pig on the right did the same to his right thigh.


  Again, he screamed, and he tried to get up, but his legs weren’t working. The pigs were watching him now, as if curious, like children watching an anthill they’d tossed a match into.


  Especially the leader. It cocked its head to one side, an almost human gesture.


  Then it approached him.


  It stank. The javelinas really reeked, and the odor lingered on his overalls for the rest of the day whenever he caught one. He preferred to skip the skunk pig calls whenever possible though that damned Barry Hunter always insisted on it being him answering the call.


  The leader came right up to Hamilton and snorted mucus into his eyes. Hamilton closed his eyes, which were stinging and watering, and then opened them to see that the pig had its teeth near his throat. It was just waiting for Hamilton to look; as soon as he did, it lunged and bit into the soft flesh below his chin.


  Hamilton tried to scream, but it came out muffled.


  He reached up and grabbed the door handle. He used it to pull himself up, and the giant pig let go of him. Hamilton felt blood flowing down his chest. His legs wouldn’t support him that well, but he managed to open the door and crawl onto the seat.


  Just as he began to close the door behind him, he saw more javelinas coming. Five of the pigs acting so weird had been alarming. A couple of dozen of them looked like an invading army.


  He started the van and put his foot down on the clutch to put it in first gear, but it was as if his leg was rubber; it simply bent under the pressure. The van ground into gear, but Hamilton knew he wasn’t going to be able to do that again. Worse, the van was pointed uphill, and as he tried to put his other foot on the accelerator, the same thing happened—his leg seemed to bend, and he realized that the pigs had cut his hamstrings. The pain was so great that he screamed before he knew he would scream, and then he kept screaming.


  The van stopped going forward, and he turned the wheel desperately to try to get it rolling downhill, but instead, the engine stalled, and the van started rolling backward. It was only then that he realized that the passenger window was open.


  A pig leaped through it and onto the seat.


  It lurched forward, and Hamilton saw a curved tusk heading for his throat, and then, there was a spray of red liquid on the inside of the front windshield.


  A strange lassitude came over him as another pig jumped through the window, clamped its jaws onto his cheek, and pulled a chunk of skin away.


  The driver’s side door opened.


  That’s not possible, Hamilton thought.


  Something had grabbed hold of his trousers, and he was being pulled out the door. He tumbled to the asphalt, landing on his shoulder with a loud snap. His head ground along the pavement as something pulled him first one way then another; he was surrounded by the javelinas, which were tearing parts of him away.


  The pain was distant now. Once again, the giant pig came toward him. Its huge jaws opened and closed around his face, and he felt the pressure building and then heard a squishing sound as his face was torn away.


  I give up, Hamilton thought.


  Fucking javelinas.


  Chapter Two


  After Hamilton left, Barry put the lawn fixtures back together as best he could. He’d left them upended all morning because he’d wanted Hamilton to see the full extent of the damage. It felt good to put everything back in place even if he had to prop up the bird feeder posts with rocks and even if he wrenched his back getting the concrete birdbath upright.


  He eased into his favorite chair—a nice, padded chair under the eaves. He poured himself a drink, closed his eyes, and basked in the heat for a while.


  When he opened his eyes, they alighted on the sign he’d hung from the patio roof only a couple of days before: “The Hunter Hacienda.” A guy in a booth at the weekend festival downtown had burned the letters into the wood with an old-fashioned magnifying glass.


  The smell of charred wood had brought back memories of summer camp: the making of leather lanyards and signs and other folksy things. The artisan had done it in a matter of minutes with a practiced ease that had made Barry want to take up some kind of handicraft in his dufferhood.


  Barry was content with a small house, someone else mowing the lawn, a pool nearby to cool off in with a little noodling, a clubhouse to play cards or billiards at, and a pickleball court. He and his wife didn’t have any kids to Jenny’s sorrow, and once in a while, if he was honest with himself, to his own regret as well.


  He had decided to fully embrace his dufferhood.


  His wife, Jenny, she was the social one. Always had been. Without her, he’d be one of those grumpy old guys you see floating around who don’t participate in any activities. She was his intrepid scout, finding compatible couples to test-socialize with, and they had developed a regular group that got together every week to talk politics.


  They might reside in Red State Arizona, but the people in their group were mostly good old-fashioned liberals. No doubt other groups were meeting on other patios and were full of new-fashioned idiotic conservatives, but again, Barry didn’t give a damn.


  Every afternoon, he’d sit on the back patio and drink vodka gimlets and wonder how he got so lucky. Jenny joined him about half the time, but she’d developed her own circle of friends. He didn’t mind. He liked being alone. Always had.


  He got all the socializing he wanted on Facebook, keeping up with the people back in the town he’d spent his entire career in, which was way too cold and trendy for his taste. He couldn’t seem to completely let go of the Facebook thing. Spent way too much time on it.


  But there was no reason to worry about it. His was an ideal existence as far as he was concerned.


  Except for the damn javelinas.


  Who’d have thought he’d spend his retirement at war with pigs?


  “They aren’t pigs,” he could hear Officer Hamilton saying. “They are peccaries, an entirely different family.”


  “Look like pigs to me,” he’d say, teasing the Animal Control officer.


  “Well, they are in the same suborder as pigs. But different animals.”


  “Grunts like a pig, smells like a pig, it’s a pig.”


  Hamilton would give up, shrugging.


  The brush at the edge of the lawn stirred, and five large javelinas burst into Barry’s backyard. The pigs looked as if they were spoiling for a fight. Some instinct made him stand up and edge for the door. He slid the door halfway closed and stood there watching them.


  Their leader came forward by itself. It didn’t take its eyes off Barry. It was a casual yet threatening approach. When it was ten feet away, Barry closed the door until only his head was poking out.


  There had been clouds covering the sun when the javelinas had first trotted into view. Now the sun came out, and Barry could see the light glancing off the pig’s eyes.


  He winced, and a cold chill came over him.


  Then it started clashing its teeth. Barry had heard this sound before as the herds of javelinas rooted about, knocking their tusks together.


  “Keeps their tusks sharp,” he could hear Hamilton’s voice say. “Nothing to be alarmed about.”


  Well, he was alarmed. Scared, actually.


  This javelina was huge. Barry was close enough to the animal to see that its tusks curved slightly, which was unusual: most javelinas have straight tusks. This pig looked more like a wild boar, a razorback.


  The pig was examining him, measuring the distance, as if trying to figure out if it could get to Barry before he could close the door.


  Something compelled Barry to start sliding it the rest of the way shut.


  The pig shot forward so fast it was just a blur of motion. It stuck its snout through the last four inches of the opening, and it pushed the door open another inch before Barry could start countering its frantic efforts. It huffed, almost growled, and again, its yellow eyes transfixed Barry. A murderous rage and a cunning intelligence radiated from the creature. Its stink filled the house.


  “Scent glands,” Hamilton explained. “It’s how they mark their territory. They rub it on each other, too, which is why they stink.”


  Some primitive primate instinct took over Barry. He roared out a strange, warlike cry that he didn’t realize he had in him and kicked the creature’s snout with the bottom of his slipper. He felt its tusks cut into the soft sole, and there was a flash of pain, but the javelina pulled away, and he slammed the door all the way shut and locked it for good measure.


  For a few moments, the two of them stared at each other.


  Barry understood. This was to be a fight to the death.


  Just then, he heard his wife pulling up in the front driveway. The javelina heard it too and turned and ran back to its fellows. The animals seemed to converse, and then they ran around the corner and out of sight.


  Barry turned and sprinted for the front door. His injured foot stung with every step, but he ignored the pain. He slid the last few feet to the door, slamming into it, and threw it open. His wife was halfway between the car and the door, cradling paper shopping bags in each arm.


  “Hurry!” Barry shouted. “Get inside!”


  To her credit, she picked up the pace. Barry could see her forming a question.


  “No time!” he shouted. “Run!”


  He saw a flash of motion from the left side of the house, and the five javelinas came running around the corner, moving as a solid wave.


  Jenny saw them coming. She dropped the bags and sprang into the hallway. Barry slammed the door shut just as something struck the outside of it with a loud thump.


  There was a narrow window running down the length of the door, and he peered out. Four of the pigs were rooting through the dropped groceries, but the big one was right there, staring back from mere inches away. It shook itself all over as if saying, “Just about got you, sucker.”


  Then it slowly, almost majestically, turned around and walked toward the other pigs, who moved aside and let it pick the choicest bits of food.


  And then Barry’s ladylike wife, who never swore, said, “What the fuck just happened?”


  Chapter Three


  Jenny brushed past Barry, a look of annoyance on her face that said, “It’s all your fault.”


  She slipped on the bloody footprints he’d left on the tiles. Barry caught her just in time, stabilizing her against the wall. Nice and cozy. He looked into her eyes, expecting a welcoming look, he guessed. Maybe even a quick kiss. How long since they’d hugged just for the hell of it?


  She pushed him away. It was subtle, but there was no doubt it was a rejection.


  Then he saw the reason for her clumsiness. She was wearing high heels, what she used to call her “fuck-me shoes.”


  Why was she wearing them?


  “You know we’re retired, right?” Barry said jokingly. “You don’t have to wear high heels anymore?”


  A strange expression came over Jenny’s face, and she glanced away. “Just because we’re retired doesn’t mean we have to let ourselves go.” She looked back at Barry, not at his face but at his belly, which he immediately sucked in. He’d gotten on the scales that morning and discovered that for the first time in his life, he topped 200 pounds.


  Now that he was paying attention, he noticed that Jenny was wearing her nicest outfit, her powder blue pantsuit and pearl necklace, and her nails and hair looked freshly done. Barry realized he had no idea where she’d spent the morning. Where had she been, anyway? She had her own friends, an almost separate life, and that was okay. It had always been just fine up in Bend, Oregon, where they’d lived for the past thirty years. She had all her work friends to go do things with while he stayed home mostly, doing promotional writing. He’d been itching to get out of that overly touristy city—which had been a nice, cozy little town when they’d first moved there—for years. But they’d had to wait until Jenny retired and got her full pension.


  She hadn’t really wanted to move to Arizona. She’d wanted to go back to Philadelphia, where most of her family lived. But Barry had had enough of cold climates. Until now, he’d thought she was as okay with it as he was.


  “Where were you today?” he asked as if casually interested.


  She ignored his question. “Why did you yell at me like that? They were just javelinas. You had me all freaked out. You made me overreact, drop the groceries.”


  “Jesus, Jenny!” he exclaimed. “Didn’t you see them? They were out for blood!”


  She looked down at his bleeding foot and frowned. “How did that happen?”


  “I kicked a pig away from the door. It was trying to get in.”


  “Trying to get in,” she repeated slowly as if he’d said Martians had landed in the backyard.


  “I caught my foot on its tusk.”


  “Yeah, that happens when you kick a pig in the face,” Jenny said
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