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      Sometimes an old dog’s nose is the only warning we get of the weird critters that seep through the walls of this world.

      Larry’s great-granny had taught him that before he could look across her battered old kitchen table without being up on his toes. The old herb woman been full of lessons her granny had brought over from the old country, stories of other times and places, and of the magic that grew right up out of the lush earth. You could feel it in the woods, she said. You could listen and hear the wind and the trees layin’ their plans.

      Larry used to love hearing her old voice drawin’ them other worlds down, sitting in one of the dark bentwood rockers while she twisted her cobweb hair up into its screaming bun, the air thick and hot and heavy as an old dowry quilt fresh from the washbucket. The critters, the normal critters, would be a-singin’ the summer to bed as the days got shorter and the temperature still soared.

      Granny Pearlie’s old homeplace was a small but sturdy tin-roofed cabin, the foot-thick chestnut logs telling their own story of great forests gone by, and the wraparound porch of splintery pine boards would catch the evening breeze. To Larry, that breeze always sounded like it was commentin’ on the tales, like it knew more than the ignorant dirt scratchers of Dickenson County.

      Larry wished she was still around now. He sure could use her advice.
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      Larry Crabtree had been sheriff of Dickenson County for the last ten years. In all that time, he’d no more to deal with than teenage hooliganism, family squabbles, getting drunks off the road—the usual small town stuff. Oh, there was the occasional dead body, whether from a highway wreck or by their own hand, but Holly Creek was a quiet town. Mostly.

      This, though. This was getting a mite weird. Abry Stanley’s cows had been getting sick over the last year, withering away or else giving milk that was clabbered and streaked with blood and pus. His youngest, twelve-year-old Cathy, was also feeling puny. Just getting weaker and more pale, day by day. She was really his granddaughter. Her daddy dead in the mines, and her mamma run off doing who knew what, who knew where. Abe had taken in the two little’uns, and did his best by them, but Cathy wasn’t doing well at all.

      Seemed like there was always one or two girls in Bonnie Skeens’ seventh grade classes with the same ailment, and this year was poor Cathy’s turn. Doc Phipps didn’t know what to do for them, and every test came back negative. Physically, Cathy was healthy as a horse. No reason for it. Like she was pinin’ to death like someone in those old romance stories.
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      Larry wasn’t thinking a bit about Abry and his problems as he walked up Main Street to the courthouse and his small office behind. The mid-September breeze was cool this morning, hinting at colder weather on the way. On the ridges, the maples and oaks were wearing their party colors of red, yellow, and orange, prettying themselves up for one last hoorah before bedding down for the winter.

      He waved and passed a word with the townies he met, most of them faces he’d known all his life. Or their lives in the case of the younger, of which there were more and more as he grew increasingly vintage. The town was awake, the daily rounds of the old brick and wood businesses well underway. Most of the buildings in what passed for a downtown dated back fifty years or more, to the times of coal and lumber booms. The mines and mills were mostly gone now, but the town stayed alive and the people endured.

      Old Mrs. Carter grabbed him for a few minutes of bellyaching about the noise from Dana’s place. She was swelled up and had high color under the paint on her cheeks. Dana kept a pack of beagles that he called huntin’ dogs, and everyone else called spoiled troublemakers. They’d gotten out of the fence again and trampled her prized violet patch and didn’t he know how much time and love she put into her garden and Lord why couldn’t he keep them mutts under control. Larry promised to talk to Dana again, more to get away from her than because he thought it would do any good.

      The County school bus roared by, delivering the daily load to the high school. Old Sheila Powers behind the wheel, waving as she passed. Miz Sheila she’d been to him since he first rode the clanky old thing, almost four decades ago. She’ll outlive us all, he thought as he entered the old brick building he shared with the Commonwealth Attorney and other magisterials. Miz Sheila had to be well in her seventies, but was still spry and sassy as a woman half her age. Didn’t look a day over fifty, but that might be the hair dye and layers of makeup. He didn’t think she’d had any work done, not on her pay. Maybe she just got lucky in the gene lottery.

      He greeted Pauline, the young receptionist who’d been riding Miz Sheila’s bus just a couple of years ago, picked up his mail and memos, then stepped into his office to see Abry standing there.

      Abry had his old hat in his hands, wringing it tightly, nervous as a bug. His grey hair bristled in the angry crewcut he’d probably been born with, and his eyes were haunted, darting around the office before lighting on Larry’s.

      “The Devil’s come to my house Larry,” he said, serious as could be. Larry, who’d seen more of the world than the Virginia coalfields after a few years in the Army, had gotten over most of the superstitions and backwood beliefs of his raising. But he knew better than to outright scoff at such declarations. Folks got ugly when you made out they were being foolish.

      So he told the old farmer to park himself in the chair opposite. Pauline came in with coffee for them both. Abry didn’t even look at his. Just shuffled his booted feet, squirming in the heavy wooden chair, hands tucked in the flaps of his worn biballs.

      “What makes you think that, Abe?” Larry finally asked. “Seen a big red feller with a hayfork?” He was trying to get a smile out of Abry, get him to relax a little, but no luck there.

      “Nossir. Nothin’ like that.” Abry leaned forward and looked Larry right in the eye. “You ever see a big black critter, big as an ol’ papa bear? But not no bear, and not anything I ever seen before. Kinda like a big panther, but shaped wrong, somehow. Dint have no legs that I could see, but still moved like a cat.”

      “Come on, Abe. There ain’t any panthers left—”

      “I seen that thing sniffin’ around outside Cathy’s bedroom door,” Abry said. “Inside the house. I never heard nothin’ until I seen it in the hall.” His hands were again twisting and wringing in his lap. “I hollered, you bet I did. It looked right at me, give out a high lonesome wail, like a widder woman at her man’s funeral. It shot past me and jumped out the hall winder. I run to look, but it was gone, just like that. The dogs was all hollerin’ fit to split, and like to never calmed down.”

      He looked hard at Larry, like he was trying to make him believe just by force of will. “That winder’s on the downslope side of the house. Thirty foot or more off the ground. I went outside and hunted, but nary a print nor nothin’ did I see. Only thing left of it was its stink, like dirty coal smoke fulla sulphur. The worst of it, though…when that…whatever it was…looked at me, it looked at me with a human bein’s eyes. Blue, like a deep lake, and fulla hate.”

      Larry leaned back and considered. He figured Abry had seen something all right, probably a ‘coon had snuck in and then got spooked and climbed out the window and down the wall. But a mountain lion? They’d been hunted to death close on a hundred years ago. He figured old Abe had been half asleep or half snockered and let his imagination get away with him.

      “Well Abry, I can get hold of the game warden, see if he’ll come over and set a trap or two. Would that do ya?”

      “I’m goin’ to ketch that thing tonight, Sheriff,” Abry said. “I don’t know what it is, or what all it’s a-doin’, but I don’t mean to let it have another try at my Cathy.” He stood and turned toward the door, then looked back. “Can you come, Larry? Tonight? My mind’s set and I’ll not change it, but I sure wouldn’t say no to some comp’ny.”

      Larry meant to say no, to tell Abry that it wasn’t anything but some wild critter snuck in his house, but the old man was giving him a look that said I ain’t gonna beg, but I’m begging all the same. Larry heaved a deep breath, trying to disguise a sigh.

      “Okay, Abe. I’ll meet you at your place around nine tonight.”
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