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THE HOOF PRINT ON THE victim’s forehead told Avery someone had a sick idea of a Christmas revelry.

“It’s a deer’s hoof.” She recognized it as one of many she spotted in her own yard, growing up.

So, he’d met his death by blunt trauma to the head.

What killed him? Why did he sport a hoof print on his forehead? In the last nine months she’d worked for the Virginia Forestry Department, she’d seen a lot of accidents out here. Nothing involving deer hooves.

“Maybe we ought to petition the state to lower the speed limit,” an officer said.

“What good would it do?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Seems to me, he scrabbled with Rudolph,” she voiced the quip and her fellows chuckled.

“Did anyone see a red-nosed fleeing driver?” one asked.

“Or Dasher. Why’d the author pick reindeer?” Doesn’t matter, at the moment. She filed the idea away for another time.  Avery shook her head. “Never did make sense to me, enslaving a wild animal. Why not have Santa use dogs or horses?”

Her partner shrugged.

“Do you think he thanks them for their help?”

It was a better thought than concentrating on this poor hiker’s death. Mr. Alvin Schmidt, fifty-seven years old, according to his driver’s license.

“He’s lucky he wasn’t here this Fall.”

“What about the Fall?” the coroner asked.

Avery crossed her arms and peered at the official, noting the hair at the crown of his head was much thinner than her too-thick dishwater ponytail. “Fall is reindeer mating season.”

“You’re kidding. I thought that was...well, now.”

“Nope.”

“He’s lucky.” The coroner kept on with his work. “The deer might’ve gored him, rather than just kick him in the head.”

Avery looked away as he continued. She’d never gotten used to the gore of death.

She helped as the police did all they could to gather evidence, the first step in their investigation. Avery climbed into her SUV. The back seat was full of her equipment: First Aid kits, orange road cones, and a semi-automatic rifle, just in case. Raging animals could be deadly, and she didn’t need this latest accident to tell her that.

The reports logged, she went back to work, the next night, and the next.  The worst were the nights she had to help the paramedics get men and women out of trouble in the forest.

In all the nights that passed, she never saw anyone else mauled by a stray deer, and was thankful for it.

She looked over her report one last time. Something was missing in Schmidt’s timeline. Why had the deer, as it seemed, kicked the poor dead man? Had they overlooked a rifle somewhere? Was he hunter, and not merely a hiker? The thought made her furious, for she hated to think of some human hurting the deer for no reason. And what reason could modern man, with grocery stores in abundance all over, need to kill the animal?

Why was he out there, in the way of a rampaging deer? She didn’t think the victim was an unlucky hunter. They’d found no rifle near his body. Nor did they find photos of the animal on the man’s phone. So he wasn’t out for art’s sake.

The police called her back. Apparently, she wasn’t the only one still wondering about this case. “Ranger Cuthbert, this is Officer Lydecker, Middelburg PD. We spoke last night. I have a few more questions, if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind at all. What can I help you with?”

She answered as best she could but she couldn’t swear she’d ever seen the victim before yesterday. There was no evidence to say he’d ever harassed a poor deer. But it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility.

“So the attacking animal may, or may not, have been merely defending its territory, or its young?”

“I’d say it probably was. I’d wonder if Alvin Schmidt provoked the animal out of fun. Was he drunk at the time?”

“Toxicology hasn’t come back,” Officer Leydecker said. “But it was possible.”

“More likely, the poor man was in the wrong place at the wrong time as the buck stampeded through.”

Leydecker thanked her for her help and ended the call.

“Find anything?” another ranger’s voice drew her attention away from her computer screen.

Avery sat back and rubbed at her stiff neck trying to soothe a pain there. “Not yet, Brooker.”

Heidi Brooker, at once a colleague and a friend, knew when she was working herself too hard and tried to make her take a break, once in a while. “I’m not sure there is anything to find,” she said. “Mr. Schmidt had a run of bad luck, nothing more.”

Avery opened her mouth to argue.

Heidi twiddled with the end of a dark braid streaked golden from the sun; her thin cheekbones, slim wrists and hands, showed a slight sunburn despite winter. “At least take tonight off. Come out with us.”

She glanced to her computer, nudging the mouse. The date and time displayed in tiny letters to the left hand of the screen: December 23, 7:21 PM. “Out? No, I have to finish this up.”

“What’s there to finish? You turned in all the paperwork already.”

“Maybe.” Maybe that wasn’t all to the story. How to explain to her friend that she felt as if she was missing something?

Heidi shrugged. “Fine, then. I’ll see you New Year’s Eve, though? Don’t forget, the party starts at nine.”

“I wouldn’t miss it.”

Her friend laughed, nudged her, left the station. Avery stared at her computer, typing, erasing, thinking, for another half-hour. Thwarted of more information, she snatched her coat and the iconic Ranger hat from the closet and headed into the wintery night.

She made her way back to the accident scene. There, the bloodstain where they’d found poor Alvin. The snow had already covered most of the red stain, but a drop or two stood uncovered.

She peered north, toward the trees. A line of footprints headed into the forest. Fresh hoof prints, as well. With the number of deer around here, on better days, she would disregard them. Tonight, something pulled her to investigate deeper.

Kicking snow out of her way, she dove in. Snow fell from tree branches as she pushed them out of her way. A rabbit poked its head up from its warren to watch her. A fox with a bushy gray tail froze, feet away, and crouched down, eyeing her before turning its attention back to the poor rabbit. Avery trudged deeper in, following the deer tracks. The fox circled back on its trail and disappeared into the trees in the opposite direction.

The deer tracks stopped under an American Beech tree. Its leaves still glistened golden, despite the snow gracing the branches. Here, Avery noticed something strange. Human footprints replaced the deer tracks.

A human? Avery drew a pad and pen from her inner coat pocket and made a note: He might’ve provoked the animal. She settled on a cold, downed log as she watched the landscape, considering the deepening shadows, the mystery of the woods and that of the puzzle before her. If the man were a hunter, a deer, especially one with the kinds of impressive horns she’d seen now and again, would be an enticing prize. And a deadly foe. But there weren’t any puncture marks on the victim’s body. Did the deer jump over him and knock him senseless, not giving up his head and no doubt impressive antlers. Avery felt a little pride for the animal’s victory, and made another note.

That’s what happens when you anger the spirit of the forest.

Fancy though it was, was it possible that’s what happened?

She noticed him watching her, then. A dark shape against the darker shape of the trees. Not ten feet away, a man crouched at the base of a tree, surrounded by the two-foot tall babies it dropped. From her perch, and his angle, the lower of the branches, empty of leaves, seemed to rise from his head.

Or were they antlers? Avery feared to breathe, or move a finger, or to rub her eyes to be certain this was no illusion, for fear she might frighten the man away.

He sat watching her quietly. She was no artist, but she drew a crude sketch of him, then scratched out the horns of which she wasn’t certain. The police department artist would maybe find use out of her drawing. On second thought, she wondered if she shouldn’t keep this to herself. Depending...

“Hi.” She scolded herself for the lame opening. How often had she given speeches and tours to
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