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The big brown Doberman whose two-legged Pack called it “Sam” scratched at the thick front door. The harsh, alien smell that had pulled him from his pleasant dream of romping in the yard with the Master and his daughters was starting to fade, but there was enough of it left to drive him into a frenzy.

Sam barked at the door, but the noise had no more effect than clawing had. The Bad Thing was getting away! He scrambled over to the window overlooking the front yard, claws clicking loudly on the hardwood floor. He jumped up and watched, forepaws on the windowsill and gaze locked on where the street turned around the corner. The horrible shape reeking of metal and darkness was gone now.

But it hadn’t gone alone. It had a small child with it. The Little Girl was only a few years younger than Teresa, the Master’s older daughter, had been when she’d gotten him as a puppy. No matter how much Sam had scrabbled, barked, and howled, the Bad Thing had escaped!

With a final, defeated scratch at the unyielding door, Sam turned and retreated to his bed beside the red brick fireplace. He lay down on the white softness and locked his eyes on the front door. The Young Man who walked him when the Master, his wife, and their children would come get him sooner or later. And then he would hunt the Bad Thing.
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“Whoa, boy!” Carl Sanders pulled back on the leash, trying to keep the dog from tearing his arm off. It was barely eight in the morning and he hoped that his struggle to control Sam wouldn’t annoy any of the neighbors. The Doberman furiously sniffed along where the black asphalt met the pale sidewalk, as though he was after an animal or something.

He rolled his eyes. Why the hell does Mr. Bucek want me to walk him this early? There was plenty of water in Sam’s bowl, so he doubted the dog’s bladder would have burst if he’d slept another hour.

He sighed. Only two more days until the Buceks got home. Then there’d be another $100 in his replacement-car fund. There was a good Honda Accord at the lot by school...
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Sam frantically sniffed where the dark grass kissed the white cement. The Bad Thing came this way. It had stayed on the ground after turning the corner across the street. It hadn’t tried to get over the high metal fence. That made it smarter than the Bad Dog that lived there at least.

Sam kept sniffing, getting as clear a scent of the Bad Thing as he could. He had to find it! It could not be allowed to threaten the Master, his mate, and their young. The Young Man kept tugging on the leash, saying, “Come on, boy,” like all he expected Sam to do was walk and occasionally mark his territory.

Sam kept sniffing. The trail led down the street. The Young Man will get his wish. For now.
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“Finally,” Carl said when the dog started walking again. He wanted to finish as soon as possible — walk Sam around the lower part of the neighborhood, scoop his poop in the plastic bag, get back to the Buceks’ house, and then go home.

He turned on his iPod and a screaming blanket of heavy metal engulfed him. If he had to be out there this early, at least Godsmack could liven it up a bit.
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Sam sniffed at the dark asphalt. The trail of the Bad Thing continued along the curve of the street. Several houses lay ahead, their backs to the placid brown lake and the woods that butted up right against it.

Sam discerned other smells covering the scent of the Bad Thing. It was the wet scent of algae and the dry scent of trees, and the in-between scent of mud. Scents he remembered from the times when the Master would take him to the lake and throw the ball for him to dive in and catch. But the Bad Thing’s scent stuck out from the rest. Unnatural. Terrible. Bad.

Sam’s head snapped toward the lake, nose pointed straight toward where the water lapped at the lawns. The Bad Thing had crossed the street here, heading toward the water.

The Young Man had other ideas. He tugged on the leash, trying to drag Sam back across the street toward the hill rather than allowing him to go down toward the woods by lake. Down to where the Bad Thing lurked.

“Come on boy,” the Young Man said. “Let’s go this way.”

Sam whined, straining on the leash. The Bad Thing was there! The Bad Thing was hiding in the trees by the lake!

The Bad Thing that must be destroyed!

The Young Man was oblivious to the danger. He kept pulling on the leash. “What’s with you?” The Young Man tugged again on the leash. Sam moved only as much as he needed to take the pressure off his throat. His long muzzle pointed determinedly toward where the Bad Thing had gone. He whined, continuing to strain towards the water. Perhaps if he made enough fuss, the Young Man would give in.

Luckily he did. “All right. We’ll go this way.”
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The Young Man isn’t so stupid after all, Sam thought as he followed the stench of the Bad Thing across the street. The Bad Thing had stayed near the curb, moving up the road toward the hill. Then it veered across a smooth driveway and behind a fine brick house that had no fence, into the woods that lined what Sam knew to be the creek that fed the lake. Sam nearly jumped after the scent, only for the leash to abruptly stop his movement.

“No,” the Young Man said. “We’re not going onto someone else’s property.”

Sam tugged on his leash. The Young Man’s grip was like iron. Occasionally the Young Man would stumble forward a step or two. Then he would recover and dig in his heels. Sam whined. They were wasting time! The Bad Thing might hurt the Little Girl!

And the Little Girl wasn’t far. Her smell reminded him of the Master’s younger daughter, the one who would pet him and occasionally decorate him. He growled in righteous fury.

“Whoa, boy.” The Young Man was afraid now. Probably afraid of Sam when he should be afraid of the Bad Thing. “What’s going on?”

The Bad Thing was nearby, and so was the Little Girl it had taken. The Young Man clearly didn’t know this. Sam had to make him know. He spun and snapped at the Young Man. He didn’t want to hurt him, just to startle him enough to...

It worked! With a shout, the Young Man dropped the leash. Sam bolted into the trees, ready to destroy the Bad Thing, to save the Little Girl and defend the Pack.
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“Shit!” Carl shouted as Sam rushed across the driveway of the family that had just moved into the neighborhood. He scrambled backward, trying to control the shaking in his limbs.

What the hell? He could have ripped my damn throat out!

What was he going to tell Mr. Bucek when he got back? Sam had never snapped or growled at him before. He’d always been a good dog, even when that idiot dog across the street barked at him.

He turned off his iPod, shoved it in his pocket, and listened for a moment. He couldn’t hear any movement or activity inside the house. I guess we didn’t wake them up. He shook his head. Sam, not the neighbors, was his responsibility. Brushing aside his hesitation, Carl ran across the driveway towards the thick woods behind the house. Sam couldn’t have gotten far.

The eerie sounds of insects touched his ears as the woods devoured him. As he passed beneath a gnarled tree, Carl felt the hairs rise on the back of his neck. Something was wrong here.

It’s nothing, Carl thought, brushing aside his instincts. The woods are just a bit darker and cooler, that’s all. 

Sam’s license jingled faintly a few yards ahead, just over an ivy-covered hill. Carl set off after the wayward dog.
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The smell of the Bad Thing was strong in the creek bed. Sam fought his way through the thick ivy lining the water’s edge, following the smell of horror, water, and the Little Girl.

Suddenly, his leash yanked him backwards. Sam tumbled onto his side. He pulled himself up, shaking the leaves away, and started again. Two more steps and his collar choked him once more. His leash must have caught on something.

“Sam!” the Young Man shouted. “Where are you?” The Young Man was too close. If he didn’t do something, the Young Man would get hold of his leash and he’d have to snap at him again. Or worse.

Sam tugged on the leash. The chain bit into his throat. Twigs cracked behind him. The Young Man was getting closer. He continued tugging, each motion more and more frantic.

“Sam, what the hell are you up to?” the Young Man called. Sam lunged with all his might, tearing the leash away from whatever had caught it. He immediately resumed his pursuit.

He hadn’t gotten far when he encountered a huge moss-covered log. He jumped up, forepaws scrabbling on the wood. The log defeated his first effort to scale it. He shook his head and tried again. His claws sank into a weak spot. He dragged himself atop the log. What he saw next made his lips curl back in rage.

The Little Girl, still clad in her pink footed pajamas, lay sprawled on a patch of dry ground on the shore of the creek. The Bad Thing lay nearby.

It resembled a snake, but not the meek garden snakes Sam would chase back into their holes when the Master’s young played in the yard. This particular snake was gigantic, at least twice as long as Sam. Its head was huge and triangular, with two beady eyes located near the point. It glowed an odd silver color, like one of the humans’ lamps. Slowly, almost lazily, it pushed the Little Girl towards the murky water.

Sam growled. The creature’s head snapped up. Its
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