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The cats of Pearl Falls, Vermont all went crazy one day in late September. Around dawn they were scratching at doors, treading on their owner’s faces, whining for breakfast, like usual. With full bellies they traipsed off to do what cats do, Sloane supposes. Licking themselves and pooping in boxes and basking in beams of sunlight.

Sloane sits in a black rental car outside of the Burlington airport. He watches four synchronized videos, each taking up a corner of his tablet’s screen. The first shows a shabby living room with ripped furniture, clutter and beer cans on the coffee table and side table, a black cat staring at something (a rat?) in a corner. Another living room, much grander, twenty-foot ceilings and a fireplace in the center of the far wall, with huge windows soaking mid-century modern furnishings in sun, a white long-haired cat flicking its tail as it lays on its side. A tidy, pastel and floral kitchen, an orange and white cat sitting on the counter, looking out the window wistfully. And a bedroom, navy and black, big bed, hastily made, and no cat visible, maybe it’s under the bed. Why average families have cameras in their living areas, he doesn’t understand. Trying to be ‘influencers’? He reckons he knows what the camera in the bedroom is for.

The time stamps all match, 11:05am and the seconds adding up. At 11:06 a droning noise starts to build; that of four cats yowling, irritation or fear rising. A warning. Then four cats take off like bullets from guns, little legs pumping as they run up walls, ricochet off furniture, knock pictures and glasses and flower vases and beer cans over, still shrieking. Two of them bust through screens on windows. The one in the bedroom disappears off camera. The one in the fanciest house has knocked a tall lamp over and shattered one of the windows, and darts out as the shards are still falling around it.

Apparently every cat in Pearl Falls and the surrounding radius of four miles of the woods in every direction trashed their house, busted out and disappeared at 11:06am that day.

Three people seem to have gone with them.

Soren Sanchez, a nine year old boy slipped out the front door while his mother was in the shower, at approximately eleven o’clock. Rebekah Jankowski, a twenty-four year old was found to be missing from her tiny home behind her parents’ house that afternoon. And Stanley Horowitz, a fifty-three year old man got up and walked out of the assisted-living facility for handicapped adults that he called home, also at approximately eleven o’clock.

Each of the missing humans fell somewhere on the Autistic spectrum, with Rebekah and Stanley somewhat normally-functioning, and Soren nonverbal and thought to be in immediate danger without constant supervision. The report that Sloane was sent indicates that a massive search was undertaken the first and second days after their disappearances.

Hundreds of volunteers from town combed the woods for miles. On days three and four, police dragged the lakes. First and Second Lake are small, on the local golf course, and Pearl Falls is on the eastern bank of Lake Champlain, which is massive. Dragging it is probably a wild goose chase. Not a trace was found of any of the three missing persons, nor any of the cats.

As far as Sloane can tell, something terrorized the cats all into this frenzy. Or else summoned them. You’ve got to keep your mind open, early on in an investigation. And the people? Maybe they saw dozens of cats running down their street and followed, curious. Or maybe they sensed the same thing that the cats did. There are some who believe the ‘disorder’ to actually be the next step in human evolution.

Sloane has seen a plane land, thinks it’s the one that he was waiting on. Locals and tourists pour from the mouth of the terminal, wearing track suits and Hawaiian shirts and toting luggage. And so does a Middle-Eastern woman who must be Agent Ashraf.

He knows because she cuts through them like a knife, tall and slender and wearing a stylish black suit and silk blouse, carrying a black leather satchel and wheeling a carry on suitcase. Her hair is a thick cloud pulled back from her heart-shaped face, bouncing as she moves. Even with her stylish sunglasses on, Sloane can see her survey the first row of parked cars. He can feel her eyes land on him, correctly deducing the rental car, the Federal agent behind the tinted glass.

So, she’s astute.

He almost prefers working with the dumb locals. They follow, and let him lead. He has been on his own for years, now, while at work at least. Not having to consult anyone beyond keeping Kekoa updated.

Agent Ashraf stops beside the car.

Sloane thinks, Should I have opened the door for her? No. He’s not her husband, and he doesn’t want to come off as a chauvinist. She’s a federal agent, she can open a car door.

He rolls down the window. “Agent Ashraf?”

“Yes. Agent Sloane?”

“Yeah. Hop in.”

She lays her bag in the backseat, then slides into the passenger. As she removes her sunglasses, a pair of shrewd eyes are revealed, big and dark, with little lines around them. She must be a few years older than him. She’s lovely, in a unique, harsh way.

“Nice to meet you,” she says. Her voice is careful, devoid of accent, although Sloane knows she’s from Iran, originally.

“Yeah,” he says, turning the car on. “Welcome to the big leagues. You’ve seen the videos? The cats?”

He feels ridiculous saying it. It feels like a ridiculous case, and why on Earth could it require two of them? Kekoa wants Ashraf tested out on a freaky -but not too dangerous- case, he supposes. With supervision.

“I have.” She doesn’t elaborate.

“Any thoughts? Where do we start?”

“I’m wondering the same thing. You want to focus on the cats, not the missing special-needs child and two special-needs adults?” She can’t believe what she’s hearing, but she keeps her cards close to her chest.

“We don’t know for certain that the disappearances are related, although they might be. If they are, we might find them if we find the cats. If not, it’s not really our purview. You tell me; where do we start?”

He has had to queue behind other cars to get out of the parking long. Finally, they’re free, jumping right on the interstate, heading south. It’s a bright day. He has to put down his visor, and Ashraf puts her sunglasses back on.

“Well, cats have a wider range of hearing than dogs do, much higher than humans. They heard something that frightened them?”

“Thought of it. Had the videos analyzed. There was nothing detected.”

“Cats are territorial. Maybe they smelled or sensed something enter the area that they didn’t like.”

This is good, it’s exactly what Sloane thought. Smelled or sensed. You need to keep an open mind, in this job. Can’t let an investigation be limited by your own, narrow perception. But he wants to keep her on her toes. “Smelled it? Through the glass, and from a more than ten mile range?”

“Or sensed it in some other way. How many cats are we dealing with?”

“Over nine-hundred.”

She watches the videos again on her own tablet. “Has anyone found any of these cats?”

“No, not one.”

“Cat people are passionate, in my experience. Someone must have tried to track their cat down. Plenty have microchips, these days.”

“All that information was collected, and all of the cats who were chipped seem to have dug their microchips out of their flesh and left them in the same location, in the woods.”

Her lips purse. “Hm. Aren’t the chips usually-?”

“In the backs of their necks, yes. They must have coordinated the removal of each other’s microchips, they couldn’t possibly have done it themselves.” Sloane feels silly, talking about the cats as if they’re organized. And yet, they seem to be.

What’s that movie? They’re organized! He thinks for a minute, then he comes up with it. Chicken Run. Dianna’s pick, of course. They saw it in a theater. That was years ago. Were they still in high school, or was it college? The chickens were, indeed, organized, but that was clay-mation.

“Could the chips have malfunctioned, causing the temporary madness in the first place?”

“Maybe, I already put calls in the manufacturers. A few got back to me. There’s nothing to indicate it, no other instances nationwide, no strange readings before the occurrence.”

“If we can’t track them with technology, how about we try something old-fashioned? A bloodhound? Or a retired K-9 unit, a drug-sniffing dog? They’re meticulously trained though... they would just chase down the nearest joint. We access the database where the tracking info was stored, find out which owners also had dogs. One that would know the scent of its... cohabitant. We track the cats after they left the place where they removed their microchips.”

Sloane nods. “I like it.” He was thinking more along the lines of a hunter, to see if a herd of nine hundred cats could be tracked. But a dog is good, too.

They’re on the Ethan Allen Highway cruising south along scenic Lake Champlain, and with thick woods on the other side, mostly green but some changing to gold, deep red. It’s a beautiful part of the country, and Agent Ashraf doesn’t fill the silence with chatter.

Sloane likes that.

He likes silence, and a sunny day, and leaves beginning to change. Little moments. Little moments of peace are all he has, he has to savor them.

Ashraf takes his phone from the cradle without saying a word, redirects the navigation app, puts it back. Only when they’re pulling off the highway and rolling into the outer suburbs of Pearl Falls does she explain.

“We’re coming up on the house of Warrick O'Neil. He owns a series of hardware stores, the white cat in the video, and also a purebred bloodhound named Lady Bird. No criminal record beyond several parking tickets, several hunting rifles and a handgun registered in his name.” Thorough.

Sloane can’t remember which house the white cat was in, but pulling onto the spacious, tree-lined street of McMansions, he knows. The house is mid-century on the outside, too; split-level, a slanted roof on the upper floor, a wide driveway with a half a regulation basketball court professionally painted, a bright green lawn, perennials in flower beds sprouting from black mulch that pops against slightly orange wood.

They park and walk up, and Sloane hangs back, letting Ashraf knock. Inside, a hound bays.

“That must be Lady Bird.”

The man who opens the door is a burly black man, well dressed, with a neat beard. There’s a hint of a liquor smell coming off him. “Hello?” He clocks them as federals or police immediately. At his feet, a wrinkly bloodhound throws her head back and hollers again, and he shushes her. “Sh...”

“Warrick O'Neil?”

“Yes...”

“We’re special agents Ashraf and Sloane with the FBI. We’re in town investigating the cat issue. May we come in?”

The man is guarded. “Alright. Yes, come on in.”

They walk into a clean and spacious house. The only clutter is evidence of children who’ve left hockey gear and a half dozen pairs of shoes in the entryway. The dog pads along, sniffing at Sloane, wags her tail when he gives her a little pat on the head. The agents sit on a brown leather sofa, the host takes an armchair.

The tall window that the lamp and the cat smashed through has been boarded up with plywood, a perfect fit. Probably have to special order the glass. The afternoon sun shines in the other windows and on gleaming hardwood floors.

“Some coffee, or something?” Warrick offers.

“No, thank you.”

“Not necessary,” Sloane concurs, although he doesn’t sleep much ever since Dianna died. He has learned to function without that extra clarity.

Warrick states, confused, “You’re here investigating the cats disappearing? Not the people?”

Ashraf and Sloane look at each other.

She fields the question. “We’re investigating both. We think focusing on the cats is the way to find the humans. Maybe the same thing frightened them all, or else they saw nine hundred cats running down the street, and their curiosity got the best of them.”

“Okay... I guess that makes sense.”

Ashraf begins. “This is classified information. When the cats all disappeared, they went here-.” She pulls up the pinpoint on her phone’s map.

“I know,” Warrick says.

“Oh?”

“Snowball was chipped. I had access to the data, for a few hours before your goons shut us all out. No offense. I went out there, myself, the day he got out. I didn’t find anything.”

“The microchips were ripped out.”

That makes Warrick exhale sharply. His face is tired, Sloane notices. It pinches. “Who would do something like that?”

Ashraf is doing fine, so Sloane just observes.

“We don’t believe it was the act of a man. There was no human DNA found on the tracking chips. It seems that the animals tore them out of each other.”

That makes the man blink big, slightly yellowed eyes. He is not entirely well. “How... how would they know to do something like that?”

“We’re determined to figure that out. The analysis of the chips doesn’t indicate any malfunction or sabotage.”

“You think something made them all go crazy like that... communicated with them, somehow? Instructed them to remove each other’s chips? I couldn’t believe it, when I got the notification, and saw the video. Snowball isn’t a troublemaker, he’s not chaotic. His grandfather was a world champion show-cat!” He huffs, then covers his face. It seems that he’s trying not to cry. “Um... They wouldn’t have been badly hurt, would they? Tearing the chips out? They’re right under the skin...”

“I wouldn’t think so... We were hoping that your bloodhound might be able to track the cats after they left the chips behind.”

Warrick frowns. “Lady Bird? She’s just a lazy old hound dog. She hasn’t ever tracked anything.”

Ashraf says, “Bloodhounds are supposed to be natural trackers... And Lady Bird would recognize Snowball’s scent, wouldn’t she?”

“Maybe. I think it rained a little, this morning... it might not matter, though.”

“This might help to find Snowball and the rest. Would you accompany us out there?”

“Now?” He checks his watch, it’s a nicely made timepiece. He looks at Lady Bird. “I don’t know... She’s... Hold on.” His phone has chirped. He looks at the screen and sighs, tucks it away. “That’s my daughter. She wants to know if Snowball has come home yet. She asks five times a day. But I’ve had Lady Bird since she was nine weeks old... And she’s all I’ve got left.”

All he’s got. The house has felt strangely empty; it’s after school hours but the children aren’t here. Not to mention the slight alcohol smell coming off of Warrick; not the sweaty mildewed scent of alcohol leaking from pores that comes with a lifelong drinker. Just someone who had a few after lunch.

Sloane surmises that the wife left, and she took the kids. Sloane knows something about losing everything, he thinks the man will sense it, somehow. He says, “Whatever manipulated the cats didn’t bother Lady Bird, the first time. There’s nothing to indicate that it will, now. And you’ll be with her.”

Warrick sighs. “Yeah... alright. We’ll try. Come on, Girl. Go for a ride?”

Lady Bird gives a woof, bony body jumping up and tail starting to fly. Warrick looks around, unsure, finally remembers that he draped a leash across the back of the couch and comes back over to where both agents are standing.

He thinks for a second, hooking the leash to the dog’s collar. “I shouldn’t drive right now... Does one of you want to drive my truck out, so you don’t have to bring me back here? It’s a manual.”

The agents look at each other.

Ashraf says, “I can’t drive a stick. So, I guess I’ll follow you boys out there?”

Sloane doesn’t believe for one second that the woman can’t drive a stick-shift. Her age, and the level of competence that oozes off of her? Forget it.

He tosses her the keys to the rental car. “Don’t scratch it.” He’s not entirely sure why he says it. As numb as he is, it’s hard to even put his finger on what he’s feeling, sometimes. A little resentment, he supposes.

He likes bigger cases, world-changing, world-threatening cases. Hard to find time to think about your own world being ripped away when there’s an alien plant germinating with the power to wipe out humanity. He might be on a big case right now, if he weren’t sussing out Ashraf for Kekoa. Or maybe they both would be, if there were one brewing.

Maybe it’s lucky that he’s stuck with her on crazy cats because maybe she’d get him killed if it were a child-eating entity in Appalachia. No amount of real-world competence can stop you from freezing when you come across something unnatural for the first time.

Or maybe it’s unlucky for the same reason... But he shouldn’t think like that. Dianna wouldn’t like it.

So here we are, he thinks. Getting a civilian bloodhound to try to sniff out its friend, the cat that went crazy. Jesus.

“You know what, Warrick?” Sloane accepts the man’s keys with a Ford fob. “Could you whip us up some coffee, after all?”

“Good idea. Give me a minute. I’ve got a Keurig.”

“I’ll get my travel mug.”

They stand at the red Keurig, while it whirs and finally starts dripping French roast. Sloane realizes there’s something that they haven’t asked this man.

“Why the camera watching over your living room, Warrick?”

Warrick looks over, looks down. Ashamed. “My wife put that up. She thought that I was having an affair. I’m not. But she did see me having beers with breakfast. Her father drank himself to death, bankrupted her family. I promised I’d never be like that, and I don’t think I am... but I was hiding it from her. I guess I might as well have brought another woman home, to our marital bed.”
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Chapter Two
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Sloane drives winding roads through thick Vermont woods still mostly green in a well-preserved nineteen-sixties Ford truck. It’s red and round and with a brown leather bench seat. Classic and cherry.

Lady Bird is wedged between the two men, tail wagging, loving going for a ride. Whenever Sloane has to put his hand on the shifter, she licks it. He gives her a pat. If not for the suit he wore and the gun at his hip, he might look and feel like a different sort of man. Like a family man who owns a chain of hardware stores, wears plaid, goes to church on Sundays. Or synagogue.

Warrick has brought flashlights, just in case. And he has brought a closed, hard-shell rifle case. He sits on the passenger side with it resting between his legs. Sloane hasn’t told him yet that he doesn’t want an impaired civilian toting a gun in his vicinity. Maybe he won’t. Ah, but Ashraf will be out there with them, and he should be looking out for her. He knows she has some kind of special training from Iran or Israel, or maybe both, and additional training from the FBI of course, but he’s not clued in to the details... He can’t assume. And no amount of skill can outrun a drunk’s bullet.

Warrick directs Sloane to turn off the state road, to a bumpy two-track. Ashraf creeps along behind them in the rental. If it rained earlier, as Warrick said, it must not have rained hard. The road isn’t muddy. Lucky; the rental is a front wheel drive Kia, it would get hopelessly stuck at the first opportunity.

Sloane can’t help but to remember going out riding in his old truck with Dianna, back in high school. He used to pray they would get stuck... the muddier, the better. He could almost always manage it, and he could almost always manage to get them unstuck after a dreamy hour or two.

“Just up there, you can pull off and park.”

Sloane does, shuts the truck off and hands over the keys. “I appreciate you bringing us out here, and lending us Lady Bird’s sniffer... but I can’t have you operating a firearm if you’re impaired.”

The man blusters, but doesn’t raise his voice. “I wouldn’t carry the rifle if I were impaired.”

“You wouldn’t drive.”

He bites out his words. “I had some coffee, I’m good. I’m a responsible gun-owner. I’ll keep the safety on and the barrel pointed down unless it’s needed.”

And to Sloane, he seems clear-headed.

The man doubles down. “I’m not going out there without my rifle, and my dog’s not going out there without me.”

“Alright.”

They climb out of the truck. Warrick leashes Lady Bird, and she’s already tugging at the lead, sniffing the ground, tail wagging. Ashraf sheds her suit jacket, exposing strong arms in a cap-sleeved blouse. She folds it in that way to give it a vertical crease and pulls on a windbreaker. Sloane leaves his jacket and tie behind, as well.

“How far is it to the sight?”

Warrick answers, “Few miles.”

They all stand at an overgrown trail head. It’s a gentle incline leading into a thick wood, the canopy blocking much of the afternoon sun. Wind rustles the leaves, a bird chirps further in. Sloane has had a lot of encounters in the woods, so they always feel eerie to him. He looks at the others and tries to determine if they are feeling it, too.

Warrick is clearly daunted, he holds Lady Bird’s leash in both hands, white-knuckled. She’s all he has. Her and the rifle under one arm, and the thing is an older model but well taken care of from the look of it.

Ashraf is looking, listening. Sloane watches her shrewd eyes take in the forest, the sun at the midpoint of the western sky; maybe three hours until dark descends. And she zeroes in on the rifle under Warrick’s arm, then glances at Sloane, making sure that he’s aware, that they’re on the same page. He gives a nod. They wordlessly agree to vigilance.

That’s good.

They each have a flashlight. Warrick takes the lead with Lady Bird straining at her leash, and that keeps the barrel of his rifle pointed off into the woods.

He says as he trudges up the slope, “We’ll reach the place where the signal cut out in about an hour...”

They hike in silence. Sloane’s shoes are not ideal. He slips more than once on inclines, is breathing hard as they move through the forest. It gets darker, the further in they go.

Everywhere is green, everywhere is movement. Sloane keeps detecting birds taking flight further in, squirrels running up trees, dashing across branches. Acorns dropping off. It has him on alert, where he’s bringing up the rear of their party. He keeps looking behind him, seeing nothing. While he’s keeping his eyes peeled for anything out of the ordinary, he’s also watching Ashraf.

She is keeping her head on a swivel. Sloane can’t know how much she is seeing; if it’s less -or more- than he is. He wonders... if she’ll keep being such a closed book, then is this all for nothing?

Maybe he needs to start investigating her, while she investigates the crazy cats. Treat her like a cryptid, like a conspiracy. Maybe she is one. He would think he’s beyond reproach, by now, but maybe she’s a ringer that Kekoa sent in to test him. To assess his mental state and judgment in the wake of Dianna’s death? He has worked a few cases since then, and they went just fine. It wasn’t sudden. He had time to reckon with it, as she was dying. But maybe Kekoa is seeing cracks that Sloane himself cannot.

They’ve been walking for a good twenty minutes when Warrick stops on the trail. Glancing back at them, he says, “This is where we leave the trail. We’re not far, now...” He looks ahead, through the trees, and adjusts his hold on the leash, adjusts the strap of the rifle on his shoulder. He’s scared. “Alright, then... Stay close.”

Sloane knows that they’re heading south from the trail, that the cars are to the south west, and heading straight west would bring you to the state road eventually. He can navigate by sun and stars if need be. Ashraf surely can, too. He still wouldn’t want to be out here alone in the dark. He knows the kind of things that live in the dark. You can feel a similar thing under neon lights in a crowded city intersection as you feel out here in the woods, but the woods have the slight edge of eeriness, they can have that total silence.

That silence descends a few minutes later, like a part of Sloane knew that it would. He stops and snaps his fingers, once, decisively, gets his other hand on his gun. But the other two felt it, too. Ashraf’s head cocks. Lady Bird whines and huddles close to Warrick, and the man tosses the leash down, puts his boot on it to keep her close while getting both hands on his rifle.

The movements of tiny animals around have stopped. Only the wind doesn’t, so there is still the shuffle of greenery, but it’s different, now. Hiding something. There’s a hint of some unnatural movement, a heavy foot falling in the distance, but it’s hard to tell from which direction.

The back of Sloane’s neck prickles. He would swear that by now he knows the difference between being watched by something and someone. He would classify this as a ‘someone’. He’s not just being hunted, he’s being assessed. Maybe that’s latent paranoia about the Ashraf and Kekoa situation.

He turns in a slow circle.

Green, brown, a little red, a little amber. No lurking figure, but there are thick trees that could hide someone. For a long time, the three of them stand still, watching. He knows that they have to move.

He’s about to tell them to go on when Ashraf does.

“Let’s move.”

“You sure?” Warrick asks.

“Yes. There’s nothing there.”

She says it with ease, but not with conviction. Maybe she’s saying it for Warrick’s benefit, or maybe she’s saying it to whatever or whomever is listening. So it will lower its guard.

It takes every ounce of willpower for Sloane to turn his back and start walking again. His ears keep pricking at any little rustle, a twig snap. He has to relax his hand down at his side, let go of the gun. It’s like a pacifier for an anxious FBI agent. Even though he knows there are plenty of things out there that it can’t protect you from.

As they keep trudging through the undergrowth, Sloane’s hackles settle. Whatever was watching them isn’t anymore, that’s what he thinks, what he feels.

“This is it,” Warrick announces, stepping between two trees and into a little clearing.

Lady Bird barks once and tugs at her leash, tail wagging, nose pressed to the ground and sniffing.

Ashraf and Sloane follow, catching their breath. The clearing is not large. There’s a fire pit in the center from someone camping here not too long ago. A rise on the far side, with roots from an old tree snaking out of the dirt. Water flows somewhere in the distance.

There is no sign that the feds have been here, no crime scene tape. Sloane finds a few drops of blood on little shrubs and saplings, low to the ground, where a light rain would not have reached. Although the area has been trounced through; leaves and other loose debris cleared and probably much of the evidence with it. Nothing of value left, from an investigative standpoint. But maybe tiny molecules that the bloodhound can scent.

Lady Bird is sniffing and wagging her tail, sniffing and nuzzling into the dirt, really making it her business to sniff every inch of the place. She’s a pro, Sloane thinks. Warrick follows, giving her slack, encouraging her as they go all the way around the clearing.

“Good Girl. Where’s Snowball? Find your buddy.”

She starts to head around and up the incline, tugging at the leash as Warrick struggles to scale it. Ashraf goes next, a quick scramble and she’s erect on the ridge, scanning around in all directions. It’s the first time he has seen her look graceless, with a quick recovery.

Sloane sucks in a breath, then surges up, grabbing a root to help haul himself up, but the thing slips out and showers him with dirt as he loses momentum, slides back down the slope. His face is warm as he catches his breath. Embarrassing. He has gotten a little soft, since Dianna died. And his shoes have no grip. He plants his feet better this time, hauls himself up with just upper body strength.

Ashraf is standing there where he flops over, watching his back, but maybe also making sure that he knows she saw his failed attempt. Her eyes flit to his. A hint of a smile, there. He gives a nod, climbs to his feet, and she goes back to scanning, moves to catch up to Warrick. He follows.

Lady Bird is straining at her leash, nose to the ground, whining, now. Her tail is whipping as she dives through the undergrowth. Warrick is jostled, tugged forward.

“Easy, Girl...”

She doubles back, spinning Warrick around. Growls. A blur of movement makes all three humans whip around. It was heard, more than seen. Something tiny and fast darting through the brush not a stone’s throw away. Sloane’s hand is on his gun. Warrick lifts his rifle but he’s still holding the leash, the dog tugs at him and he swears, tugs back.

“Heel!”

Sloane doesn’t like that jostling at all. He moves back a few steps, getting behind Warrick and his rifle. Ashraf falls back beside him, still looking around.

Warrick murmurs, “I don’t like this. Heel, Lady Bird!”

The dog whines, excited, and paws at the dirt, although she does stay in one place.

Another unnatural noise of something moving behind -and above- them. They spin, but Sloane takes a quick look and turns back the way that they were just facing, and remembering the way that they came, although any sight of the clearing through the dense forest is long gone. It’s hard to pinpoint where the sound came from; they’ve gotten closer to the rushing water. It’s white noise

Ashraf bumps him as she moves to stand back-to-back against him. Keeping the forest from closing in, sneaking up. Trust can’t come naturally to her; he doesn’t like leaving his safety up to someone else, ever, but it’s necessity.

He whispers, “Something’s trying to turn us around.” That’s certainly what it seems like.

“Cats,” she states.

It’s not a question. The tiny, darting things could be squirrels or bunnies, sure, but that seems unlikely. Not when they already know that there’s something wrong with the local cats. Unless this thing is affecting other animals.

“Let’s keep moving.”

Warrick’s face pinches. He’s a sheen of sweat, smelling like an athlete, now, not a drunk. He pulls it together. “Okay, come on, Girl. Find Snowball. Find your buddy.”

Lady Bird takes off again. Warrick stumbles and breathes heavily, tromping behind her. Ashraf and Sloane hurry after, keeping their heads on swivels. They all burst out of the thick forest seemingly at once. They’re at the edge of a river.

An orange cat sits on the far bank, but it takes off like a bullet from a gun when it sees them. It dashes upstream, disappears into the overgrowth of an incline, an occasional orange spot among the green and then vanishing. It gives the impression, crystal-clear of a sentry keeping guard.

There’s a small waterfall up there, a pool of swirling water and white foam at the bottom, and as Sloane takes it all in, a figure emerges from the depths.

A head of shining black hair bobs up and a somewhat elvish face shakes off water, gasps. It might be a man or a woman, with big eyes and a pointed chin; they’re Asian, that much is obvious. He or she spins with slender limbs dancing under the water, and spots the three of them gathered on the bank, and grins.

“Hello!” A man, from
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