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PART I

 

 

 

New Richmond

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 1

 

 

 

WITH a sigh, Rosi looked at her watch. She hoped no one or no thing would see the light green glow.

One o’clock. Rosi was not happy. Who would leave a fifteen-year-old girl alone in the middle of the woods in the middle of the night?

Even the little bit of light from her watch practically blinded her. Rosi slid the eye patch on her left eye over to her right and saw the woods leap back into vision. She was not sure if she looked silly or dashing wearing an eye patch, but it was great for her night vision. Uncle Richard had thought it a childish affectation, but one of her favorite shows had suggested that it might be effective, so she had given it a try. Chalk up another one for the educational potential of television.

Her knees were stiff and it was getting positively chilly. She had spent so much time in this cramped hunting blind in the old gnarly tree, that Rosi was not sure if she would ever be able to straighten up. She tried to straighten her legs, but simply was not flexible enough.

For the umpteenth time, she checked her thermos. For the umpteenth time, she discovered that it was still empty of hot chocolate. For the umpteenth time, Rosi told herself that she should not have emptied in the first half hour she was here.

Rosi shook the thermos just to be sure, as she had done each preceding time. She even held it upside down on the off chance a drop might appear.

She must be going crazy. Benjamin Franklin once said insanity is doing something over and over again expecting a different outcome. Of course, some people said it was Einstein, but Rosi had heard it straight from the horse’s mouth. Of course, she could not tell anyone that or they would think she was crazy and lock her up.

Irrationally, Rosi dragged her finger along the sandwich bags for crumbs from her ham sandwich, her warm pretzel, her chips, and her lettuce. Nothing. She even licked the plastic pudding container, to no avail. Maybe she should not have eaten her snack with her hot chocolate.

Perhaps Uncle Richard should not have left her alone this time. He had lamely explained that the blind was not big enough for the two of them. Rosi was not happy about the lack of help, but, as Uncle Richard pointed out, he had his own work to do.

I’ll bet you do, old man.

Rosi scowled. She had followed Uncle Richard one night and watched him hobnob with great lords and flirt with their wives. He was probably eating pastries in the pursuit of an Antique Chippendale Secretary, while she was stuck in a large tree at the edge of a steep run with no snack and only a thin jeans jacket to keep her from shivering.

“What if I get eaten?” Rosi had protested when she saw the drawing of what she was supposed to catch. Uncle Richard had simply replied that Guardians were not supposed to interfere with each other.

Rosi felt that she had interfered quite a bit these last few weeks, even if Uncle Richard called it training. She had saved his life just a month before when they had been ambushed during a minor war. A war, Rosi had to admit, she had started. She did not think it fair that she had to take all of the blame. That woman should have been able to keep hold of her own jewelry. How was Rosi supposed to know that the woman was Mumtaz Mahal and that her jewelry was the Koh-i-Noor?

Uncle Richard kept telling her that she should know. Rosi was supposed to be reading fat history books every day, but, with work and friends, she did not do as much as she should. As much as she should, Rosi realized, meant any at all. Besides, Andy could tell her most of what she was supposed to read.

Before Rosi had left The Castle this evening, Uncle Richard had made her go over their plan several times in great detail. She knew it by heart. Her uncle had assured her that she would be fine when he walked her to the door and handed her the keys to the old motorcycle. It was the same motorcycle she had wrecked a few months earlier, but it now looked brand new. It might well be, she reminded herself.

Fine? What does Uncle Richard know?

Rosi had almost gotten lost on the way. She had driven to the old riverbed and reconnoitered the area. It had been quiet, though it would not be later. Everything had been in place. Once she had hidden the motorcycle, left the old riverbed, and headed into the woods, she had gotten turned around.

She had walked through the plan forwards and backwards for a week, but on game night, as it were, she could not get her bearings straight. Eventually, she had found the right tree by walking into it. Or falling into it, rather. Quite literally, she tripped over a root and fell headlong into the tree.

When Rosi reached the blind, she discovered that she had forgotten to pack her cell phone. She knew she would be busy, but she would have some time before the sun went down to finish her game. She had been at this game for weeks and was about to be promoted King of Pirates. Rosi was sure Uncle Richard had something to do with the phone not being in her bag.

Then the food that she had packed for snacks had disappeared so quickly.

So there was not much to do but sit here and shiver and hope this thing showed up so Rosi could deal with it. Or maybe it would not show up, and she would not have to deal with it. Let Louis XV catch it himself.

Waiting became really tedious after the sun went down about eight o’clock. Things got worse after about ten-thirty, when Rosi could hear music playing somewhere in the distance. She could not tell what music it was, but she could tell that it was music. The party had started.

Rosi would have to trust Uncle Richard that their family had been somehow entrusted with protecting time from interfering with other times. Rather than protecting anyone or anything from some sort of time space continuum hiccup or violation or corruption or whatever it was so far, a concept which Uncle Richard had said was grossly exaggerated in movies and video games, they seemed to spend most of their time schmoozing with the landed aristocracy and absconding with their furniture and nick knacks.

Uncle Richard was, appropriately, an antiques dealer.

One afternoon, Rosi was sure she had caught Uncle Richard on a major screw up. Antiques were supposed to be old. Uncle Richard’s customers must take issue with paying top prices for brand new merchandise. Uncle Richard had, of course, an answer to that. “I do not bring it straight here,” he had answered. “I have it taken to a storage facility, a warehouse if you please, where it will wait until the customer is ready to buy.”

This did not sound very honest to Rosi.

Everything seemed fairly haphazard. This evening for example, why did she have to wait from early evening until whenever it was that the thing decided to show? She looked at the picture under the light of her watch.

Ankalagon saurognathus. Ugly looking beasty.

This plan had better work. This thing, with its ridged back and fangs did not look like it would take more than about three seconds to devour Rosi.

Rosi figured that if they were supposed to be in control of Time, then they should at least be able to figure out what time the ankalagon showed up.

Uncle Richard had explained, for the umpteenth time, that Time was much more relative than that. Rosi had countered by explaining that nine-thirty was nine-thirty, in New Richmond and every place else. Uncle Richard had riposted by pointing out that when it was nine-thirty in New Richmond it was eight-thirty in Chicago. Time as a unit of measurement was an invention of man. When man created his sciences, he defined time so the math worked. Time as most people know it was simply a rhythm. To the ancients, Time was the rhythm of falling grains of sand. To modern man, it was the rhythm of oscillating cesium atoms. The difference was, Uncle Richard had explained, specious and immaterial.

Time as numbers on a clock was arbitrary. There was no real reason why the day was divided into twenty-four hours or twelve hours. Metric time would be more efficient, except that it would most likely never catch on.

Time zones were even worse. Lines were arbitrarily drawn on a globe. Politics got involved. It made no sense that Detroit, for example, was in the same time zone as New York when it was so much closer to Chicago.

Clocks created a facade of temporal uniformity. One could look at a watch and see nine-thirty. It was only nine-thirty if everyone else’s watches said nine-thirty too. Furthermore, nine-thirty in Boston was earlier than nine-thirty in New York in relationship to the Sun. One might be able to come up with an argument that nine-thirty in the morning was somehow fundamentally different from two-thirty in the afternoon. It was hard to do the same when it was nine-twenty versus nine-forty.

Atomic clocks created more uniformity. So did radio and television. The numbers, though, were still made up. The idea that Time was tied to electrons, grains of sand, or the evening news was given value because it made people feel more comfortable. The relative precisions of a grandfather clock, a Timex, a Rolex, or the Master Clock at the U. S. Naval Observatory all failed to take one truth into account: sometimes time flew and sometimes it stood stock still.

The tears in the fabric of time that Guardians had to deal with were not tied to specific minutes and seconds, as those made no real sense cosmologically, but rather to some extended event that then affected some other extended event that historians said came later.

Uncle Richard admitted freely that he was making something of a guess with regards to the events of this particular evening. An ankalagon saurognathus was in Gevaudan, in southern central France, for over a year, starting in June 1764, hunting and terrorizing the local population. In September 1765, it stopped for several months. Then it started it terrorizing again. Contemporaries simply thought there were two or more animals involved. One dangerous predator either had been killed or had somehow gone away. Another one had taken its place. Uncle Richard argued that there was a better explanation. He had discovered a tear that corresponded to Gevaudan in the autumn of 1765. The most likely time for the animal to cross over would be this evening.

Why did it have to be this evening?

Rosi had been planning on going to a party at the old riverbed. Dan was supposed to be there, and she had not seen him for weeks. But she did not want her uncle to think she wanted to avoid her duties to go to a party, especially since she did not particularly like the girl who was throwing the party.

Lois Vernon, the birthday girl, was the daughter of the owner of one of New Richmond’s most popular boutiques. All the girls made friends with her because she could get them first crack at the trendy shoes and bags. The guys made friends with her on the off chance they might meet her stepmother, a rather notorious former Russian supermodel. Rosi had no objection to the shoes or the bags. She did object to the girl being perhaps the loudest, most obnoxious, most spoiled person she had ever met.

Lois Vernon did not like Townies very much, but she had to invite Andy to the party, because Angie never went anywhere if Andy was not invited. Angie was always invited because it never hurt to butter up the daughter of the sheriff.

Rosi was invited because she was a Carol. Carols were invited everywhere, every time. They were also expected not to show up and not to cause trouble if they did. Over the last several months Rosi had not only shown up in New Richmond, but had made several social faux pas. Getting arrested for drunk driving. Crashing a vehicle in the middle of Dock Street. Getting washed overboard from a boat she had stolen. Catching the eye of the captain of the high school tennis team. And being a Carol. These all demonstrated to anyone paying attention, that Rosi was not only likely to cause trouble but also likely to garner more attention than a lot of girls who had been around longer.

A girl like Lois Vernon, whose personality could be described in two simple words: rich and loud, would certainly have a problem with an upstart like Rosi whom everyone in town, even relative newcomers, considered a foreigner.

The only reason Rosi would have gone to Lois’ party would have been to see Dan. Uncle Richard was certainly aware of that. Rosi was aware that the ankalagon saurognathus probably crossed over, or was going to cross over, because it heard and smelled the party. If Rosi went to the party, she would still probably have to confront the Beast of Gevaudan, as Uncle Richard and everyone on the Internet called it. Or Jevy, as Rosi called it. She simply had to name it. She certainly could not spend the week talking, or worse, thinking about capturing an ankalagon saurognathus. Beast was almost as bad.

“It is one of history’s greatest predators,” Uncle Richard had scoffed. “It is not a Smurf.”

Whatever name it was called, it was certainly strong enough to create a great deal of damage, smart enough to find the way to the old riverbed, and bold enough to try. Rosi would wait for it. She would track it. She would arrange for it not to hurt her friends. She would follow the plan, capture the animal, and return it to France in time for it to continue its rampage there.

Uncle Richard did tell her that Dan’s car had broken down earlier that day in Boston and that he would not be able to come to New Richmond this weekend. If seeing Mr. Meadows were more important, Uncle Richard would take her to the train station.

“What would happen then?” Rosi never liked the way Uncle Richard gave her alternatives.

“You would come back when you liked, live here, finish high school, and, I presume, start college. When you reached the age of eighteen, you would become the beneficiary of your father’s trust fund, and you would move out. I would deal with the situation tonight. Tomorrow, I would start looking for your replacement,” Uncle Richard had explained.

“So, basically, you are saying that if I want to keep my position, I have to do everything you say.”

Uncle Richard had laughed. “Not at all, young lady. You have a great deal of say. I also understand how important your social life is. However, I will not accept as an excuse a birthday party for a young woman you have gone to great lengths to inform me that you do not like.”

Rosi had given in. “If I get eaten, you’ll feel really bad.”

“I promise to do so.” Uncle Richard had finished his coffee and left, on his way no doubt, to arrange for a car to break down in Boston.

Silver lining, Rosi thought as she stared into the gloom of the forest. No Dan meant no Kirk. Dan was supposed to bring his creepy brother with him to the party. After everyone had decided that Kirk had tried to save some drowning sailors a few weeks ago on the Fourth of July, they had made him something of a town hero. Within days, he and Lois were an item. Angie had told her that Lois had already gone to Nantucket twice to visit the bullying creep.

Rosi scowled. No one had invited her!

So now she sat in a hunter’s blind in the woods, waiting for some beast that may or may not come by.

 

* * *

 

ROSI’S head snapped back and her eyes snapped open. 

She felt a momentary thrill of fear race through her body. She took a deep breath and shook her head. She must have dozed off for a seconds. It was still just after one o’clock.

The place was unusually quiet. She could hear the faint noise from the party, but she could not hear anything else. There were none of the strange night noises she was beginning to associate with living out in the country.

She slipped her night vision monoscope over her uncovered eye and switched it on. Everything was suddenly bright. It was surprising enough that the first thing she did was to take it off and blink a few times. She held in a chuckle. Each time she had tried this on over the last few days she’d had the same reaction.

She put the monoscope on again. Changing the setting to infrared, she looked at the ground. Almost immediately she saw that something large had approached the tree, circled it, and then moved off in the direction of the riverbed. There was no way for Rosi to tell what had made the tracks. As far as she could tell, it was larger than a bunny rabbit and smaller than a T-Rex. It could have been a moose or a bear.

Would a moose or a bear have caused the other forest critters to go so completely to ground? Would a wolf? Were there wolves around here?

Where Rosi had grown up, animals were what you walked on leashes, saw in zoos, or went on dates with. They only ate you in the movies.

Rosi turned the monoscope off and flipped it up on her forehead. She then moved the eye patch from one eye to the other. Now she had her own night vision back. She had no depth perception, she discovered after it took her three tries to grab the rope. She was reminded of this a few seconds later when she misjudged the distance to the ground and landed with a resounding thump in an embarrassing pile. As far as Rosi was concerned, it did not matter that no one was around to see it.

Rosi patted her pockets and checked her belt. Everything that she was supposed to have was there. She even had her insurance, a five round .50-caliber revolver hanging under her left shoulder. Uncle Richard had made a point of letting her know that only the first four rounds were for the ankalagon. Rosi shivered at the thought.

Tightening the straps of her now fairly light, snack free backpack, she moved in the direction of the riverbed as quietly as she could.

The breeze was coming towards her. This was a good thing. She had seen enough movies to know that. The wind direction would be bad for the partiers, whose scents were blowing straight for the ankalagon.

Jevy was a smart hunter. It was not going straight for the kill, but was investigating along the way. Rosi could see this by its tracks.

After half a mile, Rosi could see it through the infrared. It was a blob of red that darted from place to place. After another quarter of a mile, she could see it through the night monocular. It was larger than the drawing suggested. Even at a few hundred yards, it looked monstrous.

She saw it stop and raise its nose. The ankalagon must have caught the diversionary scent.

The night before, Uncle Richard and Rosi had placed scents at various places in an arc around where the party was going to be. The spots were gradually further and further from the focal point of Lois Vernon’s party.

If the scents were placed too far away from the party beach, the ankalagon might ignore them. If they were too close, then the young people might notice them and change the location of the party. It was imperative that the party location not change. The beach that the party would be on focused the group. If there were enough kids there, the ankalagon might choose not to attack. Or it might delay just long enough for Rosi to shoot it. If the partiers were in another position, they might panic and run. If the group spread out too far, many of them would be easy prey.

“Or Jevy might not pick up the scent and would stay in France,” Rosi had suggested.

Uncle Richard had sighed. “You do realize that a cute name will not make the ankalagon any less dangerous.”

“No,” Rosi had said. “I know nothing of the sort. Perhaps it is dangerous because it was given such a scary name. Do you really think King Kong would have been so destructive had his name been Fluffy?”

“King Kong was a fictional character.”

“Exactly!” Rosi had made her point.

The diversions were working. Jevy was being led, gradually, further from the partying kids, who laughed and danced and whooped in the firelight.

Setting the monocular to ‘telescope’, she spied on the kids for a moment. They seemed to be having fun. Rosi did not really know any of them very well. Angie and Andy were not in sight, though they were probably there, as there was a small group of Townies present. Rosi had been to enough parties to know that couples tended to drift away from the fire. She did not particularly like the parties she had been to because she always felt like the outsider she was.

Rosi grinned bitterly. These kids dancing around the fire or making out in the rocks had no idea how close they were to being tonight’s dinner and tomorrow’s fertilizer.

She looked again for Jevy. By now Rosi could see her without any help. If those kids bothered to look beyond the keg, they would probably see Jevy trotting along a low rise just a stone’s throw away.

As long as Jevy stayed on her current scent, Rosi would have the time to make it ahead of her and set off the fireworks.

Perhaps she had been distracted earlier in the evening, or perhaps the drizzle Rosi had felt in the blind had been rain here, but the ground was a lot wetter than she remembered. She slipped several times. Once, she barely avoided taking a header into a deep looking ravine that had a narrow but rapid stream in it. She had clearly gotten a bit off the path she had marked out last weekend. She did not realize how far off the path she had gotten until she saw the shadow of the large beast bound across the riverbed about twenty feet in front of her.

“Jesus!” she said, probably too loudly.

Rosi spun to move away too quickly and half slipped, half fell down a small slope and landed quite loudly in a thick layer of mud. By the time she had turned over onto her back and started to sit up, Jevy was there, standing just feet in front of her.

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

PERHAPS Uncle Richard had been right. Jevy was not really a good name for the monster that towered over Rosi. Cerberus sounded about right. Not Jevy and certainly not Fluffy. Rosi made a silent oath to apologize to Uncle Richard when she got home later. If she got home later.

God, that thing is huge!

It looked to be about eight feet tall and twice as long.

The moon was not bright enough for Rosi to tell what color the thing was, but she could see its eyes. There was no white in them, just deep soulless black holes. Under them, a long nose that shot little jets of steam into the brisk air. Further down were the bright white fangs that dripped saliva. One of them was chipped and the other one had a large black cavity on it, Rosi noticed.

Rosi was looking at something evil, and did not like it.

It sniffed her.

She wanted to cry. She wanted to scream. She wanted to run. The impulse to flee was strong, but Rosi knew that she would not make it more than a few feet before the monster caught her. She stayed as still as she could. She figured that the mud she had fallen in was masking her scent and keeping the monster from ripping her apart.

Great. I’m probably too bony for a paleocenic predator, anyway. See, Uncle Richard. I did do my homework. Fat lot of good that will do me now.

It growled and looked away.

Rosi heard what it had heard. Some of the kids were nearby giggling softly.

Go away! Rosi willed. Run while you can!

The monster growled again, louder. Apparently, it had not decided what Rosi was, but wanted to make sure that nothing else came and interrupted its deliberations. Just to make sure it was not disturbed it barked.

Cerberus was pressing up against Rosi but had turned its face away to threaten possible intruders. This gave Rosi a chance to take a gulp of air. She decided that she might be able to reach the remote in her jacket pocket. It was not much of a chance, but it was the only one she had at the moment. She began to inch her left hand up. At the same time, she slowly slid her right hand towards the holster on her hip.

Instead of hearing the sounds of partiers fleeing in a panic, she heard the kids calling out to each other. They had heard something and were either stupid, or drunk, enough to want to investigate.

Idiots! Run!

Cerberus heard the kids as well. It sniffed at the air. Rosi could hear it licking its maw with a sickening slopping sound. The noises from the kids were coming from several directions. The beast circled around Rosi, growling in every direction. It nudged her over into the mud.

Rosi used the fall to move her hand a little more. Her frozen and wet fingers fumbled with the button on the front pocket of her jacket. It sounded like everyone at the party was gathering nearby. Rosi could hear Lois complaining that everyone was ignoring her party to look for some dumb animal.

Cerberus barked several more times, which only encouraged the drunken teenagers, who were noisily cheering each other on as they searched. It began kicking clods of mud onto Rosi.

Oh, God. It’s burying me.

Finally, Rosi was able to undo the pocket button and fish the remote out. She switched the remote on and swore to herself as it powered up with a tinny whistle. Why did everything electronic have to make so much damn noise? It was only a very faint electronic whine, but to prehistoric ears, it must have been as noticeable as a scream.

Rosi turned her head at the same moment the ankalagon did. They were looking into each other’s eyes.

Rosi froze. With her thumb, she pressed the GO button. Nothing happened.

The beast snarled.

“What’s that over there?”

“What?”

“Over there by Bart’s Hill.”

“Some sort of dog.”

Rosi did the only possible thing she could do under the circumstances. As the ankalagon bared its teeth and moved closer to Rosi’s face, she butted her forehead against its nose as hard as she could.

She doubted the monster was hurt, but it certainly was surprised, which gave her about two seconds of respite before the beast roared, opened its jaws wide, and came at her again with its razor-sharp teeth.

 

* * *

 

THE soft thumps got the beast’s attention. Rosi tried to follow its gaze and saw the small group of kids not too far off.

This better work.

“What’s that?” Someone asked.

“Do you see the size of—”

Suddenly the sky erupted in light and color. The nearby kids shrieked in surprise, and started laughing. The beast staggered back and looked up at the flashing fireworks.

The partiers oohed and aahed.

The beast barked and growled at the explosions, but it continued to back away.

Rosi glanced back at the kids. They could probably have seen her if they bothered to look, but they were distracted by the fireworks.

Rosi grabbed a few rocks and clods of dirt from the ground and threw them as hard as she could at the ankalagon. “Go on, get out of here,” she hissed.

Behind her, there was applause as the area burst into a rainbow of light.

The beast continued to back away. The rocks Rosi threw had little effect, but they made her feel better.

The flashing of the light made it difficult for Rosi to see as she started moving off, so she picked a general direction and hoped she would not bump into Cerberus or wander into the fireworks. Finally, she was able to put some distance between herself and the fireworks. She looked around. To her despair, she saw that the beast had run up Bart’s Hill. A quick look showed her that some of the fireworks had gone off in the wrong order. Instead of driving Cerberus to the south, they had driven it up the steep hill.

Rosi ran towards Bart’s Hill but stopped when she reached the bottom of the steep slope.

The ankalagon stood at the top of the high hill, really more of a spire, and howled. At that moment, as if on cue, the fireworks intensified. They lost the rather stunning pattern they’d had a few moments ago. The shots and explosions were chaotic now. It sounded almost as if there were guns being fired.

Rosi was terrified. Everyone else around the beach must have been as well. She could hear people screaming. It sounded like a lot of people. It sounded like too many people. She could see them in the gloom, shadows running back and forth. She could see them in the flashes of light that went by too quickly to allow her to recognize anyone she knew. Rosi knew she could not worry about them. She had to focus on the beast that was now high above her.

Climbing to the top of the hill was not an option. Even if she could get there while Cerberus was still there, Rosi was not sure what she could do about it.

“You!” someone said behind her.

Rosi spun and, in a flash of light, saw Kirk standing about twenty feet away. “Get out of here, Kirk!” she yelled.

“You,” he sputtered. “You are responsible for this.”

“I can fix this,” she called out, no longer able to see him through the smoke. “Run.”

He yelled something, but his voice was drowned out by an explosion.

She could not deal with Kirk right now. Uncle Richard would know what to do. A stray rocket shot past Rosi’s face so fast that she could not see it. She could only feel the searing heat as it whipped by. Rosi stumbled and fell into the cold marshy water.

The noise was unreal. A lot of the screams no longer sounded human. Perhaps, Rosi thought, that was because she could barely hear anything. She shook her head to clear it and looked up. In just a few seconds, the situation went from bad to worse. There was someone on the hilltop with the beast. Someone who looked vaguely familiar.

The beast howled and leapt from the top of the hill. It flew through the air straight at Rosi. She could see its fangs grow bigger as it came closer. With a shriek, Rosi threw herself down to the wet ground and curled up in as small of a ball as she could. She waited for the beast to tear her to shreds. She could only pray it was fast and that she would feel nothing.

 

* * *

 

SHE then realized that she was spending too much time praying. The thing should have landed and chewed her up by now.

What had happened to all of the fireworks? Stage one, however mismanaged it had been, seemed to have run its course. The ground was covered by a layer of smoke, but the gentle breeze would soon blow that away. It was also unusually silent. There was no beast of any sort in sight. Rosi felt like laughing in relief. She felt like laughing hysterically, but knew she was not done for the night.

A few of the partiers called out to one another. Within seconds, they were giggling, laughing, already telling tall tales filled with exaggeration and outright lies.

Rosi glanced around. The beast must have moved on. She could only hope it went in the right direction.

Time for stage two.

She toggled the switch on the remote. After another brief delay, she heard the satisfying pops and swooshes.

The sky erupted in light once again. Rosi looked up. High above, hovering in the sky, were the words “Happy Birthday, Lois! You Rock!” surrounded by flashing roses and smiley faces that shifted through the colors of the rainbow.

Rosi turned and ran. Even if the ankalagon went in the right direction, Rosi would only have a small window of opportunity.

Uncle Richard must have programmed a third stage to an automatic delay, because several minutes later, Rosi heard another series of explosions. She was out of sight of the beach by now, but could see the sky light up. It was a good thing that she looked back. There, only a hundred feet or so back, was the beast. It was loping in Rosi’s direction.

Rosi threw herself against the slope of the hill and pulled herself as close to some scrubby bushes as she could. The beast however did not even break its stride. It galloped by, its teeth bare, flecks of saliva flying in every direction. It was going exactly in the right direction, Rosi realized. It must have picked up the scent. With a sigh, Rosi wiped the spittle from her face and followed. It was her job.

Soon, she caught up to Cerberus. It had stopped. Rosi held her breath and listened. She could hear the beast gnawing and slobbering over the lamb she had tied up earlier that evening. She hoped the kill had been quick.

She held back a sob. She knew food came from animals, but simply preferred not to think about it. To Rosi, meat was something you found in the freezer, or better yet, already cooked on the plate. Food was certainly not something you scratched behind the ears.

For some reason, Uncle Richard had insisted that the bait be alive. Rosi had not really understood, but figured that he was not suggesting it to be mean.

Rosi had, however, fed the little lamb several strong sedatives when she left it earlier.

Recognizing a landmark, Rosi felt around for a few moments and found the rope she had left there. It was tied to a tree about fifty feet above at the top of the old riverbank. As quietly as she could, Rosi pulled herself to the top and rolled up the rope behind her, storing it and her pack in a saddlebag on the motorcycle. From the other saddlebag, she pulled out the large, sealed baggy. It was awkward to carry, filled as it was with a liquid Rosi did not want to think about. She hoped this thing was alpha enough to not want any competition.

Rosi went over to the lip of the bank, grabbed onto a tree branch, and leaned over. She could make out the form of the thing munching away below.

“Hey,” she called. The beast went still. “Remember me?”

She dropped the bag and heard it go splat somewhere below. She had aimed right at The beast and hoped that it had hit. After only a few moments, she heard it roar and saw the dark shape begin scrambling up the steep bank.

Rosi did not wait. She ran for the bike, started it, and took off. The ankalagon would certainly not have any difficulty following the bike’s lights. Rosi had ridden around this part of the woods quite a few times over the last week, but was not about to try going without the lights on. She was not that stupid.

Then it struck her that she was tangling with a 900-pound dog. She clearly was that stupid.

Rosi was also learning that the thing ran a lot faster than she and Uncle Richard had surmised. She had spent some time on the Internet and figured that the beast’s speed would top out with bursts of about thirty miles an hour. Rosi did not bother looking at the speedometer. She could tell that she was going over thirty. She could also tell from the rearview mirror that Cerberus was not falling behind.

Rosi was sure that on a straightaway, she could leave The beast in the dust. Unfortunately, the old road she was following had few straight-aways. It was windy, narrow, and filled with ruts and more of a path than a road.

It was also beginning to rain.

Whatever else this beast might be, it was not stupid. It was clever enough to be a little wary of its new prey. It probably would not take it too long to figure out that she was not much of a danger.

At one point Rosi noticed the beast to her left. It was trying to run her off the path. She could practically feel its breath on her arm when she entered a straightaway. She was able to put on some speed and pull ahead of it.

The burst of speed took her past where she was supposed to turn off the old river road and lead the ankalagon towards The Castle, Uncle Richard, and the trap. Rosi saw the old scarf she had tied to the tree as a marker as she sped by.

“Great,” Rosi muttered to herself. She really did not know a lot about the geography of the area and was not sure how to get back on track.

The thing loping after her showed little sign of tiring.

Fortunately, she had plenty of gas. Unfortunately, Rosi could see lights ahead.

She was about to enter New Richmond, leading a ravenous and enraged hellhound.

 

* * *

 

ROSI did not bother slowing down when she saw the white wooden fence appear ahead of her.

She did not bother slowing down when she ran over the kiddy toys, at least one bicycle, and an inflatable wading pool.

She did not slow down, though she did lower her head, when she ran through the sheets that were hang drying next to the house. At least one of the sheets came along with her. Hastily, Rosi pulled it down far enough so that she could see.

Rosi did slow down a bit when she hit the street, but only because she had to turn to avoid ramming into the minivan on the other side.

Well, she slowed down more than a bit. Rosi almost did a complete three-sixty on the wet pavement.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the ankalagon leaping at her. Rosi twisted her hand and felt the tires catch the wet asphalt just in time. She heard the beast’s teeth clamp together and felt a strong tug on the sheet.

Rosi heard the beast crash into the minivan, shattering its windows.

Probably just made the thing angry.

She built up as much speed as she could before the next turn. It took her a while of winding through the tranquil neighborhood, followed by an increasingly angry monster that kept crashing into and running on top of cars, before Rosi was able to figure out where she was. Or rather, she was able to figure out that she was near the high school. At least there would not be anyone there.

She gathered up speed once she was on the parking lot. She really put some distance between her and her pursuer on the football field. Beyond the far goal post there was a pleasant wooded park that sloped down from the field. Rosi had been there several times and knew it fairly well.

She balled up the sheet and, at about the twenty-yard line, threw it as high in the air as she could. That might give her an extra second.

Rosi caught air when she left the football field and started down to the park. After a moment, when she hoped she would be out of sight for a second, she rolled off the bike to one side and scrambled behind some shrubs. The bike bounced on for some distance.

Just as Rosi turned, there was a long flash of lightning that illuminated the whole area. She could see the ankalagon bounding over the lip of the slope as it chased the still moving bike. It had somehow caught the sheet, which now trailed behind it like a white shadow.

Then the light went out and the thunder clapped. The beast landed on the wrecked bike, tearing at it with its teeth.

Rosi tore off her jacket and rolled it up. She threw it at the beast. It then pounced on the jacket, shaking it and tossing it into the air.

Rosi pulled the .50 caliber from its holster and flicked off the safety.

My God, this is heavy. It’s a cannon, not a pistol.

The ankalagon was about thirty from her. Rosi took careful aim at its head and pulled the trigger. There was a deafening roar and a blinding flash. The kick almost knocked her down.

She heard a yell that sounded almost human. Shaking her head, she focused in front of her. The beast was now about twenty feet away and closing. She raised the gun again. Something hit her from the side and knocked her to the ground.

Rosi rolled onto one knee and faced the ankalagon.

Just a few feet away, it snarled and bared its teeth.

Pulling the trigger, Rosi put a bullet in its head.

 

* * *

 

ROSI knew this one hit.

Something hit her again, or rather, something ran into her, knocking her over. Rosi landed badly, jarring her right arm.

Rosi was a bit more careful getting up this time, because she saw the beast on the ground. Apparently, she had been knocked down by the man who was kneeling by the animal, crying, his head buried in its coat.

“Excuse me, sir,” Rosi said. “Excuse me!” She tapped his shoulder.

He spun and pointed a pistol at her. The man stood up, keeping a not so steady bead on Rosi. He rattled off a string of words Rosi did not understand. She barely heard them over the ringing in her ears.

Wiping water from her eyes with the back of her wrist, she shook her head. “I can’t hear you!” she said. Rosi realized that she could not hear herself either.

His eyes looked around frantically. He was waving the pistol and screaming. Rosi had trouble seeing it clearly, but it looked to be one of those old flintlock things. Probably too wet to fire.

“I can’t hear you,” Rosi yelled. This was louder, but the words echoed in her ears.

He did not seem to understand. After a few moments, Rosi recognized a few words. At least she heard enough to figure out what language he was speaking.

Rosi pointed at her ear and shook her head. “Je ne peux pas ecouter.” That was about the extent of the French she remembered from one semester about two years ago. Given the way the man was looking at her, it was probably more than she remembered.

Rosi tapped her ear. “Ne marche pas.” They aren’t working. “Excusez-moi. Je ne parle pas français.”

The man smirked and said something Rosi interpreted to mean: “No, you obviously don’t.”

“Parlez vous anglais,” Rosi tried.

The man stopped shaking. He
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