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Proprium humani ingenii est odisse quem laeseris.

It belongs to human nature to hate those you have injured.

Publius Cornelius Tacitus
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On the afternoon of September 11th 2001, my mama called me at my dorm and begged me not to join the Marines. Up until that phone call I had, like most of my dorm mates, spent the day staring at the TV in stunned disbelief. But my mama was already thinking ahead to the war she was sure was coming, and she didn’t want my brother, who was a high school freshman at the time, getting it into his head to enlist.

I tell myself that no doubt Mama recognised that I was too sensible to get myself killed in a foreign war, and sometimes I even believe it.

She made me swear on my Bible, which I hadn’t even unpacked yet.

I prayed to Jesus for guidance that night and he must have comforted me, because I fell asleep in the early hours and the next week I went back to classes. Once the shock had worn off, I, like most other folk, went back to my life as normal.

I think it might surprise a lot of people that the majority of FBI agents don’t graduate high school, or even college, planning to join the Bureau. That’s because the FBI likes its recruits to be what in modern management-speak is called ‘self-directed’, or what my mama calls ‘grown-ups’. They want you to have an education and life experience first and, best of all, they want you to have skills they can put to use. Right now if you want to join the FBI, try working in STEM first. They’ll eat that up.

I majored in Healthcare Administration but minored in Criminal Justice. I’d taken Theories of Criminal Behaviour in my second semester because I’d wanted to know why a bunch of well-educated young men might want to fly a plane into the side of a building, and I guess that sparked my interest.

I was recruited out of college by a health insurance company, which was my career plan, into their fraud investigation division, and from there, a hop, skip and a jump to running an investigation team for an agricultural insurance company. I had my own office and a reserved space in the company parking lot.

But it all started to feel kind of petty.

Also, my mama got it into her head that I was persecuting decent, honest hard-working folk on behalf of the liberal corporate elite. She hadn’t discovered the word ‘woke’ yet, and I’m never going to forgive my brother for bringing it to her attention. I should have let him join the Air Force like he threatened to. Now he’s a minister in Mama’s church and can do no wrong.

My decision to apply to be a special agent crept up on me some time between the case of the spontaneously exploding tractor and the cows that ate Paris, Arkansas.

I told my mama that Jesus led me to join the FBI, and when she asked why I told her I didn’t think it was right to question the Lord. She gave me a funny look – never think people like my mama are stupid – but she also cooked me a peach cobbler that couldn’t be beat and gave me her blessing.

Who knows, Jesus might have spoken in my heart, in which case London, magic, the talking bears and everything else were also part of his design. After all, ever since I was a little girl my mama has told me that God is constantly sending us messages, only sometimes we let the noise of our everyday lives get in the way of hearing them. She says that we have to let Jesus be the switchboard operator of our souls and always be ready to take his call.

But I believe even Jesus would have his work cut out dealing with the thousands of unsolicited calls that arrive at the Bureau’s main switchboard every day. Of these, a small but significant number ask to be put through to The X-Files. All these calls are logged, recorded and reviewed, even the ones from people who believe that the Federal Government is being run by space lizards. Perhaps especially those ones. Just in case the caller is the kind of crazy who’s sitting on two tons of fertiliser-based IED and looking for an excuse to use it.

Still, winnowing the wheat from the chaff takes time. And so it wasn’t until Monday morning that the message from former agent Patrick Henderson arrived as an email on the secure terminal in my cubicle at the Critical Incident Response Group. The email was from Jan – who was PA to my boss Lane Harris, assistant director CIRG – inviting me to a meeting in his office at 9:30. A transcript of the telephone message was added as an attachment for reference.

Given that the meeting was in fifteen minutes, the transcript was mercifully short. Having reached a human operator, the caller immediately identified himself as Patrick Henderson, resident of Eloise, Wisconsin and a former FBI agent.

OPERATOR: How can I help you, Mr. Henderson?

CALLER: I need you to pass a message to whoever is running the basement and tell them that we have a potential X-RAY SIERRA INDIA developing. I’ll advise in person when they get here.

OPERATOR: I’m sorry, sir, but I’m not sure—

CALLER: You won’t understand what any of this means, ma’am. Just pass it up the chain until somebody does.

Patrick Henderson then gives his home address, in Eloise, his landline and a cell number. Before he hangs up he says one more thing:

CALLER: This is important, we need an assessment right away.

I had enough time to confirm that Patrick Henderson was indeed a former agent who’d retired early at 42. Most agents start their FBI careers in their early thirties and retiring early means missing out on much of your pension. Digging deeper, I found that Henderson had retired due to ill health, although no details were given as to what the problem was. The files confirmed his address as Eloise, a small town in northern Wisconsin, population 521, famous for fishing, tourism and the winter ice road to the Apostle Islands National Lakeshore.

Before I left for the meeting, I searched for X-RAY SIERRA INDIA and found no references internally and nothing on Google.

The ‘basement’ reference I already knew about. It was the unofficial name used inside the Bureau to refer to my ‘department’. It was a throwback to the aforementioned TV show The X-Files, where the heroes worked out of a basement in the J. Edgar Hoover Building, combating aliens, supernatural creatures and monsters.

In truth, I work for the IOSS, the Investigative and Operations Support Section of the Critical Incident Response Group. One of many special assistants to the assistant director who runs the section.

Still, Patrick Henderson’s reference to ‘the basement’ intrigued me. He’d retired in 1999, which implied that someone had been doing my job almost a decade before I’d joined the FBI. I wondered where their files were being stored, because I’d never seen them.

Since my cubicle was down the hall from the assistant director’s office, there was no excuse to be late, and so I made sure I presented myself outside his door at 9:29.

Jan looked up from their terminal and, after eyeing me curiously over their horn-rimmed glasses for a moment, waved me into the office. They didn’t follow me in, which was unusual. Usually, Jan takes notes even at routine meetings.

Assistant Director Lane Harris looked like a well-dressed accountant in his mid-fifties. His hairline had long receded all the way back to the nape of his neck, leaving two wings of greying brown hair, cut short, on either side. They gave him somewhat the appearance of a cartoon owl. He had a straight nose, small blue eyes, thin lips, and looked like he should be wearing little round-framed glasses but wasn’t. His office had that half-furnished utilitarian look that most senior managers’ offices at Quantico have, with standard institutional coffee-coloured carpeting, wood panelling on two of the walls, and sturdy wooden bookcases lining the rest. He had a window overlooking the parking lot but I noticed that the baffle curtains, designed to stop anyone eavesdropping with a laser microphone, had been pulled across to cover the window.

He was standing behind his metal-framed desk when I entered.

‘Kimberley,’ he said. ‘Have a seat.’

As we sat down opposite each other, he leaned back in his chair and clasped his fingers across his belly.

‘What’s your first question?’ he asked.

‘What does “X-Ray Sierra India” indicate?’

Harris nodded – obviously this was the right question.

‘It’s an old case designation that dates back to the 1990s,’ he said. ‘I’ve never encountered it myself, but it’s fairly well known – or was. It indicates that the agent compiling the file believes that the case might have some unusual characteristics.’

‘Unusual characteristics’, or UC, was the Bureau’s euphemism for the weird, the supernatural and the genuine occult. Unusual characteristics was my current assignment and, I was beginning to fear, a forecast for my future career.

‘What does it stand for?’ I asked.

‘I have no idea,’ said Harris. ‘But it’s only supposed to be used for serious situations. You’ve had a look at Patrick Henderson’s file. Do you think he’s credible?’

I said that I would have preferred to know how he came to be medically retired, but from what I’d read he’d had an unremarkable though solid career in the Bureau. And there was no record of him making frivolous calls to us in the past, so I was tempted to give him the benefit of the doubt.

‘That was my assessment, too,’ said Harris.

‘I think we should at least find out what he’s got to say,’ I said.

Harris nodded. We were both aware that there were worrying gaps in the files where they related to ‘unusual circumstances’. The FBI was in the information business, and the idea that cases had been removed did not sit well with either of us.

‘He seems to expect us to send someone up,’ said Harris.

Important, Henderson had said. We need an assessment right away.

‘If we’re going to take him seriously,’ I said, ‘then let’s take him seriously. I could fly up tomorrow – make an “assessment”. If there is an ongoing UC then I’ll be on the ground to make further recommendations.’

Harris nodded.

‘At the very least,’ he said. ‘Since our records are regrettably incomplete, it would be useful to have a source with “basement” experience to help fill in the blanks.’

Sources are important. The FBI prides itself on being an intelligence-led organisation. Agents are evaluated as much on the quantity and quality of their key sources as they are on their criminal case files. Harris has been pitching for more resources, but until senior management starts to take the supernatural seriously we go with what we can get.

Fortunately, Washington is as much a magnet for weirdos as Los Angeles. I’d found some useful intelligence assets since being assigned to what my mama calls ‘the nation’s cesspit’. Mama is not a fan of the Federal Government, although she makes an exception for the military, the Post Office and, more recently, Medicare.

Cymbeline Moonglum – that’s the name on her birth certificate, by the way, I looked it up – shared my mama’s suspicion of the Feds, but for diametrically opposed political reasons. She worked for an environmental advocacy group near McPherson Square, and I call her an intelligence asset because the Bureau doesn’t approve of agents putting inveterate gossip on their expenses claims. She also used to be a witch – a real one – so as soon as I got back to my desk, I called her and arranged to have lunch.

‘If I’d known the FBI was paying,’ said Cymbeline, ‘I’d have chosen a swankier spot.’

We were in a coffee shop on 14th Street, having just managed to grab one of the stripped pine tables for ourselves, despite the lunchtime crowd that steamed up the windows. It was the kind of place that served avocado toast, and your coffee arrived in its own press with a little card describing the country of origin and how it was ethically sourced. They did manage to serve a good quarter-pounder without adding either kale or quinoa – but you could tell they really wanted to.

And it was plenty expensive enough by my standards, thank you very much.

‘This comes out of my pocket first,’ I said.

Cymbeline Moonglum was in her late thirties, tall, and ridiculously thin given how she was scarfing her cheeseburger and fries. She was dressed like any other Washington lifer in a navy-blue skirt suit and pink blouse, except for the Celtic knot pendant she wore on a silver chain. Power clung to that pendant. I know because I’ve been taught to sense what those in the know call vestigia – the traces that are left behind by magic.

Cymbeline hovered her hand over my fries.

‘May I?’ she asked.

‘Help yourself,’ I said. She helped herself. ‘What do you know about Wisconsin?’

‘Terrible problem with water contamination,’ she said. ‘Particularly PFOS from landfill run-off. Persistent, toxic, and it bioaccumulates – don’t go swimming in any lakes.’

‘What else?’ I asked.

‘More cougar sightings,’ she said. ‘Which is encouraging.’

We played this game every single time we met. I don’t know why, except Cymbeline seemed to get some weird satisfaction from making me wait. Which I was content to do, seeing as I knew she was as desperate to tell me the latest gossip as I was to hear it.

‘More to the point, it might be interesting to you,’ said Cymbeline. ‘There have been rumours that the animal spirits are returning.’

‘Like these cougars?’ I said, and pulled my fries away from her minatory fingers.

‘Probably not the cougars,’ she said. ‘But an old friend of mine in New Hampshire …’ The stress she put on the words ‘old friend’ indicated that she was talking about a fellow witch. ‘They said that there were indications that some of the bears there might be manifestations.’

Manifestations was Cymbeline-speak for the spirit or god of a locality. What my British colleague Peter Grant would call a genius loci – which is just a fancy way of saying ‘local spirit’.

‘She says that there are clear indications that other bears defer to them,’ she said. ‘Perhaps even some of the local people, too. They leave out offerings and in return their crops and animals prosper.’ According to Cymbeline, similar spirits were popping up all across North America. ‘Wherever the population density is low. And trust me, you don’t want to fucking mess with them.’

I must have winced or something, because Cymbeline laughed.

‘I can’t believe you work for the FBI,’ she said. ‘Or don’t the bad guys say “fuck” anymore?’

‘I just don’t like cursing, OK,’ I said. ‘It’s unnecessary.’

‘How about blaspheming?’

But I’ve had that particular argument – about paganism, Christianity and what Cymbeline calls my outrageous double standards – before, so I steered her back to genii locorum and manifestations.

‘Anything specific to Wisconsin?’ I asked.

‘Apart from the cougars?’

‘Apart from the talking animals.’

‘Who said they were talking?’

I pushed my fries back toward Cymbeline, who smiled and took them.

‘Why, Agent Reynolds, do you really think you can bribe me with your leftover deep-fried potato snacks?’ she said.

‘Wisconsin,’ I said.

‘Nothing recently,’ said Cymbeline as she finished the fries. ‘I’ve heard stories from the old days, you know, when it was the frontier.’

There were stories of clashes between British magical practitioners and Native American medicine men during the War of 1812, although Cymbeline was hazy both about who was fighting who and just when Wisconsin became a state. I have to admit that I’d had to spend half an hour on the internet reading up on the history myself. What was part of the Northwest Territory became in sequence, in the space of half a century, part of the Indiana, Illinois and Michigan territories before becoming its own territory in 1836 and a state in 1848. The town of Eloise wasn’t officially founded until the 1850s, sandwiched between Bayfield to the south and the Red Cliff Reservation to the north.

‘There’s rumours that an expedition by the Virgins went missing up there,’ said Cymbeline. ‘I can’t remember when that was supposed to be. Would you like me to ask around?’

‘If you could,’ I said.

‘The Virgins’ was witchspeak for the Virginia Gentlemen’s Company, who had been founded by none other than Thomas Jefferson himself. Just like the Pinkertons had served as an unofficial intelligence and national police force, the VGC had served as the magical arm of the US Government.

‘I heard the Virgins got their asses handed to them in London,’ said Cymbeline.

‘That’s what I heard,’ I said shading the truth.

Actually, I’d been sent over to repatriate their sorry asses back to Virginia. I’d been hoping the Brits would prosecute them, but they, in the form of Peter Grant, said they couldn’t be bothered.

More likely, they didn’t want to admit that full-scale magical warfare had broken out on the streets of London.

‘They used to be real wizards,’ said Cymbeline. ‘Now they’re just corporate.’

The malign influence of creeping corporatisation was one of Cymbeline’s hobby horses and, to head her off, I asked whether she knew any details about the Virginians’ missing expedition.

‘I know it was on Lake Superior because they travelled up by boat,’ she said. ‘They set out from Sault Sainte Marie – wait, I’ve remembered it was definitely eighteen forty-something, if that helps – and never came back.’

‘That’s it?’

‘I’m not sure it’s even true,’ she said.

‘Why not?’

‘Because it was supposed to be a big expedition, with boats, horses, scouts and native guides,’ she said. ‘You’d think by now somebody would have found some trace of them. Expeditions that big don’t just disappear.’
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I flew into MSP the next morning and picked up a Toyota 4Runner as the available model least likely to get blown off the highway. It was cold and bright and I was wearing sunglasses against the glare until Spooner. There I stopped for coffee and a pretty decent po’ boy at an eccentric little roadside restaurant that had a stuffed black bear guarding the service counter. In the half hour I was there, the weather closed in and it began to snow.

Highway 63 was cleared and gritted and the Toyota had all-weather tyres, so despite increasingly heavy snow I kept at a steady 50 and only had one scare when an idiot in a Chevy Malibu overtook, lost control and put himself on the shoulder. I slowed just in case he needed assistance, but he was soon out of his car and looking sorrowful in my rear-view mirror.

After lunch with Cymbeline, I’d spent the afternoon arranging to meet Special Agent Sean Doughty, out of the Wausau Field Office, who agreed to drive up and meet me at Eloise.

‘Make sure you bring your cold weather gear with you,’ he’d said. ‘There’s a severe weather warning listed for the Red Cliffs and Bayfield.’

Which might explain why both Patrick Henderson and the Eloise PD’s landlines went straight to voicemail. I contacted the Bayfield County Sheriff, who informed me that the lines had gone down because of heavy snow and assured me this wasn’t unusual for January.

When I turned onto the two-lane highway that ran up the lake shore, I found out what they meant. The snow was moderate but relentless and visibility dropped to a hundred feet, and I slowed the heck down. By the time I reached Bayfield I was running behind schedule and couldn’t afford anything more than a coffee and a comfort break before pushing on.

The land rose abruptly on the other side of Bayfield, the highway climbing steeply up to a saddle between two hills. The road couldn’t have been ploughed more than half a day previous, but it was already vanishing under fresh snow and I was glad to have the four-wheel drive on the steeper sections.

Visibility was down to twenty feet as I came over the ridge, so I was spared what the town’s website called a picturesque panorama. Eloise Point, which the town was presumably named after, unless it was vice versa, failed to rear majestically at the north end of the harbour. All I could see was snow and even more snow with every passing moment.

The main street into town had been recently ploughed, and I saw the residential streets had been ploughed and buried again in the snow. Fortunately, they grit early in northern Wisconsin, and keep gritting and ploughing with grim determination, no matter what. I followed the cleared roads down a gentle slope to the waterfront and turned left toward where my satnav said that Eloise PD shared a building with the rest of the town’s civil administration.

The building was gone.

Later I found out that the town hall had been a one-storey brick building, simple and sturdy. I’ve seen buildings levelled by bombs, runaway trucks and what we’re officially calling an atypical sinkhole formation. But this one shouted ‘tornado’. I didn’t know you could even get tornados in winter, but nothing says tornado like brick walls being knocked flat all of a piece.

I said a little prayer for whoever had been in there when that happened. The last update I’d had reported that the chief and all his deputies were still listed as unavailable. But if they’d been in the building, why wasn’t it swarming with emergency response teams?

A man in a heavy blue parka and a reflective orange vest was taking photographs in front of what was left of the town hall.

Despite the cold, he had the hood of his parka thrown back to reveal thick black hair pulled back into a ponytail, a handsome narrow face and a dark complexion.

He turned when he heard the Toyota approach and held up his hand in a stopping motion and pointed to the ground in front of the car. I stopped and got out. Where he’d been pointing was a section of some white material with splintered edges. I realised with a shock I was looking at the side of a small sailboat that had been lifted up and smashed down on the road. Once I knew what to look for, I saw other debris half-hidden by the snow.

Not something I’d have wanted to drive into, or over. The Bureau does not like to lose its deposit.

I waited as the man picked his way through the debris toward me. I was wearing my parka, but I was suddenly aware that I hadn’t changed into my thermals, boots or even put on my gloves. The still air was freezing – if a wind came up, it would be dangerously cold.

‘Are you the Fed?’ he asked. ‘Pat said that they were sending a Fed all the way from Washington.’

I told him I was Special Agent Reynolds of the FBI and left it at that. I did wonder who Pat was. The man stretched out a gloved hand for me to shake.

‘William Boyd,’ he said. ‘Meteorologist. I’m up from Madison to study the weird weather. But don’t worry, I’m not a hobbit.’

He smiled as if awaiting a response, but it was a mystery to me as to what.

‘Who’s Pat?’ I asked.

‘Deputy Patricia Larson,’ said Boyd. ‘From the county sheriff’s office in Washburn. She’s manning the emergency centre.’

‘You couldn’t tell me where that is?’ I had to shout as a freezing wind off the lake suddenly blew up around us.

Boyd pointed off to the left at what might have been a parking lot.

‘Over there!’ he shouted back.

I got back in the car and, with Boyd walking ahead of me, pulled into the shelter of a large nearby boathouse. Part of the concrete apron was shielded by a row of linked open-fronted sheds and was currently serving as a garage. At one end was a bright orange backhoe with chained wheels and a snowplough attachment, next to that was a white Ford Explorer in County Sheriff’s logo. I parked my rental in between that and a Ford F150 that looked like it had been rolled at least twice in its eventful lifetime.

I took the time to change into my boots. I hadn’t worn them for at least three years, and they creaked a bit as I pulled them on over the thick wool socks Mama insists on sending me every Christmas. After a moment’s hesitation, I also pulled on the matching woollen stocking cap, from the same Christmas care package, and pulled it down so it covered my ears. I hate cold ears.

I glanced out and saw that Boyd was standing beyond the shelter and squinting up at the sky, snow falling onto his upturned face. All I could see were the heavy blue-grey clouds that seemed to scrape the tops of the nearby buildings. I made a mental note to change into my thermals at the first opportunity, and climbed out of the Toyota. At least the wind had dropped again.

‘Do you
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