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Part One — The Slaughter and the First Blood
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The morning of the cull was cold and the ground was hard and Marek's breath came out of him in white plumes that the wind tore away before they could rise. He stood at the back of his pickup and loaded shells into the rifle one at a time, the brass clicking against his thumb. The dogs were already screaming in the box behind the cab. They knew. They always knew.

Halsey pulled up behind him in the big black truck, gravel popping under the tires. He killed the engine and got out laughing about something already, mid-story, the way he always did. Halsey did not have a quiet mode. Halsey woke up loud and went to bed loud and in between he filled every silence he could find.

"You hear me, Marek? You hear what I said?"

"I heard you."

"You didn't laugh."

"I'm loading."

"Load and laugh. Multitask."

Brandt got out of the passenger side without saying anything. He had his rifle already broken open over his forearm and a thermos of coffee in his other hand and he nodded at Marek the way he always nodded, one short dip of the chin, and that was his hello for the morning. Brandt was the best shot of the four of them and he knew it and he never said it. He didn't have to.

Coyle came last. He always came last. He drove his own truck, a green one, and he parked it crooked across the turnout and got out smiling. Coyle's smile was the part of him you remembered later. It was a smile that didn't reach anywhere. It sat on his face like something he had put there on purpose and forgotten to take off.

"Where are they," Coyle said.

"Down the draw," Marek said. "Cody picked up the trail yesterday."

"Big group?"

"Eight. Maybe ten. Sow and yearlings and a couple of grown males."

Coyle nodded slowly. The smile did not move. "Good."

They let the dogs out. Six of them, lean mottled hounds with cropped ears and scarred faces, and they hit the ground already running, already nose-down, already pulling at the slack of their own bodies. Marek whistled them in a loose half-circle and they came back to him and waited, quivering, watching his hands.

"Easy," he told them. "Easy now."

The four men shouldered their rifles and walked into the trees.

The draw ran down between two low ridges and the bottom of it was thick with brush and dry oak and the kind of cover boars love. The dogs went ahead and the men spread out in a loose line and Marek took the center because he knew the ground. He had hunted this draw since he was twelve. He could close his eyes and walk it.

They moved for twenty minutes without speaking. Halsey, even Halsey, knew to shut up when the dogs were working. The only sound was the dry crackle of leaves underfoot and the wet huff of the dogs ranging ahead and somewhere very far off a crow calling once and then again.

Then the dogs hit.

The baying went up all at once, six throats in ragged chorus, and the brush down the draw exploded. Boars came out of it the way boars come — low and fast and silent except for the crashing of the brush, dark shapes hammering through the undergrowth, and the dogs were on them and the men were running.

"Left!" Marek shouted. "Left side, Brandt!"

Brandt was already moving. He went up on a fallen log and put the rifle to his shoulder and the rifle cracked once and a yearling rolled in the leaves and did not get up. Brandt was already cycling the bolt.

Halsey was howling. Halsey howled when he hunted, an actual howl, throat open to the sky, and he was charging downhill with his rifle held across his chest like a man fording a river. He fired from the hip and missed and fired again and hit a sow in the shoulder and she screamed — boars scream, when they are hurt, they scream like something almost human — and Halsey laughed and shot her again in the neck and she went down.

Coyle did not run. Coyle walked. Coyle walked into the chaos at a steady deliberate pace with the smile still on his face and he raised his rifle and shot a grown male through the lungs at thirty yards and watched it stagger and shot it again and watched it fall.

Marek was working the dogs. He whistled and called and the dogs broke from one boar to another, harrying, snapping, driving the sounder up the draw into the guns. This was the part he was good at. He read the dogs and he read the ground and he moved the animals where he wanted them. The boars did not understand they were being shaped. They only understood the dogs and the noise and the breaking brush.

It was over very fast. It always was. Four men with rifles and six dogs against a sounder of pigs in heavy cover — it sounded close on paper, but it wasn't. The boars had nowhere to go. They ran into the guns or they ran into the dogs or they tried to break sideways and Brandt picked them off from the high ground with the calm efficiency of a man counting change.

Seven down. Marek counted them as he walked through the kill ground. A sow. Two grown males. Four yearlings. One of the yearlings was still alive, kicking weakly on its side, a wet red bubble at its snout.

Coyle was already there. He had his knife out.

"Coyle," Marek said.

"Yeah."

"Use the rifle."

Coyle looked at him. The smile was gone now. In its place was an expression Marek could never quite name. Not anger. Not pleasure. Something flatter than both.

"Bullet's a bullet, Marek. Costs money."

"Just shoot it."

"Wasteful."

Coyle knelt down by the yearling. He put one hand on its flank, almost gentle, and slid the knife in under the jaw and worked it. The yearling kicked twice and went still. Coyle wiped the knife on the animal's hide and stood up.

Halsey was laughing again, somewhere behind them. Brandt was lighting a cigarette with cupped hands, his rifle slung, his eyes already somewhere else.

Marek looked away from Coyle and walked back up the draw to check the dogs.

He did not see, because he was not looking, and because nobody was looking, the boar in the brush at the top of the south ridge.

It was old. It was very old. Its hide was the color of wet bark and one of its tusks was broken off short and the other was the long curved yellow of bone left in weather. Its eyes were small and black and entirely still. It had not moved during the killing. It had not run. It had stood in the brush forty yards above the draw and it had watched.

It watched Halsey kick the dead sow over to see her teats. It watched Brandt smoke. It watched Coyle clean the knife on the yearling's hide and stand up smiling that smile.

It watched Marek for a long time.

Then it turned without sound and went up the ridge and was gone.
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They dressed the meat at Marek's place. It was the arrangement and had been for years. The three from the gated community were not in the meat business. They were in the killing business. Marek did the rest. He had the shed and the hooks and the cold room and the knowledge in his hands, and in exchange he kept most of what they took, and they got to come out four or five times a year and shoot things and go home and feel like men.

They did not do it for the money. None of them did. Coyle was rich. Halsey was richer. Brandt had been a dentist for thirty years and had sold his practice and lived now on the proceeds in a four-bedroom on the eighth fairway. Marek made his living off the land in the old way, slow and hard, and the meat from the culls helped, but it was not the point. The point was the morning. The point was the dogs and the cold air and the cracking of the rifles and the standing over a thing you had killed and feeling that you had done something.

They drank a beer each in Marek's yard while the carcasses hung in the shed. Halsey told a story about a boar he had shot in Tennessee that had charged him after it was dead, or so he said. Halsey's stories grew every time he told them. Brandt smoked and looked at the hills. Coyle stood a little apart with his arms folded and his eyes on the shed.

"Same time next month?" Halsey said.

"If Cody finds them," Marek said.

"Cody'll find them. Cody's the best dog in the county."

"Cody's getting old."

"Cody's eternal."

Halsey laughed at his own joke. Brandt put his cigarette out in the dirt with the toe of his boot.

"I should go," Brandt said.

"Yeah," Coyle said. "Yeah, me too."

They left in their own trucks, one by one, the way they had come. Halsey honking twice as he pulled out of the drive. Brandt lifting one hand without turning around. Coyle saying nothing, just driving.

Marek stood in the yard until the dust from the last truck had settled and then he went into the shed and went to work on the meat.

His wife came out around four with coffee in a thermos. Her name was Anya. She was sixty-one years old and she had been married to Marek for thirty-eight of them and she did not like the hunts but she had stopped saying so a long time ago. She put the thermos on the workbench and watched him for a minute without speaking.

"How many," she said.

"Seven."

"That's a lot."

"It was a good sounder."

She nodded. She looked at the carcasses and looked away.

"Cody?"

"Cody's fine. Cody's eating. They're all fine."

"Good."

She went back to the house. Marek worked until dark.
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Three days passed and nothing happened in them that anyone would later remember.

On the fourth night Marek woke up because something downstairs had hit something else very hard.

It was not a sound he had heard in his house before. It was not a tree falling on the porch and it was not the wind taking the shed door and it was not one of the dogs throwing itself against the kennel gate. It was a sound with intent behind it. Something had struck the front of the house and the house had given.

He sat up in the dark.

Anya did not stir. She slept like a stone. She had always slept like a stone.

He swung his legs out of bed and put his bare feet on the cold floor and reached for the rifle that lived in the corner of the bedroom. He had kept a rifle in the bedroom for forty years and he had taken it down maybe twice in all that time and both times for raccoons. The weight of it now felt strange. The weight of it felt like a thing he had to remember how to hold.

He went down the stairs in his undershirt and his work pants. He did not turn on the light. He knew the stairs.

The dogs were screaming.

Not barking. Screaming. There is a sound dogs make when they are dying and Marek had heard it twice in his life, both times when a coyote got into the pen as a young man, and he had never expected to hear it again. He heard it now. He heard six of them at once.

Then he heard nothing.

He stopped at the bottom of the stairs.

The front door was gone.

That was the first thing his mind would not accept. The door was not open. The door was not broken. The door was gone — torn off its hinges and lying flat on the floor of the entryway, the wood split lengthwise along the grain, the brass deadbolt still thrown and still buried in a chunk of frame that had come away with it. The cold of the night was coming in. The air smelled like the outside. Like leaves and wet earth and something else.

He stepped over the door.

The porch light was off. He had turned it off at ten the way he turned it off every night. The yard was a darker shape against a dark sky. There was no moon. There was the suggestion of trees and the suggestion of the fence line and beyond that nothing.

He went to the pen.

The pen was at the side of the house, twenty yards from the back door, a chain-link rectangle with a roofed shelter at the far end. He kept the dogs in it at night. He had always kept the dogs in it at night. The gate of the pen was open. The chain that held it shut was broken — not cut, broken, the links pulled apart like taffy. He had not known a chain could be pulled apart like that.

He stepped inside the pen.

He stepped on something soft.

He moved his foot. He did not look down yet. He raised the rifle and swept the dark of the pen with the barrel and saw nothing, no shape, no eyes, no motion. Then he looked down.

It was Cody.

Cody was in two pieces. The two pieces were not close together.

Marek made a sound. It was not a word. It was the sound a man makes when his body understands something before his mind does. He took a step back and his heel came down on something else and he turned and there was another dog, and another, and another. They were all over the pen. They were all in pieces. The pen smelled like a slaughterhouse in summer and he had not noticed the smell until now because his mind had been refusing it.

Something bit his leg.

It came from his left, low and fast, out of the dark by the shelter, and he did not see it before it hit him. He felt the jaws close on his calf above the boot and he felt the muscle tear and he felt himself going down even before the pain reached him. He fired the rifle. He fired it into the air because that was where the barrel was pointing when his arms convulsed. The muzzle flash lit the pen for a quarter of a second.

In that quarter-second he saw them.

There were six. There were eight. There were more behind those. They were standing in the pen with him and they had been standing there the whole time, motionless, watching him find the dogs. They were grown males and they were sows and they were huge, larger than the boars he had killed in the draw four days ago, larger than any boars he had ever seen. Their eyes did not catch the muzzle flash the way an animal's eyes should. Their eyes were flat and dark and they did not blink.

The flash went out.

They came.

He did not have time to chamber another round. He did not have time to scream. The first one hit him in the chest and put him on his back and the rifle went out of his hands and slid across the bloodied dirt of the pen and was gone. He felt the weight of the animal on him, hundreds of pounds of muscle and bone, and he felt the tusk go in under his ribs, and then there was another on his arm, and another on his thigh, and they were not biting the way a dog bites, they were tearing, they were working him apart with the slow methodical patience of butchers, and the last thing his mind did before it stopped doing anything was register that they were silent.

They were completely silent.

There was no growling. There was no squealing. There was only the sound of his own body coming apart and the wet huff of their breath.

He died with his eyes open.
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Upstairs, Anya woke.

She had not heard the door go. She had not heard the dogs. The gunshot was what woke her, the single dry crack of it, and she lay in bed for a moment trying to fit it into a dream she had been having, and then she understood it had not been a dream and she sat up.

"Marek?"

The other side of the bed was empty. The covers were pushed back. The rifle was gone from the corner.

"Marek?"

She got out of bed and went to the window. The window looked out over the side yard and the pen and the dirt drive and the fence line. She put her hand against the cold glass and she looked down.

She saw movement.

That was all she would ever be able to say. She saw movement. There were dark shapes in the yard, low to the ground, many of them, moving together in a way that did not seem random, and they were going away from the house — away from the pen, around the side of the shed, into the dark beyond the fence line. They were going at a steady unhurried pace. They were not running. They were leaving.

She could not count them. She could not say what they were. They were too low and too dark and the night had no moon. She would tell the police, later, that there had been something. That there had been many somethings. That they had been the size of dogs, maybe, or the size of something bigger than dogs. She would not be sure.

By the time she got down the stairs, the yard was empty.

She found Marek in the pen.

She did not scream right away. She made a small sound in her throat, a sound she did not know she was capable of making, and she stood very still in the gate of the pen and she looked at her husband for what she would later believe was a long time and what was in fact about four seconds. Then her knees stopped working and she went down on the bloodied dirt beside him and she put her hand on his face and his face was already cooling and that was when she screamed.

She screamed for a long time.

Then she fainted.
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The first officers on the scene were a sheriff's deputy named Whitlock and his partner, whose name does not matter, because neither of them would have any further part in what was about to happen to the county. They arrived at the farm at 5:47 in the morning. The sky was the color of old steel. Anya had come to and crawled to the house and called 911 and gone back to the pen and was sitting next to her husband when they arrived, holding his hand, not crying, not speaking, just sitting.

They got her into the kitchen. They wrapped her in a blanket. They waited for the ambulance and the state boys and the animal control officer who would not be much use to anyone.

Whitlock walked the property with a flashlight.

He had been a deputy for nineteen years. He had seen what coyotes do to calves and he had seen what a black bear had done one time to a man's chest cavity up near the state line and he had seen, once, what a pack of feral dogs had done to a jogger on a county road. He knew what animals could do. He knew the shape of it.

This was not that shape.

The door of the house was not broken open. The door was removed. The hinges had been pulled out of the frame. The frame itself was splintered in a way that suggested something had struck the door with tremendous force, once, from outside. He could not think of an animal that did that. A bear could break a door. A bear would have clawed it, chewed it, gone for the gap. This door had been hit.

The dogs in the pen had not been eaten. That was the second thing. An animal that kills six dogs is hungry, or it is defending something, or it is rabid. None of those animals leave six dogs untouched on the ground. He shone the flashlight over what was left of Cody and what was left of the others and he saw teeth wounds, yes, and he saw what looked like tusk wounds, but he saw no feeding. The dogs had been killed and left.

Marek had not been eaten either.

Whitlock stood over the body for a long time. He kept the flashlight off the face. He looked at the wounds and he looked at the ground around the body and he saw the tracks in the bloodied dirt — many tracks, overlapping, cloven, the size of a grown man's fist.

He went back to the house.

His partner was in the kitchen with Anya. The coffee was on. Anya was holding the cup with both hands and not drinking from it.

"Ma'am," Whitlock said. "Ma'am, what did you see."

"Something moving."

"What kind of something."

"I don't know. It was dark."

"How big."

"Big. Low. Many of them."

"Wolves, maybe?"

"I don't know."

"A bear?"

"I don't know. I don't know. I saw them going."

Whitlock nodded. He wrote in his notebook. He wrote wolves possible, bear unlikely, large pack, blunt-force entry on front door — verify. He underlined verify twice.

By the time the state boys arrived at seven, Whitlock had walked the perimeter of the property three times. He had found the tracks leading up the back fence line and into the brush. He had found a smear of blood on a fence post — Marek's, by the location. He had found, in the soft mud at the edge of the back field, a single clear print, sunk deep.

The print was cloven. Two toes. It was the size of his palm. It was twice the size of any wild pig track he had ever seen.

He photographed it. He photographed it three times, with a coin for scale, the way he had been trained. Then he stood up and looked at the back field and at the tree line beyond the back field and at the hills beyond the tree line and he did not say what he was thinking, because what he was thinking did not make sense.

By noon the official story was wolves.

It was not Whitlock's story. Whitlock kept his photographs. But the lieutenant who showed up at ten was a man who had decided what had happened before he got out of the car, and the lieutenant outranked Whitlock, and the lieutenant said wolf pack, write it up, and Whitlock wrote it up. He did not argue. Arguing was not what got you anywhere in the department. He filed the photographs in a drawer in his desk and he went home that night and he did not sleep well, and he did not sleep well for several nights after, but none of that mattered to what was coming, because Whitlock would not be there when it came.

There would be no more deputies named in this story.
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The three of them met at the roadhouse three nights later. It was the place they always met. It was on the county road halfway between the gated community and Marek's farm and it had been there since 1962 and it had not changed in any of those years. The booths were red vinyl patched with duct tape. The jukebox played country music from before any of them had been born. The waitress's name was Donna and she had been the waitress since they had started coming.

Halsey was already there when Brandt arrived. He was on his second beer and he was talking at the bartender, who was not listening, and he turned around when Brandt came in and he raised the bottle like a salute.

"Brandt."

"Halsey."

"Sit. Coyle's coming. Sit."

Brandt sat. Donna brought him a beer without asking. He thanked her and she nodded and went away.

"You hear anything new," Halsey said.

"No."

"Me neither. Wolves, they're saying."

"I heard."

"It's not wolves."

Brandt looked at him.

"It's not wolves," Halsey said again. "I grew up in Idaho. I've seen wolves. Wolves don't break doors."

"What does, then."

"I don't know. Bear, maybe."

"There aren't any bears."

"Yeah. That's the problem."

They drank for a minute without speaking. The jukebox was playing a song about a man whose wife had left him in Tucson. Halsey tapped his bottle against the rim of the table in no particular rhythm.

Coyle came in.

He came in the way he always came in, late and unbothered, and he sat down across from them and put both hands flat on the table and said, "What."

"Wolves," Halsey said.

"I heard."

"It's not wolves."

"No."

"What is it, then."

Coyle thought about it. His face did the small slow rearrangement it did when he was thinking. He had not smiled since he came in.

"Doesn't matter," he said. "It's done. Marek's gone."

"It matters if it comes around again," Halsey said.

"It won't."

"How do you know."

"Because animals don't do that twice. They eat, they move on. They don't come back."

"It didn't eat anything."

Coyle looked at him.

"What."

"It didn't eat anything," Halsey said. "I talked to a guy at the feed store who talked to the deputy. The dogs weren't eaten. Marek wasn't eaten. They just killed them and left."

Coyle was quiet for a moment.

"Then it wasn't hungry," he said.

"That's not how animals work, Coyle."

"It's how some animals work."

"Which ones."

"I don't know. I'm not a wildlife guy. Drink your beer."

Brandt had been quiet. Brandt was usually quiet. He was looking at the table and turning his beer bottle in a slow circle in the wet ring it had left on the wood.

"It was a wolf pack," he said.

Halsey looked at him.

"You believe that?"

"I'm going to believe that," Brandt said, "because the alternative is something I can't fit into my head."

"Yeah," Halsey said. "Yeah, okay."

Coyle did not say anything. Coyle was looking past them, at the window, at the dark beyond the window. There was nothing out there but the parking lot and the county road and the fields beyond. There was nothing to see. But he kept looking.

"You should both come stay at my place a few nights," Halsey said. "I got the room. We could play cards. Drink. Wait for them to find the wolf pack or whatever it is."

"I'm fine at my place," Brandt said.

"I'm fine at mine," Coyle said.

"Suit yourselves," Halsey said. "I'm just saying. Strength in numbers."

"It's a gated community, Halsey," Brandt said. "We're already in strength in numbers."

"Yeah."

"Highest fence in the county. Twenty-four-hour security. We're not the farm."

"No," Halsey said. "We're not the farm."

They drank.

Coyle was still looking at the window.

"Marek was a good man," Halsey said, after a while. He said it the way men say things they feel they are supposed to say.

"He was," Brandt said.

Coyle said nothing.

The three of them finished their beers and ordered another round and Donna brought it and they drank that one too. They talked about other things. They talked about a quarterback Halsey thought was overrated. They talked about a house on the seventh fairway that was for sale. They talked about a charity dinner Brandt's wife wanted him to go to. They did not talk about Marek again.

When they left, the parking lot was empty except for their three trucks. The air was very cold. There was no moon. Halsey clapped Brandt on the shoulder and got into his truck and drove away with one taillight out. Brandt stood by his own truck for a second and looked at the sky, which had no stars in it because of the clouds, and then he got in and drove away.

Coyle was the last to leave.

He stood in the parking lot in the cold and he lit a cigarette, which he did not usually do, which he had quit eleven years ago, and he smoked half of it standing there. He looked at the road. He looked at the dark beyond the road. He looked at the line of trees on the far side of the field across the county road, a line of trees about a hundred and twenty yards away, and he could not have said why he was looking at it.

In the line of trees, something was looking back.

He could not see it. There was no moon. He could not have seen it if he had been twenty feet away. But something in the part of him that was older than his thinking, the part of him that had been a hunter since he was a boy, the part of him that knew when a thing was watching him — that part stood up in him and made the back of his neck cold.

He dropped the cigarette and stepped on it.

He got in his truck. He locked the doors. He had never locked the doors of his truck in this parking lot in his life. He drove home with the heater on high and his hands tight on the wheel and he did not look in the rearview mirror, because he did not want to know if anything was there.

At the gates of the community the guard waved him through. The guard's name was Ramirez and he was twenty-six years old and he had a wife and a two-year-old daughter and he was working the late shift because the late shift paid better. He waved at Coyle and Coyle waved back and the gate rolled shut behind the green truck and Ramirez went back to his magazine.

In the trees on the far side of the road, the old boar stood for a long time after the truck had gone.

It had watched the lights of the roadhouse for two hours. It had watched the three men come out one at a time. It had seen the one in the green truck stand in the parking lot and look at the trees. It had not moved when he looked. It had stood the way it could stand, the way only a very old animal could stand, the way a rock stands.

Now it turned.

It went back through the trees the way it had come. The others were waiting in the deeper dark beyond the trees. They were many. They were patient. They had been gathering for four days, drawn by something the old boar carried in it that none of the others understood and all of them obeyed, and they would gather for a few days more.

When they came, they would come all at once.

But that was not tonight.

Tonight the old boar walked back through its country with the slow rolling gait of a thing that has all the time in the world, and the night closed behind it, and on the county road the last lights of the roadhouse went out, and Donna locked up and drove home, and the gated community settled into its long expensive sleep, and the three hunters lay in their three beds and did not know they had been counted.
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