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Chapter One: The First Feast
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The crawfish didn't like the water that evening.

Denny Arceneaux noticed it the moment he cut his motor and let the flat-bottomed skiff drift into the first run of traps. Twenty-two years he'd worked this stretch of the Atchafalaya — the same cordgrass channels, the same cypress knees breaking the surface like the knuckles of a buried giant, the same egrets stepping through the shallows with their strange, ministerial patience. He knew this water the way a man knows his own kitchen in the dark. He knew its moods and its silences and its particular grammar of sound.

Tonight the grammar was wrong.

The traps were sitting wrong too. The PVC floats that should have been riding easy on the surface were angled, like something below had nudged them sideways and left them listing. He reached for the first line without thinking much about it, hauled the wire cage up hand over fist, and saw immediately that it was light. Almost empty. Three crawfish rattling around inside when there should have been forty, fifty, enough to fill the scoop twice over. He frowned and tossed them into the live well anyway and pulled the next trap, and the next, and got the same sorry result each time: a few stragglers, the rest gone.

Not dead. Not sick. Gone.

"Hell," he said to no one.

He set the empty trap back on its float and looked out across the run. The sun was dropping behind the tree line to the west, throwing the basin into that long amber suspension between day and dark. The blue hour, his mother had called it, though she'd never meant it kindly. You get yourself home before the blue hour, Denis, she'd say, and there was never any argument in her voice when she said it. Just instruction. Just the flat certainty of a woman who had grown up in St. Jude Parish and understood, in the way that parish people understood things, that the swamp operated on its own schedule after the light went strange.

Denny was fifty-three years old and had stopped believing in most of what his mother told him. But he did believe in the blue hour, in the way a lapsed Catholic still genuflects when he passes an altar. Some understandings live below the level of faith.

He pulled his cap down and moved the skiff along the line, working efficiently, not rushing. The evening was hot in the particular Atchafalaya way, where the heat didn't come from the sky so much as from the water itself, the decomposing vegetation below the surface, the slow metabolic heat of a place that was always in the process of consuming something. Sweat had soaked through his shirt at the small of his back and under his arms. Mosquitoes worked at the exposed skin of his neck, and he slapped at them absently, the gesture as automatic as breathing.

The basin was quiet.

That was the thing that kept nudging at the edge of his attention. Not silent — a Louisiana swamp is never truly silent, there is always the creak of wood, the bell-tone of frogs, the distant percussion of a heron taking off — but quiet in the specific way that means the ordinary noise has been replaced by a kind of held breath. The frogs had gone off. He couldn't remember exactly when; they'd just sort of faded out, and now he noticed their absence the way you notice a clock has stopped only after the ticking is already gone.

He told himself it was probably a gator. Big bull, moving through the run, and everything else had the good sense to shut up and wait it out. He'd seen it before. The basin went quiet when a big one was on the move, an instinctive communal hush, like a church when the priest raises the host.

He reached the end of the first trap line and started on the second, moving deeper into the run where the cypress stood closer together and the water turned from brown to black in the shadow of their canopies. Here the duckweed lay thick as a carpet, broken only by the path his skiff cut through it, which closed back up behind him like a slow green wound. He watched the surface as he went. Looking for the V-wake of a swimming gator, the eye-shine that would confirm his theory and let him relax.

He didn't see anything.

What he heard, a few minutes later, was harder to classify.

It came from the tree line to his left, maybe thirty yards in, where the ground — if you could call it ground, that matrix of root and rot and standing water — rose slightly to form a hammock thick with palmetto and black willow. A sound like pressure releasing. Like something wet and heavy shifting. He'd heard wild boar before, back in his hunting days, and he knew their grunts and their rooting sounds, the crash of their movement through brush. This wasn't quite that.

His grandfather had described it once, in the way old men describe things they don't have good words for, as the sound of a wet lung collapsing. Denny had been maybe twelve, sitting on the old man's porch with a glass of sweet tea, and the description had seemed like old-man foolishness, the kind of gothic ornamentation that the elderly apply to ordinary memories. He hadn't thought about it in thirty years.

He thought about it now.

The sound came again. Wet, pressurized, intimate in a way that sounds shouldn't be when they're coming from a stand of trees thirty yards away. Like whatever was making it was doing so inside his ear rather than outside.

"Alligator," he said aloud. He said it firmly, the way you tell a nervous horse everything's fine. He said it because the word was an anchor, something that fit inside the known world.

He reached for the next trap line and hauled.

The traps in this second run were even worse. Two were empty entirely, the wire mesh intact but the interior stripped clean, not even a shell fragment remaining. One was damaged — the wire bent inward in a pattern he'd never seen before, the hexagonal mesh deformed as though something had taken hold of the cage and simply compressed it, uniformly, the way you might crush a paper cup.

He turned the damaged trap over in his hands and studied it in the failing light. The wire was sixteen-gauge, the kind of mesh that would need a pair of bolt cutters to work through. Whatever had grabbed it had fingers, or something like fingers, strong enough to exert consistent pressure across multiple points simultaneously. He ran his thumb along one of the bent edges and pulled his hand back when it came away with a thin line of red.

The wire had been sheared. Not bent. Sheared, the cut-ends bright and clean as though made by a blade.

He set the trap down very carefully in the bottom of the skiff.

The blue hour was deepening around him. The amber had gone out of the sky and what remained was that indeterminate purple-gray, the color of old bruises, that came in the twenty minutes before full dark. He had a headlamp in his gear bag and a spotlight mounted on the bow, but he suddenly didn't want to turn them on. The lights would make him visible, and something about the evening — the empty traps, the quiet, the damaged cage with its bright-cut wire — had activated a layer of cognition below the rational, a stratum of pure animal assessment that was telling him very clearly that visible was bad.

He told himself to stop it. He told himself he was fifty-three years old and had been working this basin since he was old enough to hold a rope, and that the only things in this water that could hurt him were alligators, water moccasins, and his own stupidity, and he had managed all three for more than two decades. He told himself his mother was dead and couldn't see him acting like this.

He reached for the next trap line.

The palmetto on the hammock moved.

Not the top fronds, stirred by a wind that wasn't blowing. The whole mass of it, from the ground up, displaced in the sudden, specific way that indicates something large pushing through rather than around. Denny straightened up from the trap line and looked toward the shore. He could see the palmetto still moving, settling, and then he could see the cattails at the water's edge bending in sequence, like a wave, like something following the bank, moving parallel to his position.

Moving parallel, and forward. Staying in the vegetation. Staying just out of sight.

The rational part of his brain said: gator, coming to investigate the skiff noise.

Every other part of his brain said nothing, because every other part of his brain had gone very still and very focused in the way of creatures that have just moved from the category of observer to the category of observed.

He reached slowly for the pole. His outboard was a small four-stroke, reliable but slow to start, and he didn't want to be waiting for an engine to catch while something big came out of the cattails. The pole was immediate. The pole was already in his hands. He could push off, get distance, be thirty yards down the run before anything on shore could enter the water.

The cattails stopped moving.

He waited. Pole in hand, weight forward, ready. The skiff drifted slightly, the duckweed closing around the hull. A mosquito landed on his upper lip and he didn't move to swat it. He waited.

Nothing.

A minute passed. Two. The frogs had not come back. The basin remained in its strange, suspended hush. But the cattails were still and the palmetto was still and there was no V-wake on the water and whatever had been moving along the bank had either stopped or retreated into the hammock or he had imagined the whole thing.

He let out a long, slow breath. His hands were shaking slightly, he noticed. Just adrenaline. He was fifty-three and had been out in the heat all day and his blood sugar was probably off and he'd spooked himself over a gator that didn't have the courtesy to actually appear.

"Getting old," he said, and the sound of his own voice was a small comfort.

He turned back to the trap line.

He would pull the remaining six cages and head in. He'd come back in the morning and rebait the whole run, see if maybe the water chemistry was off in this section, maybe a bloom of some kind pushing the crawfish out. He'd check with Claude Thibodaux, who worked the adjacent channel, see if Claude was having the same problem. He'd have a beer when he got home and eat whatever his wife had left in the refrigerator and not think any more about strange sounds and damaged wire.

He pulled the fifth cage and was reaching for the sixth when the skiff rocked.

Not from a wake. Not from the water. From below the stern, a single, massive impact, as though something had driven a fist up through the aluminum hull from underneath. The boat jumped, genuinely lifted, the bow coming up and then crashing back down, and Denny went forward and hit his knee on the live well and grabbed the gunwale and held on, and for a moment all he could do was process the ringing in his ears from the impact and the fact that water was coming over the starboard side.

Then he heard the hull buckle.

It was a sound he would carry for exactly forty more seconds of his life: the metallic shriek of sheet aluminum yielding under pressure, not impact pressure this time but sustained compression, something below the waterline gripping the hull and pressing inward. The port side now. The boat tilting badly to starboard, the live well sliding, the gear bag tipping.

Denny lunged for the outboard. Grabbed the pull cord. Yanked.

Nothing.

Yanked again.

The engine coughed and died.

The hull buckled again, this time near the middle, and a seam opened along the bottom and cold, black water came in fast and Denny was standing ankle-deep before he understood what was happening, before his brain had completed the sentence that began with the boat is sinking and ended somewhere he didn't want to go. He grabbed the spotlight, yanked it free of its mount, swung it toward the stern.

The water was black and still and told him nothing.

He was in the water before he'd made a conscious decision to move, because the skiff was going fast now, listing hard to port, the stern already below the surface. The water was warm and chest-deep this close to the hammock, the bottom soft under his boots, the duckweed thick around his arms. He still had the spotlight. He swept it across the surface, illuminating nothing but mat weed and his own ripples spreading outward.

He stood in the water and breathed.

He was fifty yards from the nearest solid bank, in chest-deep water, at full dark, with his boat sinking. He had his phone in his chest pocket — waterproof case, thank God — and he needed to call this in and get to shore and that was the sum total of what needed to happen right now. He could do that. He had done harder things.

He was reaching for his phone when the sound came from directly behind him.

Not from the shore. From behind him, in the water. Close. The sound his grandfather had described so long ago on that porch with sweet tea and summer heat and an audience of one skeptical twelve-year-old: like a wet lung collapsing. And below it, beneath it, another sound. A slow rhythmic percussion, like the mechanism of something very large breathing, something that processed air through a body so massive that respiration itself became audible.

The smell reached him a half-second later. He had processed deer carcasses and he had cleaned fish and he had once, on a hunting trip, come across a black bear that had been dead in the July heat for a week. None of those had prepared him for this: a smell of profound, almost conceptual rot, of a digestive system working on a scale that made his eyes water.

He did not turn around.

Some part of him, the deep animal part, understood that turning around was the wrong thing to do. That turning around would make it real, and that real was a threshold he was not prepared to cross.

He turned around.

The spotlight caught it in fragments, because the mind refuses to assemble certain images all at once, processes them instead as disconnected data: the bristles first, black and dense and erect, each one thick as a pencil and standing in a ridge along something massive and dark; then the eyes, small and deeply recessed and reflective in the light, a dull amber that held no recognition and no hesitation, only the flat, uninterested evaluation of an apex predator assessing logistics; then the head, enormous, the skull wide and heavy and sloped, the snout broad and armored with cartilage so thick it looked geological, and below the snout the tusks, lower and upper both, the lowers long and recurved and gleaming with a wet luminescence, the uppers shorter and straighter, and the whole complex assembly of them — the way they articulated against each other, the way they fit together — not like the tusks he'd seen on trapped boars or hunting-camp trophies. Like shears. Like the business end of something designed, by whatever slow and patient process had designed it, specifically and exclusively for this.

He had time to understand what it was. Wild boar, the rational part of his brain supplied, helpfully, uselessly. Wild boar, huge, half a ton at least, maybe more, the biggest he had ever seen or heard of, standing in chest-deep water with an ease that suggested the water was entirely irrelevant to it.

He had time to raise the spotlight and open his mouth.

He did not have time to scream.

It came from behind him instead. He had turned to face what he'd heard, but the sound had been a distraction — the vocalization of the animal in the water in front of him, while the attack came from his left and above, from the hammock bank where he'd watched the palmetto move, where a second presence had waited in complete and terrible patience for exactly this geometry.

The first tusk entered below his left shoulder blade and drove forward, and the sensation was not pain, not initially, but displacement, the profound wrongness of internal architecture being rearranged at speed. He felt his feet leave the bottom. He was lifted, actually lifted, the breath leaving his body in a sound that was not a scream but an exhalation, involuntary and total, the sound of pressure releasing.

He was carried forward two steps and then the head dropped, and the tusk withdrew, and what followed was governed by physics rather than malice, his body simply doing what bodies do when the structures that contain them are compromised. He went into the water face-first and the spotlight went under with him.

Below the surface, in the brief, diminishing glow of the submerged light, the water clouded fast and dark. Then the tusks found him again, working with the mechanical precision his grandfather had never seen but had somehow known to describe, shearing through the soft tissue of his abdomen with the efficiency of something that had done this before, and had done it many times, and had arrived at this specific action through a long process of refinement that made the word attack insufficient. This was not an attack.

This was technique.

The spotlight died. The basin returned to its silence.

The frogs did not come back. They would not come back to this stretch of water for a very long time. The duckweed closed over the surface with its usual patient indifference. The cypress stood and the stars came out and the Atchafalaya continued its ancient, slow digestion.

By midnight, very little of Denny Arceneaux remained above the waterline.

By morning, what little there was had oxidized to rust.
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Chapter Two: The Disappearing Act
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The call came in at 6:14 in the morning, while Elias Miller was on his second cup of coffee and his first argument of the day.

The argument was with himself, which was the only kind he had anymore, and it concerned the drain in his kitchen sink, which had been slow for three weeks and was now approaching a full stop, a fact he had communicated to his landlord twice by text and once in person, and which his landlord had acknowledged with the particular brand of cheerful uselessness that Miller had come to understand was simply the man's resting state. The argument, such as it was, involved the relative merits of calling a plumber himself and deducting it from the rent versus continuing to suffer through the slow drain as a kind of low-stakes exercise in patience. He was leaning toward the plumber when his radio and his cell phone went off within four seconds of each other, which in Miller's experience meant the kind of morning that made kitchen drains irrelevant.

He listened to the radio call first. Rene Arceneaux, wife of Denis Arceneaux, Bayou Cane Road, St. Jude Parish, reporting her husband had not come home the previous evening. He had left at three in the afternoon to run his trap lines in the southern reach of the Atchafalaya basin, the stretch locally called the Back Cuts, and had not returned or called, and Rene Arceneaux was not a woman who panicked easily — Miller knew her slightly, from community meetings and the St. Jude Fourth of July — and the steadiness in her voice as she gave the report was, paradoxically, the most alarming thing about it. Panicked women called and sobbed. Women who had grown up in the basin, who had been married for twenty-nine years to a man who worked wild water for a living, only called the sheriff's office with that particular steadiness when they had already sat with the worst possibility for several hours and made a kind of peace with it.

The cell phone was his deputy, Cora Tullier, who had taken the call and was already on her way to the Arceneaux house and wanted to know if he was coming.

"On my way," he said, and dumped the rest of the coffee in the sink and watched it drain with agonizing slowness, and then he was in the truck.

St. Jude Parish sat at the eastern edge of the Atchafalaya Basin, a flat, low-lying extrusion of the larger wetland, laced with bayous and cut-off lakes and the kind of road system that had been designed by the water rather than by any municipal planning body. Miller had been sheriff here for eleven years, having come down from Baton Rouge after a twelve-year career with the state police that had ended in the kind of bureaucratic disillusionment that eventually finds everyone who works long enough in law enforcement. He was fifty-one, broad across the shoulders, with a face that had settled into a permanent expression of mild skepticism, the kind that came not from cynicism but from having spent two decades watching the gap between what people said had happened and what had actually happened. He had a bad left knee from a car accident in 2019 and a good instinct for reading water, which he'd developed out of necessity because working St. Jude Parish without understanding the basin was like trying to police a city without knowing its streets.

He understood the basin well enough to know that when a man who knew the Back Cuts didn't come home, the probabilities were not good.

Rene Arceneaux met them at the door. She was a compact woman in her mid-fifties, brown-skinned, with the fine permanent lines around her eyes that came from decades of squinting into Louisiana sun. She'd made coffee and didn't offer any, which told Miller she'd been holding herself together on adrenaline for hours and didn't have the capacity for hospitality. She told them what she knew in flat, orderly sentences. Denny had left at three. He'd planned to run the trap line in the lower Back Cuts, the second run he'd been working since moving east from his usual position because the crabbers had moved in and crowded him. He'd expected to be back by eight or nine at the latest. He had not called because he had not called, and that was not like him, and she had sat up until two in the morning hoping she was wrong before she accepted that she wasn't, and then she'd waited until six because there was a part of her that didn't want to make the call official.

"He carry a locator?" Miller asked.

"On the boat. Not on him." She folded her hands on the kitchen table. "He never wore the personal one. I asked him to."

Miller nodded. The boat transponder would give them a last-known position, which was something. He asked Tullier to get the harbormaster on the radio and request the last GPS ping from Arceneaux's vessel registration, and while she did that he sat across from Rene Arceneaux and asked the questions he needed to ask, about Denny's health, his state of mind, whether there had been any arguments or financial pressures, any reason at all to think this was something other than an accident on the water. He asked them carefully, in the way he'd learned to ask them, and she answered each one without expression until he got to the last one, and then she said, "My husband has been working that water for twenty-two years, Sheriff. He wasn't careless and he wasn't unhappy." She paused. "Whatever happened to him, it wasn't his fault."

Tullier came back with a coordinates set. The last GPS ping from Arceneaux's transponder had been logged at 6:43 the previous evening, in a section of the Back Cuts that Miller knew roughly — a narrow run south of the Willow Hammock, hemmed in by cypress and known for good crawfish in spring. The ping had not moved since. The boat was still there, or had been there when the system last reported.

They took the department's flat-bottom out of the public landing on Bayou Cane and followed the GPS track south.

The morning was already hot. By seven-thirty the sun was well up and the humidity was the kind that makes the air feel structural, like something you have to push through rather than breathe. Miller ran the boat while Tullier watched the bank. Neither of them said much. The Back Cuts in the morning had a beauty that was indifferent to whatever had happened in them the night before — the white egrets in the shallows, the mist still hanging low over the black water, the dragonflies working the surface in their manic, joyful circuits. Miller had long since stopped finding the swamp's indifference to human suffering either romantic or troubling. It was simply the baseline condition of the natural world, and he respected it the way he respected the basin itself: without sentiment, with attention.

They found the skiff at 7:48.

It was half-sunk, the stern fully submerged and the bow still above water, held up by the buoyancy of the aluminum and a cypress knee it had drifted against. It sat in about four feet of water, close to the bank, the hull visible just below the surface with the particular clarity that only comes in shallow, still-water. Miller cut the engine and let their boat coast alongside.

"God," Tullier said, quietly.

Miller didn't say anything. He was looking at the hull.

The damage was wrong. He'd seen gator-hit boats before — every working waterman in St. Jude Parish had a story, and Miller had seen three documented cases in his eleven years, two involving property damage and one involving a broken arm when a large bull had come up under a kayak. In his experience, gator damage to a boat hull was impact damage: a strike, a dent, sometimes a puncture if the animal was large enough and motivated enough. What he was looking at on Arceneaux's skiff was not impact damage. The port-side hull, below the waterline, showed a series of compression deformations, the aluminum pressed inward in a pattern that was distributed rather than localized. Not a strike. A sustained grip. Something had held the hull and pressed it, consistently, from multiple points of contact simultaneously.

He stood up carefully and leaned over the gunwale of their boat to get a closer look. The compression marks were roughly regular, repeating, spaced in a way that made his brain attempt to fit them into a template he recognized. He thought: teeth. And then he thought: no. The spacing was too wide, the impressions too broad. Not teeth. Something else. He filed it away.

There was blood on the port gunwale. Not a lot — a spray pattern, partially washed by the dew and whatever water had come over the side, but enough to photograph and enough to read. The spray indicated arterial pressure from above, from a standing or upright source, and it had landed on the interior gunwale surface rather than the exterior, which meant the source had been inside the boat when the pressure event occurred. Or over it. Or —

He stopped trying to reconstruct it and made himself look at what was actually present.

No body. No gear bag, which had probably gone down with the stern. The live well was open and empty. The outboard was still mounted, still locked, flooded but intact. The pole — a fiberglass push pole, sixteen feet — was gone.

"Run tape," he told Tullier. "I want this whole section flagged before we touch anything else."

He got on the radio and called the parish coroner, Dr. Adelle Fontenot, who operated out of the small medical complex in Crescent Point, twelve miles north. He told her what he had and asked her to come when she could. Then he called the state wildlife enforcement office and asked for a boat and an officer familiar with alligator behavior in the basin. Then he called the harbormaster back and asked for the contact information for whatever commercial trapper had been working the adjacent channel, because someone might have seen or heard something before full dark.

Tullier was in the water with her waders on, stringing the barrier tape between cypress knees, when she stopped.

"Sheriff."

Her voice had the same quality Rene Arceneaux's had. The steadiness of someone who has already absorbed the worst of the shock and is now reporting from the other side of it.

He looked where she was looking.

The arm was caught in the root structure of a cypress, three feet below the surface, visible in the clear water. It was a man's left arm, separated at the shoulder, and it lay in the roots with an almost peaceful arrangement, as though it had been placed there, the fingers open and slightly curled in the way of a hand at rest. Miller could see the pale interior surface of the wrist and the dark band of a watch. He recognized the watch — a cheap digital, the kind sold at every pharmacy in the parish — because he had noticed it on Denis Arceneaux's wrist in a photograph Rene had shown him on her phone forty minutes ago.

He stood on the bow of his boat and looked at the arm in the water and breathed.

"Don't touch it," he said, unnecessarily — Tullier had her hands at her sides and was not moving. "Mark it and wait for Adelle."

He sat down on the boat seat and wrote in his notebook. He wrote what he'd observed about the hull damage. He wrote about the blood spray and its position. He wrote arm, left, separated at shoulder, no visible remains and underlined no visible remains, because that was the thing his brain kept returning to. An alligator attack in the water, even a catastrophic one, did not result in a clean scene. Gators were not clean killers. They drowned and they rolled and they cached, and caching meant the body or pieces of the body were somewhere in the area, tucked under a bank or lodged in submerged root structure. The basin had a way of keeping its secrets, yes, but it also had a way of giving them back up in pieces, over days and weeks.

There was nothing here. One arm and a spray of blood and a damaged boat.

Everything else had been taken.

Adelle Fontenot arrived by mid-morning with her bag and her two assistants and the particular focused economy of movement that Miller had always appreciated in her. She was sixty-one, small and precise, with close-cropped gray hair and the kind of face that had stopped performing reactions to difficult things sometime in her forties. She had been St. Jude Parish coroner for sixteen years and had seen more than her share of water deaths, which in this parish were the occupational hazard of simply living.

She waded out to the cypress in borrowed waders and spent a long time with the arm before she had it bagged and brought to the bank.

Miller gave her space. He stood on shore and watched the state wildlife officer — a young man named Pressler, earnest, with new-looking waders — work the perimeter of the scene in the water, looking for signs of gator activity. Track marks in the soft bank mud, haul-out points, the body-drag of a large animal. Pressler was thorough and Miller respected that, even as he watched the young man's expression shift from professional focus to something more uncertain as he worked through the area and found, consistently, nothing.

"No obvious haul-out points," Pressler reported, coming back. "I'm seeing some bottom disturbance consistent with large animal movement, but nothing I can definitively attribute to alligator."

"How large an animal are we talking, for that kind of hull damage?"

Pressler looked at the sunken skiff for a moment. "For sustained compression like that?" He paused. "A big bull, maybe. Biggest males in the basin, they can go thirteen, fourteen feet, close to half a ton. That's at the extreme end." Another pause. "The thing is, with a gator that size, we'd expect more surface sign. A big bull marks his territory. He's on and off the bank, he's got slide marks, haul-out wear on the vegetation. This area's clean."

"Clean," Miller repeated.

"Yes, sir. Cleaner than it should be."

Miller thanked him and walked back to where Adelle was crouched over the bagged arm on a spread of plastic sheeting, working with a measured loop-light and a notation pad.

"Tell me something," he said.

She looked up at him over the top of her glasses. "I'll tell you several things. First one: this separation is not a death-roll avulsion."

Miller waited.

"When a large crocodilian grabs a limb and rolls — which is the primary attack mechanism, as I know you know — the tissue damage follows a specific and recognizable pattern. The muscle and connective tissue tears along lines of rotational stress. You get spiral bruising. You get torsional fracturing in the bone if the roll is strong enough. The signature is consistent and I've seen it enough times to recognize it immediately." She gestured at the bagged arm. "That is not what I'm looking at."

"Then what are you looking at?"

She was quiet for a moment, which with Adelle Fontenot meant she was choosing her words with more than usual care. "The separation point is the glenohumeral joint — the shoulder socket. The humeral head has been disarticulated cleanly, and I mean that in almost a technical sense. The ligamentous tissue isn't torn. It's severed. The cut-face on the rotator cuff musculature is consistent with a shearing force rather than a tearing force." She paused again. "There's a meaningful difference between something being ripped away and something being cut away. This was cut away."

Miller looked at the bag. "You're describing a blade."

"I'm describing a shearing mechanism of some kind. I don't know yet what produced it." She stood up and stripped her gloves. "What I can tell you is that whatever took this man's arm off was efficient in a way that a gator death roll is not. A death roll is violent and chaotic and it leaves evidence of that chaos in the tissue. What I'm looking at is almost the opposite of chaotic."

Miller wrote in his notebook. He wrote shearing, not tearing and underlined it twice.

"What else?"

"There's bruising on the forearm. Patterned, bilateral, consistent with a gripping force applied around the circumference of the limb. Whatever took hold of this man grabbed him with sufficient pressure to cause vascular bruising through the dermal layers before the separation event." She looked at the tree line. "It held him first. Then it cut."

The basin sat in its morning indifference around them, the egrets in the shallows and the dragonflies in their circuits and the black water moving with its slow, southward intention. Somewhere in the cypress, a red-winged blackbird called once and went silent.

Miller closed his notebook. He looked at the half-sunk skiff with its buckled hull and its spray of dried blood, and he looked at the area of flat, untroubled water around it, with no haul-out marks and no drag lines and no body, and he thought about what Pressler had said: cleaner than it should be.

"I'm putting it as a probable alligator attack for the preliminary report," he said, because he needed to say something that fit inside the existing framework, that gave Rene Arceneaux an official answer she could use while the actual answer was still assembling itself. "Pending further evidence."

Adelle looked at him with the expression she reserved for things that were technically correct and functionally insufficient. She didn't argue, because she understood the same thing he did: that preliminary reports required a provisional world, a world in which things still fit the categories they were supposed to fit.

"Pending further evidence," she agreed.

She began packing her kit. Miller walked back to the water's edge and stood looking south, toward the deeper Back Cuts, toward the section of the basin they called Devil's Hole, where the water went dark and the bottom dropped away and the cypress grew so close together that a boat could barely pass between them. He'd been in there twice in eleven years, once following a missing-persons report that turned out to be a teenager who'd gotten himself turned around, and once on a cane-cutter salvage call. Both times he'd come out with the vague, unspecific feeling of having been watched from the interior, from the impenetrable green dark of the hammock, by something patient and present and entirely unhurried.

He'd dismissed that feeling both times as the suggestible response of a man who'd grown up hearing too many St. Jude Parish stories.

He dismissed it again now, by reflex, by practice.

But his hand went to the .357 on his hip anyway, and rested there for a moment, the way a hand seeks certainty, and he stood in the morning heat looking south at the water, and the water looked back at him with its ancient and absolute blankness, and told him nothing at all.

He walked back to the boat.

He had a preliminary report to write, and a widow to inform, and a rogue alligator to locate.

He told himself that's all this was.

He told himself that three times on the way back up the bayou, and each time the conviction arrived a little less complete.
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Chapter Three: The Naturalist
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The parish contract read nuisance wildlife abatement — Sus scrofa, multiple confirmed incidents and paid forty dollars an hour plus expenses, which was not enough money and was also more money than James Nichols had been offered in the previous three weeks, so he took it.

He took it from a folding table in the St. Jude Parish administrative annex, a low-ceiling room that smelled of old coffee and mildew, signing the contractor agreement while the assistant parish administrator — a soft-handed man named Garrett who had the deep, residual tan of someone who had once spent time outdoors and now only remembered it — explained the situation with the enthusiasm of a man who had never personally encountered a feral hog and therefore retained the luxury of finding them interesting.

The levee damage had started six weeks ago. Two sections of the spoil bank levee on the south side of Bayou Cane Road, and one section of the agricultural berm bordering the Tureaud family's crawfish ponds, rooted out and undermined to the point where the parish road engineer had condemned a forty-yard stretch and put up barriers. There had also been a cornstalks on two small farms, a dog attacked and killed on the Melancon property on Parish Road 7, and a documented encounter in which a man named Trosclair had been treed on his own deer stand at three in the morning by what he described as the biggest damn thing I have ever seen in my life, a characterization that Nichols, reading the incident report, assigned its proper value, which was approximately nothing.

People who were surprised by hogs always described them as the biggest damn thing they'd ever seen. It was a reliable property of the encounter. A mature boar in full aggression, with its ruff up and its head low and its tusks catching whatever light was available, hit the human perceptual system at a register that bypassed rational measurement entirely and went straight to the ancient, lizard-brain assessment of too large, run. Nichols had seen grown men — hunters, outdoors men, veterans of various kinds of difficulty — reduced to that animal calculus by a two-hundred-pound boar they could have legally shot from a helicopter. The Trosclair incident told him: hogs present, probably a sounder with at least one dominant boar, comfortable enough in the area to move at night without concern.

It did not tell him anything about monsters.

He drove south from Baton Rouge in his truck, a ten-year-old F-250 with a livestock cage on the bed and two hundred and forty thousand miles on the engine and a slow oil leak he was managing with weekly top-offs and a resolute refusal to get a second opinion. The back seat held his gear: a Ruger .44 Magnum carbine in its case, a thermal scope in its case, a cage trap folded flat, a backpack with the field kit, and a cooler that currently held three bottles of water, two gas station sandwiches of uncertain age, and a six-pack of Abita he was rationing with the discipline of a man who had learned, through experience, that the line between unwinding after a job and drinking in the field required deliberate maintenance.

He was forty-four years old. He had been doing contract wildlife control for eleven years, specializing in feral hog abatement for the last seven, working primarily in Louisiana, Mississippi, and east Texas, with occasional forays into Arkansas when the money was right. Before that he'd had a position as a research biologist with the LSU AgCenter, conducting population dynamics work on Sus scrofa in the Atchafalaya basin watershed. Before that he'd had a wife, and a house in Baton Rouge with a backyard that needed work, and a Golden Retriever named Cartwright, and a set of reasonable expectations about how the next twenty years would unfold.

The research position had ended in a departmental restructuring. The marriage had ended somewhat earlier, for reasons that were less structural and more personal, and which Nichols had spent approximately two years trying to assign primarily to external factors before arriving at the more accurate and less comfortable accounting. Cartwright had died of natural causes in 2021 at the age of thirteen, and Nichols had cried at the veterinary office in a way he had not cried at the divorce proceedings, and the receptionist had been very kind about it.

He had kept the truck and the field kit and the knowledge base, and had built a working life out of the intersection of all three. It was a smaller life than the one he'd planned. It fit, though, in the way that things fit when you've stopped insisting on dimensions they don't have.

He arrived in St. Jude Parish on a Tuesday afternoon and checked into the Pelican Motor Court on the highway, the only option within reasonable distance of the work site, which offered a room with a functional air conditioner and a television that received six channels and a shower with water pressure that Nichols assessed as enthusiastic if misdirected. He had stayed in worse. He unpacked the essentials, laid out his gear on the second bed for inventory, and spent an hour reading through the incident documentation that Garrett had provided, which was thorough in the way that bureaucratic documentation is always thorough — comprehensive about dates and locations and economic damages, almost entirely useless about the actual behavior of the animals involved.

He made notes. Damage patterns suggested a sounder of moderate size, probably eight to fifteen animals, with a home range centered somewhere in the lower basin, moving northeast to access the levee and farm areas at night and retreating south by morning. The rooting patterns in the photographs of the levee damage were consistent with a dominant boar leading the approach — you could see the primary root channels, deep and directed, overlaid by the shallower, more scattered work of subordinate animals following the boar's lead. The dominant animal was large. The root depth and the compression marks in
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