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synopsis

 

A cop on a mission. A woman running from her fate. Both on a collision course with evil.

 

In the pulse-pounding sequel to BAD WOLF, the nightmare that ripped open two lives slips from the darkness to once again stalk the streets of Portland.

Three months after his partner mysteriously vanished, detective John Gallagher remains haunted by his encounter with something that should not exist. With no clues as to his partner's disappearance, detective Lara Mendes is presumed dead but Gallagher refuses to give up the search. Like a man possessed, he pushes himself to the brink to find her.

At a downtown firing range, 17-year old Amy Gallagher is taught how to fire a gun by her father. She goes along for his sake but Amy is increasingly troubled by her father's instability. His nightmares, paranoia and obsession with finding his missing partner are clear signs of post traumatic stress but her pleas for him to seek help fall on deaf ears. Chafing under his strict rules, Amy struggles to save her dad before he pushes himself over the edge.

Two hundred miles away, a woman with a terrible secret hides in the vastness of the Oregon wilderness, desperate to outrun her fate. Banished into self-imposed exile with a worsening condition, ex-detective Lara Mendes has exhausted any hope for a cure to her cursed existence. With no options left, her last chance at peace may be to take her own life.  

Stalking her through the pines is a primordial nightmare plucked straight from a Grimm's fairytale. It wants Lara Mendes and will stop at nothing to get her.

The only question that remains is who will get to her first, and what will Lara do when they come?
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ONE

 

IN HIS DREAMS, she came back. 

The nightmares too. 

John Gallagher sat up and wiped a forearm across his brow. The same thing almost every night, waking up with the sweats, heart banging in his chest. This night no different from the rest but this time, she came back. 

Lara Mendes had stepped warily from the trees into an open meadow. Gallagher’s former partner in the homicide detail, missing and presumed dead these last three months. In his dream, he searched the dense forest looking for her. Sometimes he found her, dead at the bottom of a ditch, her remains torn apart by wild dogs. 

This time was different. She came back. On her own. 

He was scrambling through the thicket, hands scratched raw from the brambles, knees dirty from crawling through the loam. He dropped to his knees in exhaustion, wanting to give up. He looked up and there she was, stumbling out of the trees. Her eyes wide with fear, her dark hair wet and plastered against her face. He ran to her. She startled at first, then hurried to meet him. There were tears in her eyes as she limped forward. 

He almost had her, almost touched her when the wolf took her. It slammed into her from behind like a freight train and dragged Lara back into the dark trees. Her eyes bald with terror, fingers clawing the dirt. 

And then she was gone. 

Gallagher heard her screams, cutting through the air to him from the inky darkness. All he could do was listen. 

And then the wolf came back. Enormous and powerful, a giant in its proportions. Its maw opened and the monster’s big, big teeth closed over his throat and there was a snap as his neck broke and then he woke. 

He rubbed his eyes until the numbers on the alarm clock came into focus. Almost five. No getting back to sleep now. He swung out of bed, pulled on the clothes left draped over a chair and headed downstairs. Stepping quietly past his daughter’s bedroom door. 

 

Gallagher sat with his feet propped on the desk in his small office next to the mud room. He clicked through all the police monitoring sites and RSS feeds for the fourth time this morning but there was nothing new. No reports of dog attacks, no wolf sightings, no unusual homicides under the parameters he had put in place. He reached for his cup but his coffee had gone cold. 

A thump overhead, the creak of the floor from the upstairs bedroom. His daughter was up. 

He was brewing a fresh pot when Amy came downstairs. A bleary-eyed seventeen-year old shuffling like the walking dead in ratty slippers. She flopped onto a stool at the kitchen counter and Gallagher slid a bowl of fruit and yogurt under her nose. “Morning sunshine. Sleep well?” 

Amy looked down at her breakfast then up at her dad. “Can I have some coffee?” 

“It’ll stunt your growth.”

“I’m tall enough.” Amy tried a smile but it came out like a disturbed leer. Mornings were not her strong suit. “Please.” 

“Half a cup.” He slid the cup across the counter to her and watched her lace it with a lethal dose of sugar. “Do you need a lunch today?”

“No. I’ll pick up something.” She sipped her cup, watching him clean up. “You must be tired. I heard you get up at four.” 

“I’m all right.” 

“The nightmare again?”

He threaded a tie under his collar, ignoring the question. Code for ‘change the subject’.  Amy didn’t pursue it, already knowing the answer. Her dad suffered nightmares, almost every night since the incident. He got by on three, maybefour hours of sleep. That it was affecting him was plain to see but he never acknowledged it, claiming he didn’t need much sleep anyway. “Don’t go with that tie,” she said. 

“It’s my best one.” 

She pointed at it with her spoon. “It’s still got that stain on it.” 

He flipped up the end, saw the offending blemish. “Damn.” He stripped it off and tossed it onto the back of a chair. “Where’s the blue one?” 

Amy munched away then nodded in the direction of his office down the hall. “Anything new on the search front?” 

“Same. Big fat nada.” 

She offered a conciliatory smile. Maybe tomorrow. During the incident that had left her dad in the hospital with a shredded ear and two cracked ribs, his partner, Detective Lara Mendes, had disappeared without a trace. When he recovered, he began searching for her. Obsessively. She’d helped him those first two months, calling every hospital in Portland for the missing detective or any Jane Doe matching her description. Her zeal had waned when it became clear they were not going to find her. She’d started skipping days, calling hospitals every second day, then once a week until she stopped altogether. Her dad didn’t say anything about it, he just took on the calls himself. Part of his morning routine now. She had been conflicted about it at first, not wanting to let him down but, at the same time, not wanting to prolong his delusion that Lara would be found. It seemed cruel, like giving a drunk a drink. She had hoped that he’d pick up on her cue and start to accept the reality that his partner was, tragically and hopelessly, gone. 

It hadn’t. 

Gallagher fished his keys from the bowl and grabbed the holstered gun from the countertop. Clipped it to his belt and leaned in to kiss her goodbye. “Will you be home for dinner?” 

“No.” Amy wiped her chin. “Gabby and I going for dinner after work. Indian.” 

“Again?” He frowned. “How are you supposed to save money with the way you eat out?” 

“Dad? Unclench.” 

“Okay.” Another peck and then he leveled his eyes at hers. “Home before dark. Right?” 

Amy tried not to roll her eyes but couldn’t help it. “Sure,” she said. He left and she stifled a sigh. What part of ‘unclench’ didn’t he understand? 

 

 

The river was almost frozen over, forcing the woman to walk farther each day to find a break in the ice where she could toss a few lines in. She had set out three lines past the ice and hunkered down to wait for a bite. She had been here all day without a single tug on any of the lines. 

The sun was going down over the trees and unless she got lucky soon, it would be another day of going hungry. 

The river at her feet was wide, with sheet ice growing from each bank. Beyond that, a wall of dark forest and solitude and no sign of any other living person. She had chosen this spot for its seclusion. A modest hike back through the trees stood a small shack that she had been living in for over a month. Before the snow fell, the fishing had been good. The trout and steelhead she had pulled from the river provided plenty of meals for one person. She didn’t have to risk traveling into town for supplies. The spot had been ideal.

Now she watched her lines trail into the dark water, still and undisturbed for hours. 

When the last of the sun fled behind the pines, she packed it in. Another day of rice and beans. Even those supplies were dwindling and she’d soon be forced to walk into town. She’d have to careful, the money was dwindling too.

Threading her way back through the dense trees to her little hovel of a shelter, she tried to remember how many days it had been she’d suffered an attack from her particular affliction. Thirty days? On a wall in the shack, she had tallied the days with a nub of charcoal from the stove, like a prisoner marking time in a cell. 

Today would be thirty-one days. A personal record. The longest she had ever gone without an attack. A point of pride, for sure, but it might also mean that she was long overdue.


TWO

 

THERE WAS BLOOD everywhere. Splattered onto the scuffed walls and pooling out onto the grimy floor where it grouted the tiles. He couldn’t get close to the body without stepping in it. It was bad luck to step in a vic’s blood. You don’t want to track that stuff home. Detective John Gallagher, Homicide Detail, Portland Police Bureau, checked his gut and got to work.

Gallagher tucked his tie into his shirt to keep it from dangling into anything nasty and knelt down at the edge of the blood pool. The vic was male, middle-aged and pale as snow from blood loss. Face down but with no visible wounds, which meant that the wounds were on his front. A neighbor had reported gunshots in the house. The patrol officers who responded found the front door wide open and a body on the kitchen floor.  

“I think I see the problem here,” Gallagher said, nodding to the detective on the opposite side of the body. “This guy’s got a slow leak.” 

“Damn. My money was on an aneurysm.” Detective Rueben Wade studied the body from his angle. Wade was primary here, Gallagher backing him up. Murder calls were rotated through the detail as they came in, every detective grabbing a call as the rotation dictated. Except Gallagher. They hadn’t allowed him primary on a body since the incident so here he was, backing up someone else’s file. “Maybe they can patch that up,” Wade said. “Dude can tell us who killed him.” 

“I dunno.” Gallagher moved around the body for a different angle. “He doesn’t look like the chatty type to me.”

Gallagher didn’t care about being denied primary investigator. He would have once, but not any longer. He was grateful to simply have his job back, his pension in place. His daughter’s future. He’d been put on leave following the incident and, unable to satisfactorily answer questions about his lieutenant’s death, fully expected to be sacked. His pension would be snipped with a trim pair of scissors and his daughter’s future suddenly thrown into question. 

To his surprise, he was reinstated three weeks later. The Homicide detail was down in numbers, specifically seasoned homicide detectives and they simply couldn’t afford to get rid of him. They brought him back in, read the riot act and gave him his job under a few ironclad conditions. 

Stay in the background. 

Everything by the book. 

A single complaint, the tiniest deviation from procedure, and he would be turfed. 

He could live with that. What else was he going to do? There were bigger things to consider, like the house. Barely keeping his head above water as it was, he’d lose it for sure if forced to start over in some other line of work. The house he shared with his daughter would be forfeit. If the house was gone, he’d be forced to find some smaller place and feared Amy would want to stay at her mother’s place for good. He couldn’t endure that. Not now. 

Returning to work hadn’t been easy. He had few real friends at work before everything blew up but when he came back, he found even less. His involvement in the death of his former Lieutenant, the whispered suspicions, hung over him like a plague and people stayed away.

 He could live with that too. Going back to work meant having access to all the resources of the Portland Police Bureau and more. Resources he needed if he was ever going to find his AWOL partner. 

A uniformed officer entered the kitchen and handed something to Detective Wade. A wallet. Wade dug through it, pulling pieces of ID. “Raymond Arbuckle. Thirty-four.”

Gallagher squatted on his knees and studied the body on the floor. The victim’s hands were dirty and the arms snaked with tattoos. The clothes were grubby and dark with stains. Work clothes. The face was raw and weathered, like life had kicked him around the block and come back for more. He looked out of place in this quaint bungalow. “This guy lives here?” 

Wade scrutinized the vic’s drivers licence. “Address here says Verlaine. That’s ten minutes from here.” 

Gallagher rose and crossed to a stack of mail on the counter. “Then whose house is this?” 

“It belongs to a Mrs. Ines Brakken,” said the uniform who was first on the scene. “According to the neighbors, Ines ran screaming from the house right after the shots and hightailed it down the street.” 

“Jesus.” Detective Wade shook his head. “She shot the guy and bolted.” 

“Is Raymond here the husband? Or the ex?” Gallagher looked back to the body on the tiled floor. “And why did she light him up?” 

“Yo, detective?” The uniform pointed at the floor under Gallagher’s feet. 

Gallagher looked down. He was standing in the pool of blood. 

Bad luck.

 

 

Mrs. Brakken was found halfway down the block at a friend’s house. The gun lay on the coffee table with the tang of gunblack stinking up the room. She was incoherent to questions and Wade had her driven to precinct to cool off in the box. Gallagher drove to the house on Verlaine and regretfully informed Mrs. Arbuckle that her husband was dead. He advised her to call someone to come over but Mrs. Arbuckle insisted on going to the precinct to find out more and Gallagher drove her and her two boys there. The grieving woman also had a teenage daughter but she’d been staying at a friend’s house for the week. Gallagher let it go, figuring the kid was better off there then crying in the hallways of a police station. 

By the time he settled the family into an office to wait, the shooter, Mrs. Brakken, had calmed down enough to answer questions. Detectives Gallagher and Wade entered the box and softballed questions to the woman to get the story out. Did she know the man she had shot? Why was he in her house? 

Ines Brakken stated that she had never seen the man before in her life. The deceased, Raymond Arbuckle of 3312 Verlaine Avenue, had busted down her door with a crowbar in his hand, screaming for her husband, Mr. Troy Brakken. Ines tried to call 911 but Arbuckle had slapped the phone from her hand and slammed her into a wall. He was out of his mind with rage, screaming at her that her husband had raped his daughter and that he was here to kill him. When Ines told him her husband would never do such a thing, Arbuckle flew into a rage and told her he would take his revenge on her unless she told him where he was. He struck her, she fought back and fled to get the gun her husband kept in the cupboard near the cereal. She shot the man in the chest but Arbuckle kept coming and she fired a round into his neck. He dropped and a sickening gush of blood gurgled out of his destroyed throat. She ran. 

“Holy shit,” said Wade as they exited the box. They brought Mrs. Arbuckle into interview room B and gently asked her questions. Mrs. Arbuckle said that she and her husband had found a used pregnancy test in their teenage daughter’s room and confronted her with it. The daughter, all of seventeen, denied it all but eventually broke under questioning. She confessed she was in love with a man and they were planning to run away together. The man, fifteen years her senior, was married. Her father flew into a rage and forced his daughter to give up the man’s name. Raymond Arbuckle got a crowbar from the garage and peeled off in his car. That was the last Mrs. Arbuckle had seen of her husband. 

Gallagher and Wade stepped out of interview room B and took a deep breath. Wade leaned on a cubicle, crushing the plastic Christmas holly strung along the border. “So the dead guy goes off to lay a beating on the scumbag who was screwing his teenage daughter and winds up dead. Mrs. Brakken, attacked by a crazed man she had never seen before, shoots the guy in self-defense.”

“Jesus.” Gallagher eased a kink in his neck. “How the hell do you frame this mess?” 

“Manslaughter?” Wade said. “Let’s talk to the lieutenant about it.” 

Detective LaBayer popped up out of his cubicle with the phone cradled against his shoulder. “G? The husband just walked in. He’s in the lobby.” 

 

 

“Look, Goddamnit, I need to see my wife. Now!” Troy Brakken stood about six-five and he towered over the uniformed officer he was berating. Demanding to see his wife and openly slandering the officer’s intelligence when he didn’t get his way. 

Detective Wade tried to talk him down. “Sir, if you could follow me. We need to ask you some questions.” 

“No! Not until I see my wife. How many times do I have to tell you people?” 

Gallagher strode past his partner and shoved the man into a chair. Brakken blustered and cursed about his rights until Gallagher snarled, nose to nose. “Your wife shot the father of the girl you’re screwing, chump. Take a pill.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He snatched the man’s necktie and twisted. “You just destroyed two families, you piece of shit.” 

“Leave it, Gallagher.” Wade stepped in and pulled Gallagher back. “Ain’t worth it.” 

Wade was right. Gallagher had to watch his step. He turned away from the man, leaving Wade to deal with the man but then stopped cold. Lieutenant Cabrisi stood near the elevator, watching the whole thing. He did not look pleased. 

The Lieutenant waved at him to follow. “My office,” he said. 

 

 

“I don’t need to remind you of your probationary period, do I?” Lieutenant Cabrisi settled back into his chair with a slight wheeze. He looked every inch the cop, from the mustache to the belly tipping over his belt. Cabrisi had been brought in from Sex Assault to steer the Homicide detail. Gallagher barely knew the man but was willing to bet Cabrisi had an AA chip in his pocket and a shiny Harley in his garage that ne never rode. Some clichés you settle into, like quicksand. Others you buy into. The Lieutenant looked like the buying kind. 

Gallagher didn’t take a seat, knowing when he was about to get chewed out. Take an earful, let the Lieutenant feel better for doing so and get out. “I was just making a point with the man, that’s all. Read the incident report, you’ll understand why.” 

“No I won’t, detective. I don’t care if you got Satan himself in cuffs, you keep your hands to yourself. Especially in precinct.” 

“My mistake,” Gallagher said, eating it. “Won’t happen again.” 

Cabrisi frowned and let out a sigh, the end of which trailed into the tell-tale wheeze of a smoker. “How are your therapy sessions?” 

“No complaints.” 

“Obviously.” The Lieutenant pushed some papers around. “You’ve missed the last three appointments.” 

“Yeah. Homicides keep getting in the way.” 

“Those sessions are a conditional part of your reinstatement here. They’re mandatory, not optional.” 

Gallagher fought the urge to look at his watch. Just play nice so you can get the hell out of here. “I’ll make the next one.” 

“The staff therapist is in precinct today. And she’s got time this afternoon. Be there.” 

“Can’t. Got plans.” 

“Detective, make me happy and just frigging be there.” 

“I’ll make up my sessions, don’t worry.” Gallagher gave in and checked his watch. “But I got to pick up my daughter. She’s got practice.” 

The Lieutenant frowned deeper but let it go. “Basketball, right?” 

“Something like that.”


THREE

 

AMY BROUGHT THE gun up in both hands and sighted her eye down the bead. Beyond the sight lay the target, a standard body silhouette at twenty-five yards. Amy steadied her hand, held her breath and pulled the trigger. The Glock kicked a little but nothing she wasn’t used to now. 

“Again. Six rounds.” 

Amy fired again, six quick rounds. Remembering what she’d been taught. Don’t overthink it, just find the target and go with your gut. The spent casings spit from the chamber and tinkled at her feet and she lowered the gun. 

Gallagher hit the button on the wall and the target swung forward. He looked at Amy and gave a thumbs up. “That was better. No hesitation that time.” 

Amy lifted the earmuffs. “I dunno. I’m still thinking too much.” 

“Give it time, it’ll come.” He nodded to the gun in her hand. “Take it apart.” 

She hit the release and slid the magazine out then racked the slide back. A glance down into the chamber to ensure it was empty. She shook her hand to dispel that weird tension she got when shooting, then she dismantled the piece.  

The target dangled before them and Gallagher pulled down the paper silhouette. Four hits on the sheet, two of which were in the eighth and ninth markers. The third puncture was in the blank void in the head area, the fourth had landed outside the silhouette entirely. Gallagher clucked his teeth. “You went for a head shot?” 

“My gut told me to.” 

“Cute. But for the millionth time, forget the fancy headshot and go for the trunk.” He pinned a fresh silhouette on the target and punched the button, trailing the piece back to the twenty-five yard line. He thumbed the second pistol on the deck. “Pick up the fifty and load it.” 

Amy wiped her slick palms down her jeans and took up the second gun. The Desert Eagle was big and heavy in her hands and Amy didn’t like the awful kick it gave. Its weight and size made it harder to aim properly and she had to grip it tight to keep the recoil from snapping back and hitting her in the head. She didn’t know why her dad insisted she learn to shoot the thing. It was too much gun, overkill unless she suddenly found herself facing down a charging rhinoceros. 

They used to shoot hoops in the driveway. Now they shot guns, here on a firing range just off the Banfield Expressway. Things changed. Before the incident, her dad didn’t let her even see a gun, locking up his service issue when he came home from work. Now he was teaching her how to shoot the damn things. At his insistence, she’d enrolled in a self-defence class. She had wanted to take Tae Kwon Do but he pushed for something harder and more practical like Krav Maga, a military mixed martial art. At home, there was an intricate alarm system and three bolt locks on both the front and back doors. 

The term ‘paranoid’ often sprang to mind but she had yet to utter it aloud. Give it time, she told herself. Things will settle and her dad would come back to normal. That was three months ago and he had only gotten worse. 

“Whenever you’re ready.” 

Amy brought the gun up, arms straight but even with her left hand supporting the weight the gun was too unwieldy. A slight tremor rippled down her biceps, throwing the bead off the target. Be still. Aim. Fire. 

Boom. 

The recoil jerked her back and she knew it was a bad shot the second she squeezed off the round. Amy snapped the safety on and clunked the heavy thing back to the counter. 

“I can’t shoot this. It’s just too much kick.” 

Gallagher picked up the Eagle, hit the safety and held it out to her. “You learn to compensate. All it takes is practice.” 

“It’s not practical. I’d never get a clean shot off if I ever had to.” She made no move to take the weapon. “Why can’t I stick to the Glock? I’m so much better with it.”

“Are you quitting on me?” 

That was unfair. He always knew how to goad her into something. “I’m just saying it’s impractical and too heavy gauge to be of any use. The Glock, or any nine millimetre, is enough to bring down any creep. The fifty cal is just show-off and overkill.” She took the gun and resumed the stance. 

He watched her slip the muffs back over her ears and said; “There are worse things out there.” 

 

 

The Siberian, like all dogs, displayed a sixth sense at its owner’s approach. It lay curled into a ball on the porch, its tail wrapped over its legs and its eyes closed. The ears twitched and angled for the street, picking up the timbre of the Cherokee’s engine among all the other vehicles stinking up the roadway. It rose and trotted down into the yard to wait. 

The Cherokee rumbled into the driveway, Amy the first to disembark. 

“Here boy.” Amy nickered and the dog came to her. Tail wagging and nose pressing her palms until she dug her nails into its ruff. She cooed to it and scratched behind its ears. 

The moment her dad swung out of the truck, the dog left her and trotted to his feet. It sat on the cold ground and looked up at Gallagher as if awaiting instructions. Gallagher patted the dog’s head and spoke softly to it. “It’s okay. Go on.” 

Amy watched the dog bound back to her with its tail wagging. The dog was a mystery the way it acted like a puppy around her but was oddly obedient to her father. The husky was another lingering effect of the incident, having belonged to a crazed suspect her dad was tracking at the time. The dog was supposed to have been destroyed but her dad pinched it from the animal shelter and brought it home. Not with the intention of adopting it however. For two months, he had taken the dog out to the area where his partner had disappeared, hoping the Siberian could track the scent and follow Lara Mendes’s trail from where she had vanished into thin air. For two months, they had come home exhausted and empty-handed. 

He had told Amy not to get attached to the dog. It’s not a pet and it’s not staying. It was funny now, the way the husky leaned into her knees and licked her hands. It was like the dog had always been here. 

While the dog nudged her for affection and wagged its tail, it constantly glanced back to her dad, looking for approval or waiting for his lead. When her dad went up the steps to the front door, the Siberian trotted at his heels and followed him inside. That’s how it was. The dog played with her but kept an almost spooky vigil at his side. More than once he had had to shoo it from the bathroom. 

“Batman and Robin,” she said and went up the porch steps after them.


FOUR

 

THE WOMAN KNELT before the corroded wood stove, feeding a fresh log into the flames. Sparks roiled out of the grate door, incandescent before winking out into pale ash. She closed the iron door and pushed the vent all the way open to kindle the new wood faster. The day spent fishing had dropped her core temperature to dangerous lows. Her feet burned they were so cold, a hair away from frostbite. How soon did gangrene set in once frost killed one’s appendages? 

Warming her hands before the grate, she looked over the tarpaper shack she had called home for the last month. A hunter’s shack, judging by the makeshift construction and lack of any amenities. One room containing an old woodstove, a few crates and a wobbly table. An army surplus bedroll pushed against the wall and two ancient fishing rods hanging on hooks. No running water. In the clearing out front stood a picnic table and down near the river, a tree stump stained with fish blood and scales. 

As crude as it was, it suited her and she remained grateful for the shelter it provided. Deserted for the season and remote. There wasn’t even a road, just a rutted track running half a mile from the dirt road. A serious outdoorsman type of place, she was surprised the walls weren’t decorated with centerfolds. A small stack of newspapers in a bin to be used for kindling the stove. She had worried that the owner might come back for whatever was still in season this time of year until she rifled through the newspapers. Nothing newer than 2006. She’d be safe here for a while. 

More importantly, no one else would be at risk if she lost control again. 

When the pain in her toes receded to a tingle, she looked through the crate where her provisions were stacked. A few canned goods and a sack of dried beans. Not much left. She’d have to go into town. A two hour walk. Shorter if she hitchhiked but thumbing a ride could lead to questions. What’s her name? Where she’s from? She couldn’t afford the risk. 

The crate was pushed aside to reveal a patch of bare wooden floor. She dug her fingers into a seam and a length of floorboard popped out. Reaching down into the crawlspace under the shack she withdrew a leather wallet sealed inside a clear plastic baggie. An evidence bag in fact, a small vestige of her old life before the misery. Back when she’d had a job. And a home. A life. 

She opened the wallet and counted through the meagre bills. Sixty dollars, some loose change. Since vanishing from her old life, she had lived like a hobo. On the move and off the grid. She hadn’t a dime on her when she decided to run but she couldn’t access any of the money she had. Her bank accounts, her car, all of it had to be left untouched if she was going to make a clean break. If it was going to work, everyone she knew had to conclude she was missing for good and presume her dead. As horrific as that was, as cruel, it was better than them knowing the truth. 

But you can’t get very far with empty pockets. She had made one stop before leaving Portland for good, an address off Sumner. Jacob Weaver was a scam artist with a major in credit card fraud and minor in dope peddling. She had busted him twice during her time with Robbery Detail but both times the shitheel got off. She paid him a surprise visit and took all the cash he had on the premises before leaving the city of roses for good. A little over four grand in fifties, a portion of which she was certain were counterfeits but Jacob’s work was top notch and she never did spot the bogus bills. That meant no one else would either. 

She was smart with the money too. Making it last, squeezing every penny tighter than a Scottish millionaire. But it only went so far and for somebody on the run, it burned off too fast. She had found odd jobs here and there, day labor stuff. More than once, she had passed herself off as a migrant worker. Her Spanish was almost rusty next to the seasonal farm workers from Chihuahua and Guatemala. It was December now and that work had shut down for the year. 

In Del Norte, a greasy little foreman had tried to cheat her out of her day wages, assuming her to be another illiterate Mexican. She dropped him like a sack of dirt, fished his wallet out and removed her pay. 

She had fallen a long way down from the police detective she used to be. And there was still further to fall if it came to that. Her money was running down fast and she had no idea where to scrounge some more or what she was going to do when it ran out. 

“Cross that bridge when you come to it,” she said and shimmied the loose floor board back into place. 

 

 

Gallagher stirred the guacamole with a fork, mashing the chunks of avocado smooth, while the fish fried in the pan. Sticking a finger in the mess he tasted the guac, seemed satisfied, and set the bowl on the table next to the salsa and jalapeno slices. Fish tacos, one of Amy’s favorites. His too. He just didn’t like cleaning up all the bowls of condiments they had with it. 

He turned the fish in the pan, watching it sizzle and reached for his beer but it was empty. Got another one from the fridge and lowered the heat on the pan. A dull ache had crept into his shoulders earlier in the day and now it flared up again. It stoked the weariness he’d been fighting all evening. A solid night’s sleep might fix both but he knew better than to hope for that. The nights were never good. 

Flipping the fish fry onto a plate, he hollered at his daughter to come to the table. 

After a brief inquiry into each other’s day, they ate in silence. Amy picked at her dinner, distracted and unenthused. He should have picked up on that. She usually attacked tacos with gusto until stuffed. 

“You feeling okay?” he asked, spooning beans onto another tortilla.  

Amy shrugged. “Gabby and a bunch of others are going to the movies tonight. She wanted me to come. It’s her birthday.” 

He glanced over to the kitchen window. Early December and it was already dark. “Sun’s gone down.” 

That meant no. Amy laid her fork onto the plate. She wasn’t giving up that easy. “It’s just the movies, Dad. Lots of people around. Crazy bright lighting.” 

“Sorry.” He half-shrugged, then took a conciliatory tone. “We can watch a movie, if you want. You still haven’t seen A Fistful of Dollars.”

He watched her push her plate away. Digging in her heels. There was going to be a fight this time. There had been others. 

Amy took a breath, said: “I really want to go. It will be safe. And I think I’ve earned it.” 

“Honey--“ 

She cut him off. “I know I’ve earned it.” 

The dog lay on a mat, chin on the floor. One ear twitched at the sudden cut in her tone. 

Amy watched her dad lean back and take a pull off the beer bottle. No hurry. He could dig his heels in too. “You know the rules,” he said. “Home after sundown. No exceptions.” 

“I can’t do this anymore, Dad. It’s too much. I’ve gone along with it to keep you happy but-- Enough already.” 

“I know this is tough. And it doesn’t seem fair--“ he stopped, reconsidered. “It isn’t fair. But things are different now. It’s for your own good.” 

“What are you afraid of?” 

He tilted the beer. Said nothing. 

Amy folded her arms. No retreat, no give. “I know what’s going on here.” 

His brow arched. A reaction at least. She wasn’t sure but did a bolt of fear just flash across his eyes? 

“Yeah?” he said. “And just what do you know?” 

“It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it? The curfew and the triple locks on all the doors. The gun practice, the paranoia.” 

He held up a hand. “Stop.” 

“There’s a name for what’s happening.” 

“Is this about a boy? Is there a boy you want to see tonight?”

Amy’s mouth set into a grimace but remained locked. A trick learned from the old man. 

“Fer Christ’s sakes, Amy. Boys can wait.” 

She leaned in, elbows back on the table. Eyes on his. “P.T.S.D.” She watched him roll his eyes, went on. “Post traumatic--“

“I know what it means,” he barked. The husky lifted its head off the linoleum and looked at them. He evened his tone. “Put that thought out of your head.” 

“What else is it then? These are all the symptoms, dad.” Her hand came up, counting off fingers. “The nightmares, the lack of sleep, the paranoia. The anger--“

“The anger ain’t new.” 

“But it’s gotten worse. Your control issues with me, like this ridiculous curfew.” She nodded to the drink in his hand. “And your drinking. Classic signs. You can’t deny that.” 

Amy paused, waiting for some response. An acknowledgment. Hell, a grunt would do. Nothing. Keep pushing. “All of this goes back to that night in September. The night Lara disappeared and you wound up in the hospital.” 

He flinched. A chink in the armour. Neither spoke, some thin thread of wire pulled taut across the table. The Siberian watched them from its nest, eyes darting from the girl to the man and back again. 

“What happened that night?” Amy softened her tone. She had tried before to coax it out of him. “Something bad happened and you’ve never said anything about it. Tell me.” 

Gallagher rose and gathered up the dishes. “We’re done here.” 

“No. We’re not. Tell me what happened.” 

He ran the faucet, keeping his back to her. “Clear the table please.” 

It was so easy for him, to just shut it all down and turn it off. Shut her out and become an iceberg. Amy took hold of her plate, ready to do what she was told but then she stopped and sat back down. Not tonight. She slid her plate across the table until it teetered over the edge and fell. 

Crash. 

He spun around. Saw the mess on the floor, the shards of china everywhere. “What the hell?” 

Amy looked her father in the eye. “I’m not a kid anymore. Just trust me. It’s okay.” 

His face reddened but his jaw muscles twitched as he swallowed his outburst and kept his mouth shut. With a quiet grumble, he said; “Clean that up.” 

Amy got to her feet and stepped around the mess on the floor. “You’re right, this isn’t fair. I’m supposed to trust you implicitly. With everything. But you won’t trust me? We’re family for Christ’s sakes.” 

She watched his hands bunch into fists. Knuckles whitening. Silently counting off the seconds to cool down. “Watch your language.”

Amy walked away but fired back over her shoulder. “Some family we are.” 

Retreating into her bedroom, Amy opened every drawer in the dresser, loathing everything she owned. 

No matter, she’d find something to wear. 

 

 

He was draining the sink when she came back downstairs. Jeans that were too tight and hair straightened pin sharp. The makeup around her eyes wasn’t a lot, a little mascara, but it was jarring to see. Gone was his little girl. Gallagher didn’t know who this young woman was. 

Amy took her coat from the rack and slipped it on. “I’m going out to see my friends. We’ll be safe. I’ll be back around eleven.” 

Gallagher flung the dishtowel away. “Don’t do this.” 

“You can’t stop me.”

The Siberian sat by the door, waiting to go outside. Its eyes roamed back and forth between them. He stood and wagged his tail as Amy approached. She rubbed its head and reached for the door knob. 

“I’ll be safe,” she said. Then a parting shot. “Trust me.” 

“Do you have your phone on you?” 

“Yes.” 

He didn’t try to stop her. What was he going to do, send her to her room? The dog scuttled out with her and the door slammed shut. 

He finished cleaning up and then took down a rocks glass from the cupboard. Found the single malt and poured a ploughman’s share. He pulled on his boots and coat and then went out to the front porch. Settled into the old wicker chair and watched the street. A car went past and then it was quiet. The husky trotted up the steps and sat at his feet. 

Gallagher set his glass on the weathered floorboards and contemplated going back inside to fetch his gun.


FIVE

 

“LITTLE LATE IN the season for fishing, isn’t it?” 

The woman looked up from the items she had placed on the counter. “Pardon?”

The man behind the register, big-bellied with a broad smile, held up the spool of fishing line she’d chosen.  

“Fishing season’s over, is what I mean.” The man behind the counter smiled, holding up the spool of fishing line she’d chosen.  He rang it in. “At least for trout and whitefish. You don’t want to be caught by the game warden. It’s a hefty fine.” 

“I just like to be ready for next season,” she said. The shop owner nodded, seemed satisfied with the answer. Truth was, she did plan to fish out of season. These days, the only protein she got came out of what she could pull from the river near the shack. And that wasn’t much, she had never been that much of a fisherman. 

She watched the man ring up the rest of her supplies. A few cans and a sack of lentils. Dried chili peppers to give it some taste. Soap, the cheapest and smelliest the shop had to offer. She looked back over the aisles, wondering if she’d forgotten anything. The shop was a bona fide general store, selling everything from groceries to sporting goods to locally made crafts on consignment. A Podunk charm all its own. 

“Eleven-twenty,” he said, totaling it up. “Say, are you staying down at the Hatfield’s place? The cabins on the lake there?” 

“No.” She paid and loaded her purchases into the backpack. “Thanks.” 

“My pleasure.” He seemed to take no offense at her blunt answer. He looked at his watch and said; “If you hurry over to the Salty Pine, you can still catch the happy hour. Chilli and beer for two bucks. Can’t beat it.” 

She slung the backpack onto her shoulders, thanked him and went out the door. 

A battered pickup truck rumbled past her on the road and disappeared behind the post office. No other traffic. The town of Weepers was small and remote, the kind of place that flourished in the summer and curled up and went to sleep in the winter. That might be a problem now. With the tourists gone and only the locals around, she might be noticed. People would want to chat, ask where she’s from or where she’s staying. Like the shop owner. 

She hated the thought of packing up and moving on again but it might come to that. Where would she run to this time? 

Cinching up the shoulder straps, she started walking when she heard a door open and music spill out into the street. The Salty Pine tavern was just up ahead on her left, a neon sign glowing in the window. She watched an older man hold the door open for his wife and she took his arm as they ambled to their car parked out front. 

She listened to the sound of music and people talking. The door swung closed and the sound muffled to a low murmur. An ache swelled up in her chest at the sounds. Civilization. Life. Community. She’d been alone so long now, isolated and on the run. The rumble of afternoon drinkers nestled inside was a siren call hard to ignore. 

“Two buck chili and beer,” she uttered, reading the sign on the door. It was a luxury but today, she’d splurge. 

 

 

The chili was hearty if bland. Hunkered down at a table near the back, she kept her distance from the happy hour crowd and spiked the chili with shake after shake of tobasco. She wolfed it down and tore the biscuit in half and wiped the bowl with it. The beer, a tall glass of draft, she sipped slowly. 

Three tables were occupied with afternoon drinkers, a few older guys propped up on the bar. The TV flickered with the sound muted. She didn’t speak to anyone, avoiding eye contact with even the waitress. Still, it felt good simply being around other people. The seclusion took its toll, this exile she’d forced upon herself shredding her nerves raw until she wanted to scream out for someone, anyone. Sometimes just being around other people like this, listening to them talk, took the sting out of her seclusion. The claustrophobia of being trapped inside her own head. 

Sometimes it brought trouble. 

Four tables over three men leaned over their beers. Ball caps and workboots, hunting knives in leather sheaths hung from their belts instead of cell phones. They argued with vigor, waving their hands about and talking over one another. Lara picked up words here and there, trying to decipher what the argument was about. Words like ‘bear’, ‘bait-traps’ and ‘hunting party’ popped up out of the racket of the bar. She leaned in to snatch more scraps of conversation. 

“...two head of livestock that McFarland’s lost already...”

“...coyotes don’t go for animals that size. It’s a mountain lion, if it’s anything...” 

“Care to add to the class, ma’am?” 

She startled, realizing the words were addressed to her. The man with the tattooed forearm squared his eyes straight on her. Unlike his portly friends, he was trim and solid. He smiled at her, a flash of white teeth. “You’re more than welcome to join us,” he said, pulling out the vacant chair next to him. “Add to the conversation?”

“I’m fine.” She dropped her eyes to her bowl. “Sorry.” 

“Nothing to be sorry about.” He got up, took his beer with him and sauntered over. 

Damn. She should have left sooner. Now this. 

“Mind if I sit?” He pulled out a chair and flopped down without waiting for an answer. 

“I was just leaving.” 

“Can’t leave an unfinished drink on the table.” He nodded to her half-finished beer. “It’s bad luck.” 

“I’ve never heard that one before.” She picked up the glass and knocked it back. 

“You walk away from it unfinished, people here think you’re rich.” He smiled, gave a wink. “Then when you ain’t looking, they stick you with the tab. See?” 

She looked him over quickly. He seemed harmless. Friendly even, without the boring swagger of a guy on a pick-up. A few short words would shut him down and he’d slink back to his friends, tell them she was a bitch to cover his strike-out. Then why was an alarm bell ringing somewhere in her head? He didn’t look dangerous. “Can I ask what you guys were talking about? Sounds like a hunting trip.” 

“Predator,” he said. “Couple of bossies on a farm near Weller got killed. Taken down and eaten.” 

“I heard someone mention a bear.” 

He shrugged. “It’s possible, but unlikely. No one’s seen a bear round here in twenty years.” 

“Coyotes?”

“That’s what Todd thinks. He don’t know shit.” 

“What do you think it is?” 

He shrugged again, as if the answer was obvious. “Wolves. Them big timber wolves, wandering down here from up north.” 

The alarm rang at full volume. That one word like a fist shattering glass to yank the fire alarm. Along with the clanging bells in her ears, her heart ticked up a notch. Sweat broke down the small of her back. It felt just like--

“Hey, you all right?” The man leaned back, as if she was about to lose her lunch. “You look a little green.” 

The front door was all the way across the bar. The bathroom three paces to her right. “Excuse me,” she said, bolting for the washroom. 

It was empty. Thank God. She looked at her reflection in the mottled mirror. Her pupils had already dilated to pinpricks. A faint glow of yellow overlapping the brown. 

Not now. Why now? 

She pushed into a stall and bolted the door. From an inside pocket of her jacket, she produced the knife. Slipping it from its sheath, the blade gleamed. Silver plated. Clamping it between her teeth, she shrugged off the jacket and pushed the sleeve up past her elbow. The blade, kept sharp from constant honing with a whetstone, pressed into the flesh of her forearm and she pushed in until it bit. Blood welled up in the hairline cut and dribbled down. The effect was almost instant. Her heartrate dropped and her breathing evened out. The smells in the room, amplified from a boosting olfactory sense, dimmed from acute to dulled. 

The spell passed, the change averted. She lifted the blade away and watched a single drop of blood fall and bloom on the dirty floor. Lara Mendes looked at her ravaged arm. Crisscrossed with the marks of cutting from elbow to wrist like drunken railway tracks.


SIX

 

“EARTH TO AMY.” 

Amy turned away from the window and looked at her friend. Gabrielle waved her hand, flagging Amy back to the here and now. Amy swatted the hand away. “What?” 

“Where’d you go just now?” Gabby said. “You just drifted into outer space again.” 

“Sorry.” 

Gabby rolled her eyes and slurped the dregs of her iced cappuccino through a straw. She was a new friend in Amy’s world. Unlike the friends she’d grown up with, Gabby was a bit out there. She dressed strange, had weird ideas and was always trying to shock people. She was obsessed with dead rock stars, tabloid magazines and smoked too much weed as far as Amy thought. She had known Gabby since ninth grade shop class but they’d never clicked until this Halloween when Gabby had wandered onto Amy’s front porch dressed as a suicide bride. White veil and fake blood dripping from fake slit wrists. High as a kite and having lost her friends, Gabby had snaked her arm round Amy like a life preserver and helped her dole out candy to the trick-or-treaters. They’d been inseparable ever since. 

Gabby made a racket with the straw and then flung the plastic cup away. “So, lame-o. Did you even talk to ‘Date-Rape’?” 

“Would you stop?” 

“See? You’re such a chicken-shit.” 

‘Date-Rape’ was the nickname Gabby had labeled Dan Raylan with when Amy confessed to liking him. A bunch of them had gone out to the movies to see a cheesy horror flick at the Laurelhurst. Dan was there too and Gabby kept pushing Amy to talk to him. For Gabby, talking to boys was no problem. Especially ones she liked, which never failed to flabbergast Amy at how easy she made it look. Gabby would cajole and tease and hurl abuse at whatever boy she was crushing on at that moment. She made it look so easy and pushed Amy to do the same. As if. Amy discovered that her brain didn’t work when faced with some boy she thought even remotely cute, floundering like a spastic in gym class. 
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