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He was slumped over her kitchen counter, his singed black hair matted with dried blood and his exhausted eyes smoldering with a wildness she’d never seen but in the movies. There was an open wound on his shoulder, one that she noted stretched over his hairless chest and near a nipple through a torn leather jacket that had seen much better days. If she didn’t know any better she’d have thought a chunk was missing from his body, but she’d taken more than her fair share of first-aid classes and instantly knew that although the injury looked debilitating, it wasn’t mortal. He caught her eye in the darkness of the kitchen and slowly brought a bloody finger to his lips. Then he pulled a handgun from somewhere out of his faded jeans and beckoned her over with the barrel. She was wearing a robe and furry slippers. Her long light hair was pulled up into a tight bun.

“I’ll give you a thousand dollars if you help me,” croaked the man. He had to swallow while talking. His wound gave him great pain and he didn’t try to hide it. Maybe he couldn’t. “A thousand and you patch me up and I was never here.”

She was about to ask him what happened, but a glare from his wild eyes made her tighten her lip. It wasn’t just that he emitted a mysterious savagery. There was something else in those small, storm cloud grays of his, seemingly the size of marbles. Something that made them dart from shadow to wavering shadow in the open culinary space.

Fear.

For whatever reason, he was deathly afraid.

“I don’t need your money,” she whispered. She’d gone to quickly fetch her medical kit and wasted little time in cleaning and bandaging his running wound. “But you should get to a hospital. I can drive you-”

“No,” he snapped softly, matching her volume. “You’ll take my money and clean up and I’ll leave and I was never here.”

She frowned, examining her marble counter and leather stool, both now painted with copious amounts of sweat, blood, and whatever else her unexpected guest had brought in with him.

“A thousand dollars?”

He nodded slowly. “Yeah.”

“Show me.”

He pulled an old wallet from his jacket and handed it over. It was slick with blood and the bills inside, all hundreds, were damp but she quickly counted ten before trying to return it. The man studied her eyes before motioning with his chin.

“Take some more.”

“More?”

“Five hundred. Take it.”

She did and the man nodded.

“I was never here,” he groaned while pocketing his wallet. Then he inspected his gun and tried to leave, but she gently held him back while shaking her head.

“No, you’re really hurt.” She pointed at her stove. “Let me make you some tea. Or coffee?” She glanced at her refrigerator after noting the indecision on his fearful face. “It won’t take long. I promise.”

He blinked. “I shouldn’t.”

“Just a quick cup. And I’ll make you something to eat.” She paused while slowly moving behind the counter to reach for a pot. “Something small for the road.”

He nodded after a moment then flinched and spun when her porch chimes caught wind. He stared at the front door while clutching his handgun tight. “Make it quick. I have to go.”

She didn’t say a word while setting the pot down on the stove and tried to make as little noise as possible while making his meal. She was also scared, but in a good way. Although he was a stranger who exuded danger, he was uniquely handsome. His hair was out of control, his nose was slightly crooked and his cheeks were too sunken for her taste; they worked with his eyes to give him the appearance of a stray animal long terribly abused. But he also exuded strength, a focused intensity behind the vulnerability that came with his fear and fatigue. It was attractive, and she couldn’t help but smile while placing what eggs she’d prepared on slices of toasted wheat bread and melted cheddar cheese sprinkled with pepper.

“Are you the only one here?” he asked.

She turned around and saw him still staring at the front door. “What?”

“Are you the only one here?”

“I’m usually with my boy but he’s with his father for the weekend.” She tilted her head while placing his sandwich and coffee in front of him. “Why?”

The frozen frown on his face twisted into a snarl. “I really have to go.”

A chill went down her spine but she was too intrigued by him and dismissed it. “Are you being followed?”

“I just have to go. Clean up and remember I was never here.”

“What about your food?”

He snatched his sandwich and took a bite while turning back to the door. Then he dropped it. A grinning head, with wavy blonde hair and narrowed green eyes like fine cut gems, had appeared behind one of its glass sections. A hand came up and waved before the head disappeared. Then the front of the house exploded as a hulking figure crashed through it.

She screamed and ducked behind the counter, covering her head. Debris was everywhere and she hacked after inhaling mouthfuls. Then, after a gunshot and the chaotic sounds of a struggle, strong fingers clamped around the back of her neck and she screamed again while being lifted into the air. She squirmed and tried to get away but something like a boulder struck her in the gut and she struggled to breathe while clutching her stomach. Then she opened her eyes and saw something that made her scream a third time.

It was a drooling pig’s head on a man’s body. Its moist, fleshy snout had been horribly scarred from a nasty slash and its rosy pink skin, smooth as a pearl on one side and hideously burned on the other, dripped with what looked like mucus and smelled much worse. It gave a nasty snort before a deformed human finger, shaped like a sausage about to burst, came up and pointed at her face.

“You know she’s about to die because of you, right?” the pigman asked. His amused voice boomed with bass. “I had a hard time thinking you’d be stupid enough to try and find someone to help you. There isn’t another house for miles, you fucking idiot!” He chuckled, a hoarse sound, and she whimpered as his fingers squeezed. “But you proved me wrong. Again. How many times are we gonna do this stupid dance? How many times are you gonna let people die because you wanna keep slipping through my fucking fingers?”

The man had his pistol pointed at the pigman’s face, but only with one trembling hand. The other dangled uselessly at his side. His eyelids were open wide. His eyeballs quivered in their sockets. It was painfully obvious to her that the fear he battled within threatened to overwhelm him, and that made her heart sink as the pigman stroked her cheek. Maybe he’d conquer it and save her. He had to. She thought of her son and screamed again as one of the pigman’s fingers pressed into her cheekbone so hard it ached.

“It’s too bad,” he said. “She’s pretty.” His intrigued red pink eyes gazed into hers before they darted at the plate dotted with crumbs and the cup of steaming coffee on the counter. “You made food for him?” He shook his disgusting head at the trembling man, still pointing silently with his pistol. “You let her make food for you? Why?” His ears, filled with wiry hairs, twitched as he laughed. “You really are an idiot! There was no way you were gonna finish and slip off before I found you. No way!” He turned back to her and snorted. “And now your kind efforts were wasted. What a fucking shame.”

He made a fist with the fingers around her neck and she gasped and died.

Then the man fired, but his unreliable hand and skipping breaths, made uneven by his fear, made him inaccurate and instead of putting a bullet between the pigman’s eyes he somehow hit the black pot on the stove dead center. It slammed into the wall behind it before bouncing into the air, sending scalding coffee everywhere, including the pigman’s face. He screamed as the burning liquid scorched his sensitive features and threw the dead woman at the man. She spun like a drill through the air before smashing into a wall covered in colorful pictures of her family. Then the pigman screamed again, overcome with rage, as he watched one of his quarry’s legs disappear up a straight stairwell.

“Son of a bitch!” the pigman bellowed. “Son of a fucking whore!” He sent a fist into the counter and the glossy marble cracked and crumbled. “First that fucking useless death trap and now this shit!” The thick bones in his back popped as he hunched forward and flexed every muscle on his brawny frame. “I’m gonna deliver you with nothing! No arms! No legs! I don’t give a shit anymore!” He moved to charge up the stairs after the man. “Keep running, motherfucker! Keep running!”

Before rushing the stairs the man swiped a set of keys hanging on the kitchen wall and hoped to God they were for one of the vehicles outside. He gasped for breath while rounding a corner into a dark hallway and thought about waiting to fire two shots behind him but told himself it wouldn’t be enough. Then he ran past a bathroom that smelled of spring flowers and collapsed into an open bedroom. His face fell while looking up at a poster of a roaring Tyrannosaurus rex on the wall. He cursed, willing himself to keep moving, and set his frantic eyes on a draped window. The sound of the pigman smashing his way into a room down the hall made him jump as he opened it and threw himself outside.

“I’m gonna get you, motherfucker!” the pigman screamed. “I’m gonna rip your fucking arms and legs off! Where are you? Where the fuck are you?”

He managed to land in a bush but its stiff branches scratched him good and stabbed into his wound and he used every bit of willpower to stop from crying out. He limped out of the painful mess and panicked after realizing he’d dropped the keys. He twirled while scanning the dirt and short grass at his feet and scrambled to grab them as they twinkled in gentle rays of moonlight. Then he hurried over to a pair of vehicles parked next to a drooping oak: a burgundy crossover and a sky blue convertible. He guessed and mentally prepared for the end if he was wrong, then rejoiced after sinking and turning one of the keys in the door of the crossover, revealing its leathery innards. He wasted no time turning it on, and after it rumbled to life lowered his window and shot at the tires of the convertible. As his gun went off the pigman roared in the house, then he was outside after leaping through a window closest to the crossover.

“Oh no you don’t!” he screamed while sprinting at the lighted vehicle. “Yeah fucking right!”

The car’s large tires squealed as it accelerated down the driveway and it reached top speed faster than the desperate man behind the wheel thought, but not before being rocked by one of the pigman’s blows. He’d slammed one of his feet into the ground, wound up, and struck the back of the vehicle with all of his might as it sped from him, trying to turn it over onto its side. But he failed, and as the swerving car raced away from the house he called himself a goddamn idiot for hunting his prey on foot instead of driving his own car like a smart son of a bitch.

One day, two cars, and a busted truck no one would miss later the man was on a bus. Before the ride he’d bathed himself in a park bathroom, addressed his crusted wound, bought medication for his pain and changed into blue jeans, a purple sweater two sizes too large, and a comfortable pair of running shoes.

The bus was cheap and if its windows weren’t rolled down everyone would’ve melted inside. For hours, he listened to a woman who never seemed to take a breath tell him about her crazy ex. He beat her, she said while speaking with exaggerated hand motions, and threatened to kill her after she told him they were through.

“I just wasn’t in love with him anymore. He wasn’t going anywhere. We weren’t going anywhere. All he did was smoke and work, smoke and work, smoke and work.” She sucked her teeth, stained a dandelion yellow. “He promised me he’d climb the ladder, you know. Rise the ranks of his job and make manager one day. We would’ve made good money, and then I would’ve seriously thought about having his baby. But no. He decided to be a loser, so I had to leave. No one wants to be with a loser their whole lives, you know? I’m still young! I have time to find someone better for me!” She winced while rubbing her collarbone and he spied the plum darkness of a bruise bigger than his hand. “Anyway, I’m hoping to find my prince charming out east. I’m done with lazy, abusive men. No woman should have to tolerate being with someone like that. You don’t love someone when you’re willing to put your hands on them. It’s just not right.” She shook her head of limp cherry red curls. “It’s just not right.”

He wondered how much of her story was true. She hadn’t asked him for money, even though he would’ve given her some if she had. She was good looking but also grimy. Her clothes were stinky and too small and some of her uncut toenails played peekaboo through the shredded tops of old ballet flats.

“I’m not scared though,” she said while tucking some oily hair behind her ear. “I’m not scared of him, even though there’d be nothing wrong with that. I’m just moving on. I’m done with being stuck and going nowhere. Sometimes you just have to run from your past, you know? You know about that, right?”

He stared into her round blue eyes before slowly nodding. “Yeah,” he said. “I know all about running.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you running now?”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

“From what?” She studied him before pouting her lips. “You honestly don’t look like the type to run from anything. I bet you can take care of yourself real good.”

“Not good enough.”

“That’s why you’re running?”

“Yeah.”

Her eyes narrowed with curiosity. “Mind if I ask what you’re running from?”

He thought about it then shrugged. “Nothing worth talking about.” The disappointment on her face made him sigh while rubbing the crooked bridge of his nose. “I’m not wanted where I’m coming from.” A fat lie. “So I’m looking for a fresh start.” Sprinkled with some truth.

She hummed, thinking hard. “A fresh start, huh?” She leaned forward to get a better look at his face. “Alone?”

“Yeah.”

“Out east isn’t the best place to start a new life alone.”

“Is that right?”

“Yes.” She pinched her tiny chin while examining his clean clothes, particularly his sneakers. “Maybe you should think about starting fresh with someone new.”

“Yeah?”

“Uh huh.”

She didn’t flinch from his gaze. Didn’t move a muscle either as his hand came up to tuck more hair behind her ear. “Got any suggestions?”

She smiled. He liked the way it looked.

“Just one.”

They got off in a small town, not big enough to brag about anything but how quiet it was, but that was perfect. They went to a recommended hotel and he paid for one month’s stay. Her eyes were wide as the man’s card was returned and he was given his receipt, and she read the slip of paper over and over as they ascended a winding staircase to a suite with one king and a sparkling bathroom worth killing for.

“You paid a lot for this fancy room,” she said while standing by a window. She peeled its heavy ivory curtain back and was amazed at the view of the lazy town below. They were on the top floor, number seven. “A lot of money.”

He started to slip off his clothes but remembered his wound as it stung. “I paid for the time. I need it to do something important here. After I’m done we’ll keep going east.”

“Where’d you have in mind?”

“Nowhere. We’ll go where you want.”

“I always wanted to go to Chestmire.”

“Then we’ll go there.”

Her eyes were focused on him. “Why do you have so much money?”

He walked over and traced her face with his fingers. She needed a shower. “Shouldn’t the question be how I earned so much money?”

“Did you earn it?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yes.” She shook her head while looking down at the receipt in her hand. He’d paid five digits for their temporary home. “I don’t want to be with someone dishonest.”

“That might’ve been the last of my money.”

“It’s not.”

“How do you know?”

“I’m not stupid.”

He smirked. “I guess not.” He pressed his thumb into her lips then turned away towards the door. “I’ll be gone for the rest of the month. Food’s paid for downstairs. We’ll leave as soon as I come back.”

“What?”

He stopped while stepping out. “What’s the problem?”

“You’ll just leave me here for a month?”

“Yeah.”

“And what will you be doing?”

He bit down and spoke through his teeth. “Seeing an old friend.”

The firing range wasn’t busy, but the staggered cracks of gunfire from within still added more than enough character to make it seem alive as he walked in and out of the sun. He waited in line behind two men with pistols locked in cases before nodding at someone with a glossy nametag behind the counter. He was skinny with crooked teeth and wore a vest with many buttons promoting various firearms clubs.

“How can I help you, sir?” he asked in a whiny voice.

“I’m looking for a shotgun.”

“We sure gots plenty of those.”

“A big one.”

“The bigger the better’s what I say.”

“Something that could take down a moose.”

“Then you came to the right goddamn place.”

He waved the man to a corner then pulled a hefty weapon down from a polished rack. “This here’s got a fully rifled barrel, excellent scope, and is three inches accurate out to one hundred yards.” He smiled. “There’s no better reason to buy the gun of your dreams if you’re gonna be huntin’ some big sons of bitches.” He patted the buttstock. “You buy this baby today and I’ll throw in some beautiful premium slugs, half price.”

“Sounds like a deal.”

“You’re my kinda man.”

At the register, he rang the price then waited with a smile and a short stack of paperwork to be completed. A card and questionable identification was offered but nothing else. He kept his smile but raised his eyebrows. “It looks like you’re missin’ some ID there.”

“This is it.”

“Got a permit?”

“No.”

The attendant’s head shook as he pulled the shotgun and ammunition off the counter. His smile faded. “Then how were you expectin’ to walk out of here with these?”

“I’ll pay double.”

“What?”

“Triple.”

The attendant looked over his shoulder then gave his ridiculous customer a puzzled look while rolling his shoulders. “You done this before?”

“Yeah.”

“With no problems?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re a fuckin’ liar.”

“I’ll pay more.”

A half laugh brushed the attendant’s lips as he pointed at the door. “Boy, if you don’t get out of my goddamn range...”

“I’ll pay four times.”

“Get out!”

The man frowned while standing outside in the sun. Someone had taped a flyer on the side of the building advertising the sale of used weapons, but he preferred the peace of mind that came with something new. He was about to walk across the street to phone a cab when someone called out to him from behind.

“Hey! You were looking for a shotgun in there, right?”

He turned around and nodded at a pudgy man with a curly beard. He wore a camouflage cap and a silver nose ring. He stood by an old bus.

“Yeah,” said the man. “Something that packs a punch.”

The bearded stranger smiled. “All shotguns pack a pretty good punch.”

“I need a knockout.”

The stranger nodded. “I got a bunch of stuff at my place for sale. Like new.”

“How new?”

“New enough.”

The man took his time looking up at the sun while he thought about it. “Alright.”

“You got a ride?”

“No.”

“Then come on.” The stranger waved while opening his bus. “You’re riding with me.”

They rode into a shady woods to a soundtrack of scratchy country music. The pudgy man, who’d introduced himself as Teddy, was a friendly sort, not hesitating to fill the air with words. His companion merely sat and stared out of his open window, making note of the many kinds of trees and wildlife he spotted as they rolled along.

“So when’s your trip?” asked Teddy. He was about to change the track, a slow song about divorce, but shrugged and let it play.

“Trip?”

“I overheard you say something about a moose back there.”

The man nodded. “Right.” He rubbed his nose then dangled his arm out of his window. “I’m thinking about going to Cala at the end of the year.”

“No shit?”

“I heard it’s good hunting.”

“It is,” said Teddy. “So I’ve been told. I got some buddies who hunt moose out there every other year. Gets cold as a motherfucker though.” He shook his head. His short black hair, as dry as an old corpse’s, poked out of the ends of his cap. “From what they tell me it’s pretty brutal.”

“I don’t mind brutal.”

Teddy grinned. His wide teeth had many gaps. “The words of a real man.” They rode quietly for a minute, each listening to the crackling words of the singer complaining about the death of her marriage, then Teddy cleared his throat.

“You going alone?”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe?”

“I might be taking a woman.”

Teddy smirked. “Is she as serious about hunting as you?”

The man shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

“Well, that’s usually the case, ain’t it?” Teddy’s laugh was larger than life as they turned onto an even dirt road. “If men weren’t involved most women wouldn’t give a damn about aiming a scope at another living thing and pulling a trigger. Hunting’s a man’s world.”

“Is that so?”

“It is. The blood, guts, and chase of it all just ain’t for women much.”

“I guess.”

“But still,” Teddy said while they approached what looked like a ranch. A few horses stood in an empty green field and ignored them as they drove by. “It’s a good way to impress them, ain’t it? They like the killers in us. Attracts them like flies to shit.”

They parked in front of a large brown home and the man gestured at children’s toys in the yard as he stepped out of the bus and shut the door. A pair of ride-on SUVs, more than a dozen baseballs, aluminum bats, soccer balls, and a few dolls were sprinkled around in the neglected grass. He accidentally stepped on a mirror in a girl’s open makeup kit and cracked it.
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