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In 2009, a Californian man died after being attacked by the jaguar he had acquired illegally. In the investigation that followed, the victim’s brother-in-law told police that he had warned the man repeatedly about his choice of pet. “You can’t keep a wild animal,” he had said. “Any fool knows that.” 
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LARA MENDES JOSTLED IN the bucket seat as the truck dipped and bounced over the uneven terrain of New Mexico scrub. A mile off the nearest blacktop, the truck rambled over a broken cattle guard tread by javelinas. Wiping the sweat from her brow, she wished she had taken another aspirin. Her head was throbbing and her teammate’s endless chit-chatter was making it worse. 

“She said she needed space,” said the young man behind the wheel. Mason Linardo was twenty-six years old.  He had a buzzed head and a knack for falling for the wrong kind of girl. Alongside the latter, he had a fondness for blathering his woes onto Lara’s lap whenever he had the chance. “That means she’s dumping me.” 

Lara shot a glance at her colleague before returning her eyes to the open pan of the desert before them. Of all the members of the team, she didn’t mind partnering up with Mason. He was a good kid. He was just clueless when it came to women and felt a compulsion to tell her every time he got his heart stomped. She guessed that he was hoping for some insight into women. She had little to offer. 

“Maybe you’re reading too much into it,” Lara said. “Give her some room. Maybe she feels smothered.” 

“I’m not smothering her. I just wanna hang out.”

“You go overboard every time you meet a new girl, Mason. Don’t overshare. Leave some mystery for her to ponder.” 

Mason fired a look her way. “Mystery? I’m not some player, Lara. I’m honest and—” 

“Watch the road,” she interrupted. “By all means be honest. It’s just, you don’t have to move in with the girl on the second date, you know? Take it slow. Don’t give away all your power.” 

He rolled his eyes. “Power? Jesus.” 

“We’re here.” Lara nodded to the object rising up among the ironwood trees before them. A desert watering station. 

The station consisted of no more than a 60 gallon barrel of water seated on a steel bed, the word ‘agua’ stenciled into the plastic hull. A pole rose thirty feet from the bed topped by a blue flag that dipped and sawed in the wind coming over the plain. A beacon for any unlucky soul wandering the wasteland of the Chihuahua desert, four miles from the Mexican border. 

Lara climbed out and approached the tanks, checking the spigot and then the water level. “Still full,” she hollered back to Mason. 

Mason stretched as he swung out of the vehicle. “Does it look like it’s been used recently?” 

“No.” She examined the spigot again before circling around the water station. “No garbage or debris. No one’s been here since our last patrol.” 

Mason watched the shadow of a bird pass over the scrub. “I don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.” 

“Mark it in the good column,” Lara said. “Means no one’s needed it.” 

The watering station was one of five set up in an arc through this leg of the county, a man-made oasis for migrants desperate enough to cross the border in this inhospitable country of sagebrush and grit. Since the tightening of the border, migrants were forced into this diabolical terrain more and more, resulting in a staggering number of deaths from exposure and dehydration. 

The water stations had been set up by an organization called Humane Borders in an effort to reduce the death toll. The organization that Lara was a part of was a local outfit called Luna County Rescue that patrolled the scrubland for any migrants stranded in this unforgiving climate. She had joined the outfit two months ago and found the work to her liking, the people amiable and welcoming. She had also proved herself to be an outstanding tracker with an almost uncanny knack for finding half-dead migrants hidden amongst the scrub and rock. 

“Let’s get on to the next one.” Mason turned to climb back into the truck. “Slow day means we can knock off early, hit Larry’s Hideaway before happy hour ends.” 

Lara made no reply. Mason looked back and saw her standing near the tanks with her back to him. Looking out over the vast expanse of all that horizon. “Lara? You coming?”

“Something’s here,” she replied without turning around. 

“Survivor?”

“Maybe.” She marched forward, boots crunching the grit of the desert floor. Nary a glance back or gesture to follow, just striding through the dwarf scrub. 

“Another hunch?” Mason shook his head but followed all the same. He didn’t like the way Lara spooked out like this, just marching off to chase ghosts no one else could see. Anyone else, Mason would have ordered back to the truck but he’d learned to keep his trap shut with Lara and  just follow her lead. Nine times out of ten, she’d be onto something. 

They had patrolled together for over a month and Mason didn’t know the first thing about her. And it wasn’t for lack of trying. No matter how hard he pried or overshared his own business, Lara never gave up any personal details. He had no idea if she was married or where she came from or if she had family somewhere. Quiet didn’t describe the woman on that score. Worst of all, she never laughed. He’d spun out his best stories and favorite jokes but all he got was nada. Mason was determined though. He’d crack her smile if it killed him. 

It was mid-day and the sun was punishing and Lara considered running back to the truck for the hat she’d left on the seat. A faint trace of scent was tickling her nose, drawing her further out into the wasteland. It wasn’t far, whatever it was, and she already knew there was no need to hurry, no need to run. Descending into the gravel wash of a dry creekbed, she halted and looked down at the thing that had lured her here. 

“What’d you got?” Mason came up behind her, boots slurring the loose pebbles. “We need medical?”

“No.” Lara held up a warning hand to slow him. “Too late for that.” 

Bodies left out in the unrelenting New Mexican sun bloated rapidly after death, the gases within expanding and gurgling. The body at Lara’s feet looked more like an enormous foul cocoon than anything that was human. The skin was burnished black in places, dark purple in others. 

“Oh Jesus. I hate bloaters.” Mason stopped in his tracks and kept his distance from the thing in the dust. 

Lara hovered over the body, studying it without touching anything. The only indication of the sex were the clothes, the face distended beyond proportion. Nothing with pockets and thus no chance of identification hidden inside. “She couldn’t have been out here that long, the way the body’s bloating like this.” 

“How long you think?” Mason watched Lara scrutinize the corpse with a neutral wash over her face. Not an even upturned nose. How she managed that, he hadn’t a clue. His own stomach would often flip and churn if he got more than ten yards from a bloater. Lara? Like it was nothing, like she did this every day. 

“Two days. Maybe three.” Lara stepped back and circled the body, eyes hawking the ground  for anything. There, by the woman’s foot, was a small rosary in the grit. The beads coiled in the dust like a tiny rattlesnake. She hunkered down to pick it up. 

“Don’t touch it, Lara.” Mason took two steps back, as if anticipating an explosion. “That body pops, the stench gas’ll knock you out.” 

“Your phone got any bars?” 

He dug out his cell paced around for a signal. “And here I’d thought we’d be home before sundown. Stupid me.” 

Lara squatted on her heels, trying to gauge the excruciating end of this poor sojourner’s life. There was no canteen or plastic water jug anywhere in sight.  Dehydration was an awful way to die. Slow and draining. She wouldn’t wish it on her worst enemy. 

Old habits are hard to break and this habit, this puzzling over a dead body to determine its departure from this realm, was a strong one. Nine months ago, it had been her job to puzzle out crimes as a detective with the Portland Police Bureau over a thousand miles away in the damp capital of Oregon. The habit remained but everything else had changed drastically, not the least of which was that she was on the run from that very same police force. Since relocating to New Mexico, Lara Mendes had been living under the assumed name of Lara Quesada. And Quesada could no more resist a challenge than Mendes could so they both scrutinized the victim for any detail it might provide. 

Something didn’t sit right. Lara stepped back from the body to gain perspective, thinking she had missed something in her initial examination. Whatever it was, it sent alarm bells ringing up her spine. It took two heartbeats to realize it wasn’t the corpse that was ringing the bells. It was something else, out there in the scrub. Hidden and waiting to die. Something that triggered her preternatural sense of smell. 

Still pacing back the ground, Mason looked up to see his team-mate marching swiftly through the ocotillo. “Yo, Quesada! Where you going?”

She didn’t answer. Lara broke into a run, northeast into the wide void of the desert. 

“Shit.” 

Mason ran after her, cursing the whole way. Another spookshow turn of hers. Like one wasn’t enough for today. He’d had his fill of dead bodies and wished momentarily that he’d called in sick today or at least requested another member for today’s patrol. Lara’s spooky spells were not fun. He abandoned the call altogether and broke into a full sprint to catch up, hollering between breaths for her to stop. 

She stopped and became still. 

“Don’t tell me you sniffed out another one?” It was meant as a joke but when he drew level with Lara, no word of a lie, he saw her nostrils twitching. 

“Someone’s here,” she said. Her eyes scanned the horizon, as if the culprit was about to pop from the ground like a jack-in-the-box. 

Mason ran his eyes over the hard scrabble terrain. Nothing but nothing was out there. “How can you tell? I don’t see anything.” 

He watched her nose twitch again and then her head dialed ten degrees east. “There.” 

She was off like a shot, diving into the shade of a rocky outcropping. Digging for something under the red shale. When he caught up, Lara Quesada was dragging something from the shadows.

“Not another bloater,” he cringed. “Please.” 

“Breather. Run back to the truck, get the med kit. Now!”

He couldn’t believe it. A girl, maybe seven or eight years old, curled tight into a ball like a frightened turtle but her eyes were open. Traumatized and scraped raw but alive. A breather, not a bloater. “Holy shit,” he muttered. 

“Mason!” Lara snapped. “Give me your phone first. Then get the water!”

It broke the spell. He tossed his phone to Lara and broke full tilt for the truck, praying like mad that they could save the sand-gritted child left to die on the desert floor.
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“AMY?”

Zero response. A pencil dropped, hitting the scuffed floor of the classroom. A boy in the back yawned. 

“Amy Gallagher?”

Amy Gallagher fixed her gaze out the window in a glassy-eyed stare, oblivious to the classroom around her and the teacher trying to get her attention. Mr. Swan, English. Someone laughed, another muttered the words ‘space cadet’. 

A million miles from the classroom, Amy was snapped back to the present by a sharp poke to her spine. She turned to see  Gabby ready to stab her again. “Snap out of it,” Gabby hissed. “He’s talking to you.”

Amy swung her eyes to the front of the room. A reedy man in a gray cardigan leaned against the desk, looking at her. As did everyone else in the room. Mr. Swan smiled at her with restrained contempt. “Good morning, Amy. Nice of you to join us.”

Amy slid down her chair. “Sorry.” 

“We were discussing the nature of evil in the Scottish play. The role it plays within MacBeth himself.” Mr. Swan nodded at a student to Amy’s right. “Devon here was saying that there is no evil, just psychoses. How did you put it, Devon?”

The boy shrugged. “Calling it evil is an easy-out for MacBeth. Seeing witches and stuff. It’s shifting the blame away from him when in fact, all the murderous acts come from his ambition. Calling it evil just muddies the issue, makes it easier to dismiss his own involvement.”

“Yeah but there are witches,” countered a girl in the next row. “The weird sisters. Banquo sees them too, not just MacBeth.”

Mr. Swan nodded gravely before turning a cool eye back to Amy. “So, Amy. What do you think? Was the evil real or was MacBeth simply excusing his own murderous ambition?” 

Amy slouched further down, eyes on her desk, wishing it would all go away. 

“Miss Gallagher,” Swan huffed. “Try and stay with us.”

Amy raised her eyes to his. “Talia’s right. Devon’s blowing psycho-babble up your butt. As usual.” 

“Elaborate, please.”

“True evil exists.” She swung her gaze back to the window. “Monsters are real. And sooner or later, they get us all.” 

Someone snorted up a laugh and another guffawed. Devon sat smug in vindication as the class laughed off Amy’s reply. Gabby withered in humiliation. Amy returned her gaze to the window, her expression blank and uncaring. The term ‘space-cadet’ muttered through the class for a second time. 

 

 

“Your sign is a little crooked.”

“What?” Amy asked. 

Gabby leaned up against the lockers. “The sign on your back. The one with the big target.” 

“Funny.” Amy tossed her tattered Shakespeare text into the locker where it flopped open at the bottom. Students filed past them in the hallway, dragging their feet between the bells. 

“Why do you make it harder on yourself?” Gabby posed. “Especially in Swan’s class. He grades on participation.”

“And? You care why?”

Gabby rolled her eyes. “Your grades are bad enough. Don’t give the dude ammunition to sink you.” 

“What’s the point?” A student passed by, brushing Amy’s shoulder. Amy flinched as if stung. “I can’t stand this place anymore.” 

Gabby blew her bangs from her eyes, watching Amy dart her head around as if expecting to get jumped. Her patience was running thin, her options dwindling about how to help Amy deal. The girl had gone through something terrible and lost her dad. Exactly what she’d gone through, Amy had never said (a sore point that she tried her best not to resent) but Gabby had spent the last three months trying to be there for her. Amy’s grief was incomprehensible and, at times, exhausting. Give her time, Gabby had scolded herself. Amy will come around, things will get back to normal. But that wasn’t happening. Something fundamental had snapped within Amy during the Christmas break and the girl had never been the same. Gabby’s experience of grief was limited, a cat that had died when she was eleven, so she was no expert but something wasn’t right. Amy was getting worse, not better, as if she was drifting away from everything that was normal. To make matters worse, Amy didn’t seem to care either. 

Amy flinched again as another student brushed too close to her. Gabby didn’t know if this twitchy jumpiness was a natural part of grieving or if this was exclusive to Amy. “Easy, amigo. No one’s coming after you.” 

Amy drooped her shoulders and let out a sigh. She exuded fatigue. “Wanna blow off the rest of the day?”

“I would love to but we can’t.”

Amy stared into her locker. “I don’t want to be here, Gab.”

“The staff don’t even want to be here.” 

The bang, when it came, was loud and sharp. The crack popped Gabby’s ears and then all went blurry as she was yanked hard to the floor. Pulling her friend down, Amy kicked and skidded away as if she was on fire, her face pale as flour. Terror writ large in her eyes. 

“Amy, stop! Let go.” 

Laughter in the hallway. People lurching and howling as the sulfur tang of a detonated firecracker hung in the air. The shredded hull of the cherry bomb still smoking on the floor. 

“Amy,” Gabby hissed, trying to peel her friend’s grip from her arm. “It’s just another firecracker. It’s okay.” 

While the crowd howled and fist-bumped, Amy panted for breath. The naked terror in her face drained slowly as Gabby pried her arm free from her fingers. “It’s just a stupid prank.” Gabby stood and brushed herself off. She looked through the faces in the hallway and spotted a leering grin. “You’re a fucking asshole, Devon!”  

Teachers scrambled into the hallway, demanding to know what was going on. Students shuffled away, claiming ignorance. Gabby took Amy’s hand and hauled her to her feet. “Time to book. Get up.”

“My knees are jelly,” Amy coughed. 

“Walk it off.” 

Amy felt herself propelled forward as Gabby pushed her towards the exit. The teachers buzzed and tittered around the paper remnant of the kiddie explosive like blowflies on a scrap of meat. 

 

~

 

Amy’s hands were still shaking so Gabby took the keys and unlocked the door for her. They dropped their bags in the foyer and shuffled into a kitchen with an enormous fridge and a high end industrial range under a stainless steel hood. Tastefully appointed and kept spotless, much like the rest of Amy’s mother’s house. Cheryl Kessler, the former Cheryl Gallagher while married to Amy’s father, did not believe in skimping when it came to home decor or utility. 

Amy dropped into a stool at the island while Gabby opened the double-doors of the refrigerator and studied its contents. “You want something?”

Amy propped her elbows onto the granite counter but said nothing. 

Gabby poked around the shelves. “Maybe you should eat something. Let’s see, last night’s take-out. Tabouli salad. Froo-froo cheese.”

“I’m not hungry,” Amy muttered. 

“Right. A drink, then.”  Gabby plucked a large bottle of craft-brewed lager and popped the cap off with her Bic lighter. Plunked two glasses down before them. 

“Don’t open Norm’s beer,” Amy said. “Cheryl will have a conniption fit.”

“Too late.” Gabby poured and pushed one glass into Amy’s hand. “Drink up. It’ll calm you down.” 

They sipped their beer in silence for a moment. Gabby tapped her mismatched fingernails on the countertop. “I think you should go talk to someone.” 

Amy simply closed her eyes. 

“I know, I know,” Gabby continued.  “You don’t want to but you’re getting worse. Not better. You’re jumpy and paranoid—” 

“I’m not paranoid,” Amy stopped her. 

Gabby twisted her lips into a sneer. “You’re constantly looking over your shoulder when we’re out somewhere. You clock every exit no matter where we go. You startle at the smallest noise. I keep waiting for this to pass, telling myself it’s some phase you’re going through but it’s not going away. Like today. What the hell was that?”

“What?” Amy shrugged. “It startled me.”

“No. See, I was startled. You were downright terrified, like a bomb had gone off. Your fingers left bruises in my arm you were grabbing me so hard.”

“I’m sorry.”

“This is what’s getting worse. These weird tics and the jumpiness. You need to talk to someone.” 

“Enough already.”

Gabby sighed dramatically. “Something’s bottled up inside you and it’s coming out in weird ways. You gotta let it out before it screws you up completely.” 

“It’s just grief. It does weird things to people. That’s all.” 

“Then talk about it. Let it out.”

Amy wiped away the moisture beading on the side of her glass. Her friend wasn’t far off the mark. Sometimes there was so much bottled up she thought she would explode but there was no way to let it out. She shrugged again. “What’s there to say? I miss him. I wish he wasn’t dead. I’m sad he’s gone. That’s all there is to it.” 

“Bullshit,” Gabby barked. “There’s a million more things to say. We’re supposed to be friends but you won’t even give an inch about the worst thing that’s happened to you? Don’t you trust me?” 

“Of course I do.”

“Well?”

Amy almost laughed at the irony of it. She had had this conversation before, trying to get her father to open up. Three months prior to this, she had watched him grow paranoid and unstable, reeling from a traumatic event that he wouldn’t talk about no matter how hard she tried to get him to open up. And now here she was, repeating his history, post traumatic stress and all. But now she understood his silence and these same reasons kept her own tongue still. “I’m sorry, Gab.” 

“Jesus, Amy.” Gabby finished her glass and then pointed a sharp finger at her. “There’s nothing noble about being stoic. No matter what Mr. Swan says.” 

A rumble from outside snagged their attention. Through the window in the foyer, they caught sight of a Land Rover pulling into the driveway. 

“Mom’s home,” Gabby said. 

“I can’t deal with her right now.” Amy slid off the stool. “Do you want to duck out the back?” 

Gabby shambled back to the foyer. “Nah. I’ll run interference, tell Cheryl you’re sick.” 

“Okay.” Amy made for the stairs. 

Gabby hoisted her bag onto her shoulder as the front door popped open and Amy’s mother struggled inside with grocery bags weighing down each arm. Cheryl Kessler was a bottle blonde with a big flash of a smile. It was easy to see where Amy got her looks from. “Hey, Cheryl.”

The smile flashed wide as Cheryl’s eyes lit on her daughter’s friend. “Gabby! How are you?”

“Okay. You want a hand with those?”

“Thank you. These bags are about to pop my shoulder off.” 

Together they lugged the bags to the counter, Cheryl scanning the room. “Where’s Amy?”

“She’s not feeling well.”

“Again?” Cheryl nodded, taking in the open bottle of beer on the granite top. “What happened this time?” 

Gabby shrugged. “She had another, you know, episode.” 

Cheryl sighed with a dramatic flair. Then she shook it off and began unpacking the groceries. “Well, thank you for bringing her home. Do you want to stay for dinner?”

Gabby peered into one of the grocery bags. “What are you making?” 

 

Amy sat on the floor of her room with her back to the closed door. The voices of her mom and friend drifted through the crack under the door and she listened to them talk about how sick she was. Later that night when everyone had gone to bed, Amy would creep downstairs and turn the deadbolt on every door and lock every window. Back in her room, she would reach under the bed for a shoebox hidden there and open it. Lifting out her father’s handgun, she would slide out the magazine to check it and then slide it back home. Slipping the Glock under her pillow, she would crawl back under the covers and pray for the nightmares to give her the night off. 
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LARA STOOD IN THE hallway, looking through the glass of the hospital room where the girl was being treated. Rather than call for an ambulance, they had driven the girl themselves. The truck bounced crazily over the rutted path as Mason gunned for the highway and Lara treated the little girl as best she could. Suffering from exposure and severe dehydration, the Emergency Room doctor gave Lara no answer as to whether the child was going to survive. Pray, the nurse said as they rushed the girl through ER. Pray and wait. 

Praying and waiting in hospital corridors was nothing new. Lara had done plenty of both in her old life as a police detective in Portland. Part of the job, hospitals never used to bother her until she herself ended up in one. Three days in a coma after a vicious wolf attack, when her entire world turned upside down. She avoided them now. 

“We gotta go back for the body,” Mason said as he came up alongside her at the window. “Sheriff wants one of us to go with him and show him where it is.” 

In the mad rush to get the child out, Lara had almost forgotten about the bloater they’d found near the tank. “Did you tell him where water station four is? Easy enough to find on a map.”

“Yeah but he still wants one of us to go.” Mason dug a coin from his pocket. “Want to flip for it?” 

Spending forty-five minutes inside a prowl car with the local sheriff was definitely not something Lara wanted to do. Alongside hospitals, police officers were another thing she avoided now. She had answered a few questions for the Sheriff but it had been mercifully brief. The Sheriff, while amiable, was from an older generation and had assumed that Mason, being male, was in charge. She was more than happy to not correct him and let Mason field the enquiry. “Can you do it? I want to stay with the girl and hear what the doctors say.” 

Mason swung his gaze to the girl in the room. She looked tiny in the hospital bed. “Even if she lives, they’re just going to bus her back across.”

“Someone should be here when she wakes up. I think the other person we found was her relative.” 

“Hell of  a thing to wake up to.” The weight of it settled slowly onto both of them and they were silent for a moment, watching the little girl in the bed. Mason touched Lara’s arm. “Okay. I’ll go with the sheriff.”

“Yo!” The voice bellowed up behind them and they turned to see a man with broad shoulders and long hair swept up into a top-knot, for which Mason had dubbed him the ‘urban samurai’. He waved and hollered up, “Score another one for Luna County Rescue!” 

Mason nudged Lara’s ribs. “Oh look. It’s your boyfriend.” 

“Bellowing through a hospital.” Lara’s expression fell as the man approached. Derek Trumbo was another member of the Luna team, one whom Lara tried to avoid whenever possible. Trumbo was loud and overbearing and his arrogance set Lara’s teeth on edge. She disliked arrogance but could abide it when it was warranted. A skill or an ability or experience, something to back up the arrogance. In Trumbo’s case, there was no qualifier. He simply thought he was God’s gift to the team and was often confounded that others didn’t see it as well. 

“Boyden called, told me you were here.” Trumbo thumped Mason on the back and nodded coolly to Lara. “You guys shoulda called me.”

“We were in a bit of a hurry, dude,” Mason said. “Next time we find someone near death, we’ll call you before the ambulance.”

“Always the funny guy, huh Mason?” Trumbo peered through the glass at the girl in the room. “How’d you find her?” 

“Lara worked her magic,” Mason said, nodding at his team-mate. “We’re were checking number four and Lara went all quiet and spooky on me. Then she marched straight out and finds a body. Bloated one too.” 

Trumbo wrinkled his nose. “It didn’t pop, did it?”

“No, thank God. I’m trying not to lose my lunch and there’s Lara’s taking a closer look, cool as a cucumber. Like she finds them all the time.”

“No shit? You got a nose for bloaters, Lara?”

Lara didn’t even look at him. “Just got lucky.”

“Lucky?”

Mason went on. “So we’re dealing with that, then Lara goes all spooky again like she’s picking up a scent. Marches off to this big rock and finds the little girl.”

Trumbo looked Lara up and down, all but sneering. “Is that so?”

“The woman’s a bloodhound.” 

Lara bristled. She liked Mason, she honestly did, but he talked too much. But it was Trumbo’s stare that got under skin. She often caught him staring at her with a weird intensity. At first she thought he was simply leering, the way some men do, but later saw how his eyes squared her with contempt. Like she had done something to offend him. 

Trumbo clucked his teeth. “No shit? Guess someone is gonna get a gold star on their report card.” 

Lara said, “I’m gonna have it framed for the office wall too.” 

Mason held up a hand. “Okay, you two. Play nice.”

“What’s your secret, Lara?” Trumbo asked. The ire in his voice dialed up a notch. “That’s the third time you sniffed out a survivor that everyone else missed.” 

“Like you said. Just lucky.” 

“Shit. I’d be playing the slots if I had that kinda luck.” 

Mason stepped away in a huff. “To hell with you guys.” 

A doctor stepped into the hallway, glancing between Lara, Mason and Trumbo. “Are you the people who brought the girl in?” 

“That’s us,” said Trumbo, jumping credit. 

“How is she doing?” Lara asked. 

The doctor dropped his hands into his pockets. “We’re treating her for severe dehydration now. The risk here is brain damage. Do you know how long she was out there in the desert?”

“No,” Lara said. “Is she awake? Can I speak to her?”

“We don’t know when she’ll wake up, unfortunately. Or if she’ll be able to speak when she does. It’s that serious.” 

Lara took a step closer to the window, looking in at that tiny form under the thin hospital sheet. “Can one of you stay with her for her now?” She looked to Mason and Trumbo. “We can take shifts sitting with her.” 

Trumbo shrunk back from Lara’s eyes. “I can’t. Got shit to do.” 

“There might be a few volunteers I could wrangle to help you. I’ll see what I can do.” With that, the doctor nodded and marched off down the corridor. The three members of the rescue team contemplated the intervening silence. 

“I got to go take a ride with the sheriff,” Mason said. He strode down the hallway. Lara and Trumbo followed him out, cutting through Emergency to get to the exit doors. “You still gonna stay, Lara?”

“Yeah. I’ll sit with her for a while.” 

Mason nudged Trumbo’s arm. “You wanna come along? We got to go collect the bloater we left in the desert.” 

“Sure. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find another survivor.” 

A commotion at the automated doors snapped their attention away. Two paramedics barged through, rushing in with a gurney. The man on the gurney was covered in blood. An oxygen masked strapped over the flapping wet tissue of his torn face. A gruesome sight. Lara and Mason leapt sideways to get out of the way. A woman with a blasted expression followed the melee through the doors. In her hands was clutched a plastic Tupperware tub spilling over with ice. “Where’d they go? Where!”

Mason reached out and took the woman’s elbow. “Through that door. What happened?” 

“My stupid cousin and his pet.” The woman’s hand shook badly and ice tumbled from the container. 

“His pet did that to his face?”

“Pet tiger,” she spit. “He’d raised it from a cub. I told him it was dangerous but he just laughed. Thought he was real badass having a pet tiger. It just turned on him.”

Everyone’s eyes fell to the tub of ice in the woman’s hands. Lara spoke up, “What’s in the ice?” 

“His nose. I think.” She ran after the gurney, ice tinkling to the floor after her. 

Mason looked at his comrades, eyebrows arching in disbelief. “Pet tiger?”

“Serves him right,” Trumbo grumped. “What the hell kind of fool keeps a tiger locked up at home? Dress it up, call it a pet but then pow. Nature kicks in and the damn thing rips your face off.” 

Mason shook his head. “Dude shoulda stuck to pit bulls. Shit.” 

Lara watched but said nothing. Her brow knit up with a stitch of consternation. Trumbo caught sight of it and laughed. “You can’t keep a wild animal,” he said. “Sooner or later, it’s gonna turn and eat you alive.” 

Trumbo guffawed all the way out the door. Lara remained where she was, unwilling to follow the man. Mason didn’t like the look on her face and it took him a moment before realizing why. He had never seen Lara look troubled before. 
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IT WAS THE SHIVERING that woke Amy. Blinking in the dark of the bedroom, she realized she had kicked the blankets off in the night and the chill had goosed her flesh. She reached for the duvet when a noise stopped her. A dull thud, then a scratching noise. The pale light washing in from the window swiped dark as if something blocked it out. She didn’t want to see what it was but her eyes were already turning upwards. 

The wolf was there.  Its eyes glowed red and blood dripped from its jaws. Its pelt was cindered and still smoking as if it had crawled out of Hell itself. Its snout thudded the glass of the window, testing it. Then it coiled back, ready to burst through the pane. 

Amy reached under the pillow for the gun but it wasn’t there. As she hit the floor, a hand snaked out from under the bed and snatched her ankle. Like the wolf, the hand was blackened  from fire. Raw bone peeled through the charred skin as it clutched harder, pulling Amy under the bed with it. Then the window exploded  as the wolf burst through the glass. 

Feverish with a cold sweat, Amy knew it was a nightmare before snapping awake. Her head knocked against the dresser leg and she realized she was on the floor. No wolf, no ghostly hand reaching out from under the bed. The window remained whole and undisturbed. Something was clutched in her fingers and when she raised her hand she saw the gun. The safety was off and her index finger curled tight over the trigger piece. 

She didn’t move, didn’t dare breathe for a full minute. Thumbing the safety back on, she laid the piece on the floor. It could have gone off so easily, thrashing around in her nightmare. Having the Glock tucked under pillow gave her a thin shred of security when she closed her eyes but she’d have to rethink that strategy. She could have let off a round so easily. What if her mom had come into the room? The nightmares were getting worse all the time, the violence of them. This wasn’t the first time she’d woken up on the floor.   

She started to reach under the bed for the shoebox when she remembered the ghostly hand that had clawed her ankle. She bent low and peered under the bed. Dust bunnies and the shoebox, a stray sock. No burned hand, no monsters waiting to drag her under. She slid the box out, laid the piece inside and pushed it back. When she saw how badly her hands  trembled she folded her arms to stifle them and leaned back against the wall. 

This wasn’t going to get any better, not on its own anyway. She had watched her own father suffer through the symptoms of post traumatic stress before he was forced to confess the awful circumstances behind it. Working as a detective in the homicide detail, he and his partner, Lara Mendes, had pursued a suspect who turned out to be a monster.  Not a metaphorical one, not a psychopath or serial killer. Ivan Prall, the suspect in question, was a lycanthrope. An honest-to-God werewolf, who, when cornered by Lara, transformed into the wolf and attacked her. Infected her. Lara disappeared and her father spent three months tracking her down. Two days before Christmas, all three of them were trapped in a ghost town in the wilds of British Columbia and set upon by more wolves. They fought them off but the three of them were outnumbered and outgunned until her dad done something terrible to even the odds. Triggering a rigged-up explosive, he managed to destroy most of the monsters but sacrificed himself in the process. She and Lara had escaped and returned home; she to Portland and Lara to New Mexico. Life went on but nothing was ever the same. Now, four months later,  Amy could barely cope.

When she closed her eyes, she could  see with brutal clarity the flash of spark and resulting fireball that took her father’s life. One second he was there, surrounded by werewolves with his back against a vehicle. Their adopted  but nameless dog clutched in his arms, then nothing. The white of the explosion, the mushroom cloud of smoke and he and the dog were simply gone. 

Amy understood why he had done it but she couldn’t forgive him for it. The grief was unbearable and smothering, like drowning in molasses. Piled atop that was the terror and the PTSD. There were monsters under the bed and wolves waiting around every corner. She startled at every small sound and slept with a loaded gun under her pillow and the terror never let up. It exhausted her. 

In the month after the incident, she had gone over the details of that night a thousand times; grasping at some other way that the events could have played out. Some other option that didn’t involve her father incinerating himself to save her. The phrase ‘if only’ began to haunt every thought and second-guess her every move. If only she hadn’t choked when the first wolf attacked. If only she had taken better aim with the massive fifty caliber handgun and scored the silver-tipped round into a monster’s skull instead of strafing the monster’s hindquarters. If only her father hadn’t become obsessed with finding his missing partner or if only Lara had fled beyond his reach. It was a futile, tragic game to puzzle over but she couldn’t stop running the scenarios in her head. Worse still were the quiet moments when she’d forget that he was gone. She’d hear something funny at school and want to tell him when she got home only to remember with a flattening crash that he wasn’t at home. Or at the office or out on a case or anything. He was just gone. 

She wiped her eyes when she caught the sound of footfalls shuffling sleepily outside her door. Her mom was up and Norm would follow soon after and the awful, foggy, dreadful new day would start. Amy glanced at the clock and then closed her eyes, wanting nothing more than to cocoon inside her room and never come out again. 

 

Cheryl was dicing fruit at the counter as she crossed the kitchen towards the gurgling coffee maker. Norm sat on a stool at the island and when both of them wished her a good morning, Amy replied with a polite return. Maybe, she thought, if she was as cloyingly pleasant as they were, her mom and Norm would be satisfied and stay the hell off her case this morning. 

“We missed you at dinner,” Cheryl said as she chopped almonds on a battered cutting board. “For a moment there, we were worried you’d miss breakfast too.” 

Wishful thinking, Amy reminded herself, was a slow boat to hell. “I had this idea of going all anorexic, you know? Just to fit in and improve my social standing. But I’m starved so maybe I’ll give bulimia a shot instead.” 

Norm laughed. “That’s so last century. Try smoking. Kills the appetite.” 

“Why don’t you comedians set the table.” Cheryl waved the knife at him. “You can destroy your health on your own time.” 

“Buzzkill,” he said. Norm Kessler, Amy reminded herself, wasn’t a bad guy. He could actually be half-decent at times but he remained her mom’s husband. When it came to Amy, his job was to support Cheryl without crossing any boundaries. To bolster mom but never impose. Alone, Amy didn’t mind him, but around her mom, Norman was one pubic hair shy of being a sycophant. 

“So,” Cheryl said, “do you want to talk about what happened at school yesterday?”

“Not really.” Amy poured the coffee, spilling half of it on the counter. 

“Honey, you can’t just skip half a day like that. Your grades are bad enough as it is.” 

Amy grunted without actually saying anything, a habit she’d fallen into recently. The last thing she wanted to talk about were dismal grades. 

Cheryl wiped her hands on the dishtowel. “Gabby said you had another episode.”

“Do we have to do this now?” 

“Yes, now. The school year is almost over and you’ll be lucky if you don’t fail completely. These episodes are becoming more and more frequent. What are we going to do?”

“You can start by not nagging at me.”

Cheryl’s jaw clenched as she bit her tongue. The word nag touched a nerve. Norm leaned forward to intercede. “What your mom means, Amy, is that we’re worried about you but we don’t know how to help. We think it’s time you started seeing a counselor.”

“We?” Amy shot back, reminding him of his boundaries. 

Cheryl said, “You need help and clearly, all I do is make the situation worse.”

“Look, mom. It’s just grief. It does weird things to people. Okay?”

That dampened the proceedings. Cheryl floundered for a moment. “It’s more than that, honey. I know what grief is. I know what depression looks like. This is something else and I’m worried to death it’s just going to get worse if we don’t do something now.”

“I know,” Amy conceded. “But I don’t need a shrink or a therapist to deal with grief. I just need time.” 

Cheryl’s eyes softened. “Well, maybe we can help with that.”

“How?”

Cheryl took a breath then let it out. “It’s time to deal with your dad’s house.”

All of the oxygen slipped from the room. Amy set her cup down, afraid she would hurl it against the wall. “No.” 

“We have to, honey. We can’t carry it any longer.” 

The house owned by the deceased detective John Gallagher had sat untouched since December. It had been Amy’s other home since she was eleven years old but she hadn’t stepped foot inside it since the incident. Aside from the police, the only person who had ventured inside was Norm, and that was only to board up the front door that had been smashed open by the assailant who had kidnapped her dad. A month ago, Cheryl had brought up the issue of the empty house, gently suggesting that it was time to think about selling it. Amy had refused to even float the idea. 

“I know this is difficult and you don’t want to let go,” Cheryl said. “But it’s been four months now. We’re still paying the mortgage on it and we just can’t carry two households anymore.”

“You just can’t wait to sell it, can you?” Amy’s eyes narrowed to slits. “No. It’s my home and I’m not losing it.” 

“We can’t keep it, honey. I wish we could but we can’t. And there’s still so much to do before we can even list it. There’s all of your dad’s belongings to deal with and the repairs—”

“I’m not having this conversation.” Amy turned for the stairs. “You’re not selling my home!”

“Fine. You want to keep it, then you make the monthly payments. Because we can’t float it anymore, not without running us into debt.”

“Amy,” Norm spoke up, cautiously. “You don’t have to go back in there or deal with any of your dad’s things right now. You’re mom and I can sort most of the stuff and any of the important things can be moved into storage. Okay?” 

“Stay out of it, Norman,” Amy said. “It’s got nothing to do with you.” 

“I’m afraid it does.” He spoke softly and slowly, the way one does to a jumper on a ledge. “I know this is hard and you don’t want to deal with it but your mom needs you to be reasonable.” 

Amy squared them both with an icy glare. “You two make me sick. The man’s barely cold in the ground and you can’t wait to divvy up the property. We’re not selling it! If I have to, I’ll go move in and live there. Alone!”

She stormed away. She heard her mom call after and then Norm’s voice telling Cheryl to leave it and let the kid cool off. 
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LUNA COUNTY RESCUE WAS headquartered out of the back of a strip mall unit, where the loading dock was. The storefront half of the space belonged to Our Lady of the Broken Tears ministry. Established by Pastor Raymond Talbot, the rescue mission operated as a charitable adjunct to his nascent ministry in the lonely strip mall. Mornings began with a debrief of the previous day before Pastor Talbot divvied up assignments and routes to the seven member team. 

The debrief was already underway when Lara pushed through the door and tried to slip into a seat beside Mason without interrupting the meeting. Pastor Talbot spotted her immediately and held up a hand. “There she is.”

The assembled members turned around and clapped their hands in a quick but enthusiastic round of applause. Lara shrank in her seat. She despised being the center of attention. Mason  whistled a hoot to prolong both the clapping and her torment. 

Trumbo sat on the far side of the room with his arms folded, refusing to play along. The puckered sneer on his face hinted at a sour taste in his mouth. 

“Well done, Lara” the pastor said once the rumble died away. “Mason was just giving us the details of how you found the little girl yesterday. He described it as spooky but I suggested that maybe some higher spirit was guiding you.” 

“We got lucky.” Lara nodded at Mason to acknowledge his part in the rescue. She wished the pastor would change the subject so everyone in the room would stop looking at her. 

“Any word on the girl’s condition?” 

“She’s stable,” Lara said. “I just came from the hospital now. The doctors are optimistic.” 

Pastor Talbot beamed.“That’s good news. You ought to be proud of yourself, Lara, for saving that child’s life. I know we are.” Her team-mates nodded in agreement and flashed her silent thumbs-up signals. Save for Trumbo, who yawned like a bear. 

Mason studied Lara’s drawn expression. “You okay?”

“Tired. I spent half the night at the hospital.” 

“Why didn’t you call me? I could have come to relieve you.”

“It’s fine. I wanted to be there.” 

“Did the girl wake up?”

Lara folded her hands in her lap then nodded. “She asked for her mom.” 

His knee stopped bouncing. “What did you tell her?”

“I said we’d find her.” 

Mason winced. “You can’t promise things like that. For all we know the body we found was her mom’s. What are we gonna tell her?”

“The truth. If her mom is gone, she needs to know.” She watched his knee resume its bouncing then added, “I’m not asking you to do it.” 

Pastor Talbot waited for all eyes to drift his way again. “Before we get to the day’s routes, I need to share some bad news. Lambert Auto informed me yesterday that they’re withdrawing their support for our mission and will no longer be providing any funding. As you know, Lambert was one of our biggest financial supporters and without their backing, our rescue mission here is extremely hampered. We will have to tighten our belts.”

Trumbo sat up. “Why did they pull out?”

“They said their charitable givings were stretched too thin. Translation; they’re being pressured politically. Public support for our mission is shifting and our opponents believe we’re exacerbating the border problem, not helping it.” 

Another hand shot up in the back. “What do you mean by tightening our belts?”

The pastor leaned against the whiteboard on the wall. “Unless I can find another business to replace Lambert’s funding, we are going to have to scale back the operation. We can crunch numbers as best we can but it will probably mean reducing the team by two, maybe even  three members.” 

A collective groan passed through the assembled members. Pastor Talbot held up a hand, as if waving a white flag. “I know, I know. And I’m sorry. But I wanted to be straightforward about this and give everyone ample warning. But until then, we still have a job to do.” The pastor wrapped up the session by assigning the teams their routes for the day, the number of water stations to check, but a pall had settled over the room, dampening the triumphant mood that had started the briefing. 

Derek Trumbo stayed seated after the briefing was over. The pastor had ended with a short prayer for any help the Almighty could grant them in their mission to help those who were literally lost in the wilderness. The team rose from their folding chairs and milled about, chatting or filling their travel mugs from the coffee urn. Trumbo leaned back in his chair and peered through the crowd to the far side of the room where Lara Quesada stood speaking with Pastor Talbot. 

He had never liked Lara Quesada, not since day one. And now she was a threat. 

Trumbo considered himself to be a stand-up guy and he often told people so. He went out of his way to make any rookie member of the rescue team feel welcome and valued. This wasn’t idle feel-good shit or obligatory team-building. As a team leader and member with an unmatched record in finding survivors in the vast wasteland of the New Mexico desert, his inclusion and mentoring meant something to the rookie crews. At least it had until this punta Lara showed her face two months ago. 

As usual he had welcomed her onboard and gave her tips on what to expect and what was expected of her. The pastor was the one who did the recruiting but it was Trumbo’s job to size up the potential acolytes. Show them the ropes and school them through the often hazardous work of pulling refugees out of the dust. Lara had been polite but oddly cold. Trumbo forgave it as first-day jitters but found the same response again and again. A cold fish, plain and simple. Some people were just like that. 

And it wasn’t like she was that hot anyway, he reminded himself. Sure, he may have poured on the charm a little too much those first few days but who didn’t? He’d mistaken her for Jersey Italian at first. The dark hair, the complexion, the tough exterior. When he learned she was just another chica from the block, he figured he had a bird in the hand for sure. Not the way it played. Chica was so aloof around him the bitch could have passed herself off as wasp. Few things pissed him off more than a chica posing above her station. It galled him now to remember that he had been so welcoming back then. Back before the punta had set out to ruin him by performing above her pay grade. 

Some women were just like that, he reminded himself. They saw every man who wasn’t gay as a threat and had to, just had to, prove herself better. Prior to Lara’s arrival, Trumbo had been the point man, the stand-up guy who got the job done. Then Lara comes along and starts trumping him, sniffing out corpses baking in the sun or half-dead migrants coiled under any bit of shelter like snakes. What was the Spanish word for it? Bruja. Spooky shit, as Mason would say. 

And now Lara Quesada was Pastor Talbot’s new pet and he himself had been relegated to second banana. That shit just wasn’t gonna play, not after how much he’d given to the cause. Mason wasn’t far off the mark; there was something downright spooky about that chica. 

With Lambert Auto pulling their funding, the rescue mission was crippled. The pastor would be lucky to keep half the team employed and his position on it was jeopardized by the pastor’s new pet. Lara had to go and that was all there was to it. 

 

~

 

“The pastor looks tired. You see those bags under his eyes?” said Mason between bites of his Danish. 

Lara loaded gear into the back of the truck. “He’s keeping a brave face on it. Doesn’t want to rattle the troops. Do we need to gas up before we go?”

“I filled it on the way in this morning,” Mason said. He looked out to the horizon, where clouds were clustering in a dark mass. “That sky looks nasty. Headed our way too.” 

Lara glanced up at the big sky over the land of enchantment. “Let’s get on the road. Maybe we can get through most of this before the weather hits.” 

“Looks like a storm’s coming.” 

Lara and Mason turned to see Pastor Talbot marching towards them. Smiling, he patted Lara on the shoulder. Mason caught her flinching briefly as he did so. “Lara, I just wanted to  thank you for yesterday. You outdid yourself again, finding that little girl.”

“Wasn’t just me.” She nodded to Mason. “Team effort.” 

The pastor smiled again. He knew that his newest team member hated being singled out or fussed over in any way. Humility was a trait that he held in esteem and Lara had it in spades. “Well, I’m proud of both of you.” 

“Is there anything we can do for the girl?” Lara asked. “She’s all alone in that hospital. And soon as she’s better, they’ll just run her through the system and bus her back across.” 

“There might be someone I can talk to about it. A special provision, given her age. We’ll see.” 

Mason brushed the crumbs from his lap. “That’s a shitty deal about Lambert pulling out. How long do you think we can get by without them?”

“Not long. I need to start knocking on doors again, hat in hand. Until then, we’ll have to scale back and watch every penny. I hate the thought of having to let anyone go.” 

“Is there a door in this town you haven’t knocked on?” Lara asked.

“Not many. I’ll just have to amp up the charm.” The pastor’s smile drained a little at the prospect. Lara didn’t envy him the task ahead. “The real problem,” he continued, “is simply finding the time. The administrative side of the mission is eating up more and more of it.”

“Maybe we can help with that,” Trumbo said as he joined the group by the truck. He nodded curtly to Lara and Mason before turning to the pastor. “I’m gonna stay behind today and take care of the paperwork. That way, you can have the day to find some more donors.”

Pastor Talbot’s smiled sprang back. “That would be extremely helpful, Derek. But what about your field duties?” 

Trumbo looked at Lara. “Can you guys check station eight and nine for me? I can get Diaz and Johnson to take the other spots on my route today.” 

“We can do that,” Lara said. 

Mason’s brow arced with skepticism. “I thought you hated paperwork.” 

“Desperate times, desperate measures,” Trumbo said. “We can save the cost of having another truck on the road too.” 

The pastor patted Trumbo’s meaty shoulder. “Thank you, Derek. It’s nice to see everyone pull together on this. Let’s get started, shall we? Before that storm hits.” 

Talbot and Trumbo walked back inside as Lara closed up the tailgate. Mason watched the pair pass through the door and then looked at Lara. “What do you suppose that was all about?”
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