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Chapter 1
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The governor of North Carolina, exhibiting a unique sense of humor that was famous among the voters of his state, ordered the maximum security prison built in Freedom, North Carolina.  In actuality, he was paying off a heavy favor from one of his major campaign contributors, but the governor did everything in his power to foster the myth that the placement had been purely a capricious act.

Nestled safely away from the larger cities of the western part of the state, the prison was far enough away from the major population centers to be out of sight, out of mind.

Seven years after the facility opened, it was already spilling over with more prisoners than it could handle.  Felonious crime seemed to be the next big business in the South, and North Carolina was seeing its fair share.

To the prisoners confined within its walls, there was nothing funny about Freedom Prison.

––––––––
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Kevin Cusp, a large man with an easy way about him, was one of the more unusual prisoners at Freedom.  Most ex cops behind bars didn’t live to see the first anniversary of their incarceration.  There were too many inmates with grudges, and murder was almost a sport behind bars that left little else available as entertainment.  Knives honed to a razor edge, heavy industrial equipment, even the free weights the inmates lifted in their recreation periods had all been used to eliminate cons considered in serious need of dying.

Cusp had survived them all, and it wasn’t long before a trail of broken bones and painful beatings taught the other inmates to leave the man alone.  All the while Cusp served his time, one thing drove him on.  That was seeing his 

ex partner, Parrick Wolf, dead in a pool of his own blood.  It kept Cusp alive when lesser men would have perished, a goal he considered worthy of his survival.

After months of careful planning, all of the conditions were right.  

On March 15, it was finally time to act. 

––––––––
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With a quick jerk of his powerful hands, Booster broke the prison guard’s neck.  

Cusp snapped, “You asshole, you weren’t supposed to kill him.”

Booster laughed softly. “Yeah, well, tying him up would have taken too much time.  Now are we going to stand around talking about it, or are we going to get the hell out of here?”

Cusp got into Booster’s face, and though the killer was a good six inches taller and fifty pounds heavier than Cusp, Booster stepped away from him.  

In a cold, clear voice, Cusp said, “Listen to me carefully.  If you want to get out of here alive, you do what I say: nothing more, nothing less.”

When Booster failed to respond, Cusp said, “I want an answer, or I’m leaving you behind.”

Booster shrugged gently.  “Yeah, I get it.  Can we go now?”

Cusp looked at the guard’s dead body with a moment of irritation, then dragged the corpse back among the recycling barrels where he and Booster worked in the prison.  After taking the guard’s keys and wallet, Cusp said, “Help me stuff him in here.  The longer it takes to find him, the better off we’ll be.”

They threw the body in among the hundreds of cleaned bottles and cans from the prison kitchen, hastily burying him among the cast-offs.

After he was satisfied that the body was out of sight, Cusp quickly moved to a stack of cardboard he’d been hoarding for weeks.  “Hold out your hands.”

Booster did as he was told, and Cusp quickly taped triple thickness of the cardboard around them with some of the precious duct tape he’d stolen earlier from the prison library where he’d worked on his last assignment.  He moved to Booster’s knees and torso and quickly had most of the man’s front covered with the brown cardboard.  

Once he was satisfied with the job he’d done, Cusp said, “Now you do me.”

Booster wasn’t as adept as Cusp had been, and they wasted precious seconds when Cusp forced Booster to start over.  This part of their plan was critical, and Cusp wasn’t about to take any chances with it.

Looking like two brown tin men, Cusp moved to the door that led to the prison yard.  “Now we won’t have much time, so it’s important we go as quickly as we can.  Once we’re on the outside, run for the closest copse of trees, then head right, away from the moonlight.  You understand?”

“I thought we were going together,” Booster protested.

“We are, but I want to be sure you know which direction to run in case we get separated.”

Booster nodded.  “You’ve drilled it into my skull, I know the plan.  Let’s just do it.  Anything’s got to be better than being stuck here for the rest of my life.”

Cusp nodded, then unlocked the exterior door with the guard’s keys.  The next step was the biggest risk in his escape plan, but he hadn’t been able to come up with any way around it.  If he and Booster were caught escaping, chances are they’d either be cut down in a hail of bullets or never get close enough to the outside to make another try.  The only thing that had kept Cusp alive for the past five years was the hope and dream of getting out and killing his old partner Wolf, the bastard who’d put him in prison.  Cusp had  managed to keep tabs on the man, even while locked behind bars and confined a hundred miles away.

Cusp moved in the shadows, an odd presence in his cardboard attire.  Booster stayed close on his trail, almost as if the two men were tethered by some invisible rope.  As they moved along the edges of the buildings, always staying in the shadows of the search lights that scanned the perimeters, Cusp could feel Booster’s acrid breath on his neck.  

The man was scared stiff.

Good.  Maybe the asshole would listen to him for a change.

Not that Cusp wasn’t frightened himself.  He’d faced down a dozen armed men in the days he’d been a cop, but it was vastly different being on the other side of the guns, especially since he wasn’t armed himself.  The interior guard Booster had killed hadn’t carried a weapon, probably for the very sane reason of keeping a gun out of men like Cusp’s hands.  A black wooden billy club was the only weapon the guard had, and Cusp had it clenched firmly in his right hand.

They finally came to the break in the buildings Cusp had been heading for.  Booster started for the fence when Cusp put a strong hand on his shoulder and jerked him back into the shadows.

“What the hell is wrong with you, Cusp, you getting cold feet?”

Two seconds later, the spotlight swept past the fence in front of them.  “I was waiting for that.”

Booster was still nodding his thanks when Cusp whispered fiercely, “Now run.”

They made it the fence, climbing awkwardly, side by side.  The cardboard was a hindrance, but it would be needed in a few moments.  Booster made it to the top first, but he was having trouble with the razor-sharp wire on top of the fence.  Cusp scampered up beside him, slid over the fence on the thick protective cardboard and started down the other side.  At last Booster made it over, leaving most of the cardboard behind.  It didn’t matter, the protective shield had done its job.

Cusp was six feet from the ground when the spotlight hit them.

In an instant, sirens blared from the towers and a score of lights focused their full intensity on them.  Cusp dropped to the ground, landing hard on his left ankle.  Booster fell beside him as the first volley of shots exploded from the tower, singing in the air above their heads.

Ignoring the pain in his ankle, Cusp ran for the woods, not caring if Booster was beside him or not.  The man had served his usefulness in escaping.  Cusp had no choice but to include him in his plans, since the two of them worked the recycling center together, but his volatile partner was expendable now.  As Cusp ran in a zigzag pattern he’d learned in the army, he could feel an itching between his shoulder blades, the target he was certain the guards were firing for.  Gazing through the fence a thousand times before, the trees hadn’t looked that far away.  It was a different matter entirely running through the closely cropped brush toward them with guns exploding behind him.

Booster made it to the wooded break a moment after Cusp.  The two men ran furiously for their target, a stream half a mile away.  As Cusp ran, he could hear the echoes of the bedlam they’d left behind fading into the night air.  His ankle was tender, but there was no stopping now.  The next part was timed to the second; he couldn’t afford a moment’s delay or hesitation.  The pain left his ankle softly, the rush of adrenaline wiping it away, or more likely, masking it for the moment.

Booster started laughing as he ran.  “Son of a Bitch, when you told me about your plan I thought you were crazy, but we made it.  We really made it.”

“We haven’t done anything yet, we’re nowhere near in the clear.  I figure we’ve got seven minutes before they get the dogs on us.  Pick up your pace, we took too long getting over the fence.”

Booster sobered beside him, and the two men ran mostly in silence.  As he rushed toward the stream, Cusp stripped off the cardboard armor he’d been wearing.  It would give the dogs a momentary pause, and Cusp needed to buy every second of delay he could.  Booster caught on to what he was doing and shed what was left of his protection as well.

As he ran on in the woods, Cusp thought he heard the sound he’d been dreading, but it took another thirty seconds before he was sure.  The damn dogs were on their trail now, and they wouldn’t be gentle if they caught up to the two escaping prisoners.

Cusp just had to make sure they were safe before the dogs got to them.

Finally, they broke through the trees and into the stream.  

“Shit, this water’s freezing.”

“Keep your voice down, Booster.  It’s March, what did you expect?”

Cusp headed up the stream, trying to keep his attention focused to the bank ahead instead of the baying of the dogs behind them.

Booster slipped on a stone, fell headfirst into the water and came up swearing loudly.  “Son of a Bitch.”  

Cusp moved quickly toward him, clamped a hand over his mouth, and said, “Not one more word.  Do you understand?”

Booster nodded, and Cusp took his hand away.  “Sorry, it’s so fucking cold.  How much further?”

“At least another hundred yards.”  Cusp couldn’t be more exact, though in his mind he’d planned the escape a hundred times, repeatedly going over every detail he could foresee.  One thing he hadn’t taken into account was what a pussy Booster would turn out to be.  The man talked a tough game, he had even demonstrated his ability to kill someone quickly, but put him in some cold water and he started crying like a baby.  Cusp made a decision as he hurried on in the icy waters.  If Booster gave him one more reason to get rid of him, Cusp would do so, with the icy clarity that had made him a good cop.  The trick was not to think too long, to debate the issue until it was all muddied and roiled in his head.  Once he decided to act, he’d do it swiftly, mercilessly.

Shit.  Had he gone past the spot he’d been searching for in the darkness?  Was he pulling them both farther and farther from their goal, with the dogs gaining on them every step of the way?  When the hounds came to the water, it would slow them, but for how long Cusp hadn’t been able to guess.  They should go downstream if everything he knew about searches on the outside was valid.  Nobody in his right mind would stay in the icy waters any longer than he had to, and walking against the current was twice as hard as going with the flow downstream.  Cusp was counting on the loss of scent and the change in direction to fool the dogs and their trainers, at least long enough for them to get away.

The moonlight was gone, then revealed, then gone again, covered by scudding clouds.  It made seeing in the dark damn hard.  Just when Cusp had grown used to the near absence of light, another break in the clouds would appear and the countryside would be plunged in harsh white light.  The glare from the moon stabbed at his eyes as he continued his search.

Behind him, Cusp heard the dogs’ barks come closer.

The sound wasn’t lost to Booster, either.  “Shit, they’re coming after us.  What happened to your plan, Cusp?  I thought we’d lose them in the creek.”

“They must have split up.  Don’t worry, we can’t be far now.”

Booster kept his mouth shut as Cusp increased the frenzy of his search.  Where the hell was it?  Were the plans he’d read wrong, sloppily done by an overpaid surveyor who never even came out to the site?  No, that negative thinking was unacceptable.  It was there, he had to believe it.  Else he and Booster would be lost.

There!  Cusp spotted the built-up concrete by the stream, nearly concealed by the frozen dead weeds that must have surrounded it fully in the summer.  The sight eased Cusp’s mind on two counts; if the access’s location was right, the other information was probably accurate, too.  Second, the cover had been tough to spot even knowing it was there, and Cusp doubted the guards were even aware of its presence.

Now, the next critical part of Cusp’s plan had to be right.

Cusp moved to the cover and tried lifting it.

It was frozen in place.

Booster was beside him now, his joy at finding the cover turning quickly to anguish.  “It’s still bolted down?  Shit, shit, shit.”

“Look, the bolts are gone.  Some rainwater must have gotten in here and frozen the thing in place.  Help me move it.”

The two men battled with the steel cover, fighting it, trying to force it to open, but it was as if the steel had bonded to the concrete it rested on.

Cusp moved away, and Booster said, “Are we giving up?  That’s it?”

Cusp ignored his partner and retrieved a branch he’d seen wedged in the water.  The cold icy water stung his fingertips as he grabbed it, nearly making him drop the piece of wood in his hands.  He moved back to the cover and jammed the smaller end of the branch into one of the holes where the bolts had been.  With a solid heave, he managed to break the ring of ice holding the cover in place.  Booster started to shove it aside when Cusp threw the stick into the water and said, “Wait, move it just enough for us to crawl inside.”

Booster peered down into the hole.  “My God, it stinks in there.”

“It’s a sewer line, what did you expect?”

“I didn’t think it would be that fucking bad.  It’s dark, too.”

Cusp had had enough.  “In or out, get the hell out of my way.  They’re almost here.”

The sound of the dogs made Booster move.  He slid awkwardly into the hole, and Cusp quickly climbed in after him.

Cusp couldn’t get the cover back on immediately, and it sounded as if the dogs were only a few feet away.  With one last lunge, he shoved the cover back into its groove, flinching as the sound of the contact echoed in the pipe they were hiding in.

Booster whispered, “What now?”

“Shhh.”  Cusp tried to listen to what was happening outside, but the thickness of the metal cap made it difficult.  Finally, he put one ear to a dislodged bolt hole and strained to hear the noises outside.  

There was no mistaking it, the guards and their dogs were almost there.

A few minutes later, they were standing just outside the sewer access.

“I’m telling you, they’d be crazy as hell to come upstream.”

“Yeah, well you heard the captain, we don’t have much choice.  What the hell’s gotten into those dogs?”  The animals were making an ungodly racket, and Cusp wondered if they’d somehow managed to pick up his scent after all.  

The other guard replied, “Settle down, they’re probably just howling at the moon.  They love this shit, getting out and running in the cold.”

“Yeah, well I say we go back.”

“Not until we get a call on the radio.”  There was a sudden pause, then a startled comment.  “What the hell is that thing?”

Cusp felt his heart jump into his throat.  He could hear the footsteps approach, sloshing through the water toward them.

Over his head, he heard the guard say, “Hey Bob, check this out.”

In a matter of seconds, he and Booster were going to be back in custody.

Not if he had anything to say about it.  Making sure his fingers didn’t go all the way through the cover, Cusp jammed his frozen fingertips into the bolt holes, holding the icy steel down with all his might.

Cusp felt the cover begin to give.  There was no way he was going to be able to hang on.  Still gripping with his last bit of strength, his fingers slipped just as the pressure above him eased.

“The son of a bitch is frozen in place.  Nobody’s going through there.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.  Hell, if we hadn’t been standing right here, I doubt we’d have seen it ourselves.  No way those bastards on the run would have seen it.  Come on, let’s keep moving.”

Cusp heard the sound of the dogs as they moved away, baying and howling like demonic creatures above them.

After a long silence, Booster whispered, “Are they gone yet?”

“I think so.  Let’s go.”

“Are you sure about this part, Cusp?  I don’t know if I can take this fucking smell.”

“I told you not to eat anything this afternoon.  Now you know why.  Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it.”

Cusp brushed past him in the opening, then started crawling on his hands and knees in the polluted water.  The smells of excrement, death and decay mixed in the steel tube, but Cusp tried to ignore it.  He had only one goal now: get out of the sewer alive.

Behind him, Booster was obviously nervous in the darkness and the stench.  “Tell me again how you found out about this.”  There was silence, then Booster added softly, “Please?”

Cusp would have preferred to hold his breath as much as possible, but Booster’s nerves were unsettling him, making him lose his count of the joints between each pipe he totaled along the way.  While one part of his mind kept track of the numbers slowly adding up, he said, “I accessed the town planning board’s files on the Internet while I was working at the library.  I’ve been watching the progress reports for six months, waiting for the right moment to escape.  By next week, this line will be full to the top with shit.”

Booster shivered at the thought.  Changing the subject, he said, “I still can’t believe you slugged Pic in the library, he’s one mean son of a bitch.  Shit, you’re lucky they didn’t take you off-job detail completely.”

“Luck’s got nothing to do with it.  I paid off one of the guards to have me assigned to the recycling area.  Where else was I going to get the cardboard I needed so I could climb the fence?  We’ve got to be quiet now, I need to concentrate.”

Cusp hurried toward the last connection.  The opening should have been right beside him, but all he felt was the cold rough wall of more pipe.

Booster sensed his hesitation.  “It’s not there?  We have to go back?”  The hysteria in his voice was palatable.

“If you’d kindly shut the fuck up, I need to think.”  Had he missed the junction?  Was it somewhere behind them?  They couldn’t turn around in the confined space, there was barely room for them to move as it was.  

Cusp suddenly made a decision and began moving forward.  

Booster asked, “What is it?”

Without a word Cusp moved on, with Booster just behind him, nearly brushing his heels with each crawling step forward.

Two joints up, Cusp found the junction he’d been waiting for.  A foot up the wall, he had to snake his way around up into the pipe, forcing the nightstick ahead of him.  Booster joined him in the new line, one that was blessedly free of sewage.

Booster’s joy was obvious.  “I don’t mind telling you, man, you had me worried.”

Cusp wasn’t about to admit his own concern.  “Take it easy, we don’t have far to go now.”

After what felt like an eternity on their hands and knees crawling in the darkness, Cusp began searching for the junction above them.  It had been shown on the plans as completed, but he was counting on it being unsecured until the new sewer line was hooked up to the old one.

He found the cover, and with a mighty shove managed to dislodge it.

Cusp climbed out of the ground, wondering if it was time to get rid of Booster.  No, the man’s dubious talents might still come in handy.  Cusp reached a hand down to his escape partner, then took a second to savor the cold night air.

The clouds had disappeared during their time underground, and the moon shone brightly in the sky among a field of brilliant stars.

Best of all, the air was sweet and raw.

He was free, and there were a thousand things on his list he wanted to do.

But first things first.

Wolf was going to die, and it was going to be as cruel a death as Cusp could manage.

Chapter 2

––––––––
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As Parrick Wolf roamed the woods near his home, he reveled in the beauty of the land around him.  People in Wolf’s life had nearly always disappointed him, but the land was always there, a constant that changed only on the surface, remaining true beneath.  From the bursting growth of springtime to the scented summer heat to the glorious autumn colors and finally now, the muted blanket of leaves on the ground and starkly outlined skeletons of the trees, the terrain offered a shifting view that could never grow old or tired.  Wolf moved silently through the fallen leaves littering the ground of his twenty acres on the edge of Alder Springs, in the North Carolina foothills of the Blue Ridge mountains.  He and his grandfather had hiked the acreage constantly when he’d been a boy, and when the old man had died, he’d left the land solely to Wolf.  

And the next chance he got, Wolf had abandoned it, and Alder Springs itself, first for a stint in the Marines, and then a longer one as a police detective in Charlotte.  After a series of events that changed his world forever, he’d come back home, to rebuild what was left of his life.  Wolf doubted there was anything in all of creation that could ever pull him from his land again.  It was as if he drew his life force from the ground, the beating of his heart dependent on being surrounded by the soil, the trees, the rocks, the very air around him.  

It was more than his sanctuary; the land was a part of him.

––––––––
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Up ahead Wolf heard footsteps crashing through the leaves.  He knew the steps belonged to Man, and Man was unwelcome here.  Peering through a thick copse of trees, he suddenly saw an arrow flying straight at his chest.  In a movement nearly too quick to see, Wolf shifted his shoulders aside.  The arrow brushed past his shirt, severing a button as it flew, then thunked heavily into a tree just behind him.

Wolf shouted, “Stop shooting.”

He ran toward the source of the arrow, ducking in and out of trees in case the moron hadn’t heard him.

He saw flashes of a man dressed in camouflaged clothing running away from him.  In a burst of speed, Wolf closed in on the fleeing figure and grabbed the man from behind.

“What are you doing on my land?”

The man was as large as Wolf, equaling his six foot frame and outmassing his two hundred and ten pounds.

The intruder said, “I’m hunting.  Now get your fucking hands off me.”

Wolf ignored the demand, and as the man tried to pull away, Wolf tightened his grip.

“Poaching is more like it, you’re hunting out of season.  Besides, this land is posted, there’s no hunting allowed here.  Don’t tell me you didn’t see the signs.”  Wolf had littered the perimeter of his property with the required bright yellow warnings, but every season at least one hunter still wandered onto his property.

“I’m bow hunting, that posting’s not meant for me.  I have just as much right to be here as you do.”

Wolf smiled softly.  “The next thing you’re going to try to tell me is that you had a right to shoot at me, too.”

Attacking, the man said, “Why the hell are you walking through the woods without some blaze orange on?”

Wolf lifted the big man off the ground with one hand.  “They’re my woods, I can do as I please in them.”  He jerked the bow out of the man’s hand, then flung him aside into a pile of matted weeds and leaves.

“Hey, that’s my bow,” the hunter protested as he struggled to his feet.

Wolf shrugged, snapped the bow in his hands as if it were made of dry pasta, then dropped the pieces at the man’s feet.

The hunter was livid.  “You son of a bitch, I made that bow myself.  You just earned yourself an ass-whipping.”

Wolf waited until the man charged, then neatly sidestepped the poorly aimed fist and sent the hunter’s head into a tree.  He fell to the ground with a satisfying thud.  Wolf waited patiently for him to recover before he hit him again.  That was the flaw of many big men.  They relied on their mass and height to intimidate opponents, and very few ever learned the proper way to fight.  

Wolf was one of the very few.

He nudged the man with the toe of his shoe.  “Wake up, I’m not done with you.”

The big man tried to shake the cobwebs out of his head, then started to stand.  Wolf smiled when he saw the hunter use the tree for support.

After he was erect, Wolf said, “Are you ready for round two, or have you learned your lesson?”

The man rubbed an angry red splotch on his head, and the quickly forming knot growing beneath it.  “You got in a lucky shot.”

“Try me again, then.”

The man considered it for a minute, then looked back down at his broken bow.  “Not this time.”

Wolf nodded.  “I’m looking forward to our next meeting then.  In the meantime, I’d appreciate it if you’d get the hell off my land.”

The intruder stared intently at Wolf a second, then stomped off through the woods back toward the main road.  Wolf couldn’t resist.  He scooped up the pieces of the bow and said, “Don’t forget your little equipment.”

The hunter didn’t even look back as he stormed off.

Wolf took the remnants of the bow with him, and then retrieved the hand-made wooden arrow from the tree that had stopped it.

The carefully crafted pieces would make good kindling for his next fire.

––––––––
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Jenna’s car was parked beside the house when he finished his tour of the property.  Walking in through the massive oak door he’d made himself, Wolf let his hands trace a large stone beside it.  He always touched the same smooth rock walking in, one that had given him particular trouble fitting into the puzzle of rocks that had become his home.  He knew every stone, every piece of wood that protected him.  The house had literally grown up out of the land that surrounded it, rock by rock, board by board.

Jenna wasn’t in the living room, nor the kitchen.  He finally found her in the large bedroom in back.

She was under the sheets, propped up on two pillows. Her clothes were folded neatly on the chair beside the bed.

With a broad smile, she said, “I was wondering if you’d ever come back from your walk.  I hope you’re not too worn out by all that exercise.”

Matching her grin, he started taking off his own clothes, letting them fall in a heap at his feet.  “I think I can muster up enough energy.” 

––––––––
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As she dozed, Wolf lightly traced with one fingertip the undulating horizon line from Jenna’s substantial breast down to her thinning waist and back up her swelling hip in the fading light of the new winter’s late afternoon.  It was an elegant curve, an artist’s sweeping arc.  

In his forties, Wolf had nearly given up on rediscovering that part of himself when Jenna had shown up again unexpectedly in his life.

Awaking, Jenna flipped a lock of her long black hair out of her face.  She smiled gently at Wolf and caressed his cheek lightly.  Wolf pulled her close to him, for a moment burying his head in her lustrous hair.  He enfolded her in his massive arms, and she was ready for his embrace.  They fit together so well, it was as if their two bodies had been cut long ago from a single being.  

A long time ago, Jenna’s size had been one of the things that had first attracted Wolf to her.  Most women he’d ever been involved with had been dwarfed by his massive height and weight.  Jenna nearly matched him, a true Amazon of a woman who perfectly complemented his own size.  Holding her in his arms again, nearly two decades after they’d first hesitantly explored each other’s bodies, Wolf felt the shifting of time into a full and complete circle.

Jenna pulled back gently.  “What are you thinking about?”

Wolf, still surprised that this woman could read him so well, said softly, “Ancient history.”  The years he’d been gone from Alder Springs had been good to Jenna, just as they’d been a mixed bag of more troubles than joys for him.  True, she’d endured a bad, brief marriage just after he’d left, but Jenna had quickly corrected the mistake, and she’d gotten her daughter Kayla from the union.  The intervening years had softened the edges of Jenna’s face, easing the lines of her body, adding a gentle expanse with the extra pounds that her late thirties brought, making her all the more desirable.

He was about to kiss her again when his radio alarm clock went off.  It was one of the few extravagances Wolf allowed himself, an oasis of simple life amidst a swirling mass of chaos from the outside world.  A set of solar panels tucked out of sight on the roof provided enough energy to suit his needs; he wasn’t dependent on the Grid for his power, nor for any of the utility companies.

The radio announcer said, “To repeat, the National Weather Service has just issued a Severe Weather Warning for the Foothills and Piedmont of North Carolina.  Heavy accumulations of snow are expected throughout the listening area within the next few hours.  Stay tuned to WMLT for updates as we get more information on the approaching storm.  We now return to our regularly scheduled broadcast of Classical Feast.”  

As strains of Mozart filled the air, Wolf reached a meaty hand across Jenna and shut off the radio.

Jenna sat up in bed and ran her fingers through her hair, letting the sheet drop from her ample breasts.  “What do you think, should we join the rush at the grocery store for milk and eggs?”

Wolf laughed.  “No thanks.  I’ve got everything I need right here.”  He pulled her toward him, but she resisted gently, a powerful feat in itself.

Jenna said, “Be serious for a second.  It sounds like this one’s really going to hit.”

“Jenna, the National Weather Service has called three watches and a warning this season.  We’ve seen one flurry since December, and it’s the middle of March.  I doubt this is going to be any different.”

“The last I heard, the coast was getting battered pretty hard.  Dunecrest beach is just about gone from the last storm, and they don’t think there’s going to be much left by summer.”

Wolf shook his head in amazement.  “What I don’t get is why people still insist on building there.  The islands of the Outer Banks are beautiful, at least they were before the developers started in.  How can anybody be surprised when they get blown off the barrier islands?  There’s nothing more than sand under their foundations no matter how much concrete and steel they use, and yet they come in and rebuild every time their construction blows away.”

Jenna shrugged.  “I’m willing to concede the point, but the storm still could be coming.  The Northeast’s already been snowed in a couple of times, and Boone got seven inches for Valentine’s Day, remember?  They’re less than an hour away from us.”

Wolf leaned back and began tracing her curves again.  “The mountains get the snow, we get the rain.  It’s the way it’s always been.”  He patted a spot on his chest.  “I’ve got an idea, why don’t we just pretend we’re snowed in?”

“Wolf, it’s Thursday, you know I’m meeting Kayla for dinner.  God, it’s the only time she’ll give me anymore.”

“Jenna, she’s seventeen.  You knew she wasn’t going to be around forever.”

“Don’t lecture me on my own daughter, Wolf.”  Jenna started to get up when Wolf put his hand lightly on her shoulder.  She could have easily broken free from his grip, but he could almost feel her scorn melt away as he said, “I’m sorry, I know how much she means to you.”

As the tension left Jenna, Wolf stroked her hair gently.

Finally, she stirred.  “Well, as much as I’d like to hang around here, I have to get back to the shop and open up.”

“Why don’t you let your store hours slide, just for today?  As great as your pottery is, I don’t think Alder Springs is going to fall apart if you’re not there to sell a few of your pieces.”

“Hey, my overhead’s quite a bit higher than yours.  Some of us have to work.  Besides,” she added with a grin, “I’m planning a new firing with a glaze I just got in.”

“I know better than to try to keep you from your kiln.  Why don’t we—.”  His words died as Wolf heard a sound from the living room.

He bolted out of bed as the front door closed.

Somebody else was inside the house.
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“Wolf, who is it?”

With a resolved edge of steel in his voice, he said, “I’ve got an idea.  I thought for sure he’d get the message, but I guess I was wrong.”  Wolf pulled on his underwear, he felt vulnerable when he was naked, then grabbed a three-foot totem he’d carved of his youth with his grandfather.  As Wolf stepped silently toward the door, he held the totem in front of him like a club.  Was the other man armed?  Most likely, but Wolf didn’t have time to dig out his old service revolver and load it with bullets from a cache he had hidden in his closet.

Sometimes it was better having a lesser weapon at hand than wasting valuable seconds getting the perfect choice too late.

Softly, he turned to Jenna.  “Stay here.”

She echoed the tone of his words.  “Wolf, tell me what’s going on.”

“There’s no time.”

Wolf crept silently out into the hallway, searching for the intruder.  He could feel the adrenaline pumping into his heart, strengthening him, easing everything around him into slow motion.

There.  A shadow fell across the doorway to the guest bedroom.  Somebody was searching the house.  The footfalls were lighter than the hunter’s awkward steps.  Had he changed from his bulky boots to stalk Wolf in his own domain? 

Stepping to one side of the doorway, Wolf waited just outside the line of sight.  When the intruder, whoever it was, walked through again, Wolf would club him with the totem.  The trespasser would be dealt with harshly.

Wolf heard scuffling footsteps approach.  His hands tightened on his club.  Just another step and he’d be within striking distance.

Wolf timed the pace of the steps and began his downward swing as the intruder started to cross through the door’s threshold.

At the last instant, Wolf changed the trajectory of his blow, letting the wood bounce soundly off the wall instead of crushing the intruder’s skull.

It was Kayla, Jenna’s daughter.

––––––––
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She screamed when she saw the club in Wolf’s hands.  “What were you trying to do, kill me?”

“You shouldn’t sneak into people’s homes.”  The two of them had a tenuous relationship at best.  Wolf had an impossible time relating to a seventeen-year-old girl, especially one as strong-willed as Kayla.

Flinging a lock of hair out of her face, she said harshly, “I’m looking for my mother.  I figured I’d find her here.”

Jenna, wrapped only in a white sheet, came rushing out of the bedroom at the first sound of her daughter’s scream.  “Kayla, are you all right?”

“This ogre tried to club me.”  She noticed the sheet wrapped around her mother.  “Oh, please, don’t tell me you’re fucking him this time of day.  Please don’t tell me that.”

Jenna snapped, “Watch your language, Kayla.”

Wolf saw a look of intense anger cross Kayla’s face.  Though the next words were directed at her mother, the ire was obviously for him.  “Let me get this straight.  You can fuck him, but I can’t say what you’re doing?  Is that the way it is?  Talk about a double standard.”

Wolf said, “It’s none of your business what your mother chooses to do here.”

“Mind your own business.  I wasn’t talking to you.”

Jenna took a step forward, placing her body between them, as a shield for whom, Wolf didn’t know.  Still, the girl’s words angered him.  “You’re in my house.  That makes it my business.”

“Well I can fix that.”

Kayla stormed toward the front door.

“Kayla, come back here,” Jenna called out.

“Fuck you, too, Mom,” she said as she slammed the door.

Jenna started to go after her, then remembered the sheet wrapped around her.

As she rushed back into the bedroom for her clothes, Wolf said, “Let her go, Jenna, she needs some time to cool off.”

“Wolf, you’re hardly an expert on my daughter.  I don’t want her running away every time we have a fight.  I’m going after her.”

“Have you ever thought that you’re encouraging her behavior?  Leave her alone, she’s a big girl.”

Jenna shook her head as she put her dress on.  “You didn’t help matters trying to bash her head in.”

“I had a problem with a hunter earlier.  I thought he’d decided to come back.  What was she doing slinking around here anyway?”

“She’s my daughter, she can come looking for me anytime she damn well wants to.”  Jenna pulled on her boots, then headed for the door.  Without another word, she stormed out of the house.

Wolf leaned against the warm stone wall after she was gone.  He prided himself on being able to handle anything that came his way.  He’d built the house he was living in with his own two hands, and all the furniture in it as well.  He could face down a cold-blooded killer in a dark alley, but he couldn’t find a way to get through to Kayla, or understand why Jenna behaved as she did when it came to her daughter.

He was still standing there when Jenna came back in a few minutes later.

“Change your mind?” Wolf said gently.

Jenna looked at him tightly, then shook her head.  “No, Kayla took my car.  Scud probably dropped her off here.  Shit, now I’ll never find her.”

The words were hard for him, but he forced them out.  “I’m sorry, Jenna.”
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