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For Lucy, of course. And for Sassy May, too.




Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him labor, doing honest work with his own hands, so that he may have something to share with anyone in need. 


—Ephesians 4:28 




PROLOGUE 


Certain moments came back to her, or maybe they never left. Images, sounds. Marshall fumbling around on some shale slope at daybreak, looking for what was left of his leg, trying his best not to scream and give away their position. Hawthorne, dropped by a sniper as he came out of the latrine, dead before he could fasten his belt, the sound of the shot coming across the valley a split second after he’d fallen. 


It was Afia, though, whom Jess saw most of all. 


Sometimes it was different. Sometimes it wasn’t so bad. Sometimes, when Jess saw her partner again, it was when the sun was still shining. No snipers, no RPGs, no Taliban ambush. 


Sometimes it was Jess and Afia bonding over back issues of Betty and Veronica in Jess’s bunkhouse at the OP. Afia had confessed, teasingly, that she’d seen Jess as Veronica at first —the dark hair, sure, but she’d confused Jess’s quiet reserve for something more judgmental, condescending. 


“Of course, you’re Betty,” she told Jess six or seven months after they’d started working together. “Kind, cheerful, hardworking. I see it now, but when we first met . . . ” She winced. “I was scared of you, Private Winslow.” 


“And you?” Jess asked. “If I’m Betty, who does that make you?” 


Afia cocked her head, thought about it, frowning everywhere but her eyes. “Jughead Jones,” she said finally. “A good meal is more interesting to me than any romance, definitely.” 


Sometimes Jess remembered Afia in a village down valley, sharing a joke in Pashto with a group of local women, then translating for Jess so she could laugh too —something about the gunnery sergeant in the platoon Jess was attached to, a southern guy named Atkins, his voice like a bleating goat when he got mad or excited. 


And sometimes she saw Afia with those same local women, cradling a baby, six weeks old at the latest, smiling down at him, cooing and singing softly —and then passing the bundle to Jess, who’d been surprised at first, apprehensive, afraid the women would take offense at an American sharing such an intimate moment. But she’d looked up at the women, at the baby’s mother, and seen nothing but warmth and community there, women who knew next to nothing about one another sharing the one thing they all had in common. 


It had been, perhaps, her favorite moment of that first deployment, of any deployment. She’d felt that little bundle in her arms long after she’d given him back, could picture his tiny hands, his scrunched-up face as he slept. She’d tried to write to Ty about it, in an email, but she hadn’t found the words, hadn’t been sure he’d understand anyway. 


She’d shared that moment, instead, with Afia, and Afia alone. Afia, whose husband had died in a mortar attack before they could start a family; Afia, who in her grief had vowed never to marry again, and who had taken advantage of the sudden vastness of time spread in front of her to learn English, to volunteer, to work with the American marines, and with Jess in particular, her conduit to the women in the valley and the secrets they wouldn’t share with men. 


Those memories of Afia were painful, sure, but it was a different pain: delicate, bittersweet. It was a pain Jess savored, no matter how much it hurt, because that was how she wanted to remember Afia. Those were memories she cherished. 


But mostly it was the last memory, that final, bloody day, that stuck in Jess’s head and kept coming back. Afia was gone, but every night in her dreams Jess saw her friend’s face again, saw the blood in the dirt and heard the screams, the screams she’d later learned were her own. 


———— 


Something had woken her. Just what it was, Jess Winslow couldn’t be sure, but she was awake now, wide awake and lightning fast, too, like she was back in that OP in the Hindu Kush, strapping on her body armor as someone triggered the alarm, listening to the sound of mortars launching, waiting for the boom. 


Except she wasn’t over there anymore. She was here, America, home, sacked out on the couch under a Pendleton blanket, the TV blaring infomercials, and God only knew what time it was. Dark outside; no light but the moon. 


Lucy whined. Lifted her head from the floor, looked around, those big black ears perked. She looked up at Jess and whined a little more. 


Whatever it was, it had scared the dog, too. 


“Never mind, you big baby. It’s probably just a deer.” Jess sat up, rubbed sleep from her eyes. Found the remote and turned down the TV. “For a big, scary guard dog, you’re kind of a wuss.” 


Lucy grumbled like she wanted to contest the point, but decided better of it and laid her head back down. Kept her eyes fixed on the front door, though, and her ears at high alert. 


Though Lucy might have looked the part, the truth was she wasn’t really a guard dog. There wasn’t much that Jess owned that needed guarding. “Companion animal,” the VA doc had called her. “Something to help you keep your mind over here.” 


Lucy helped, sort of. 


She was a mutt, probably pit bull but not entirely; she had that square, blocky head and that big, dumb pit smile when she panted, but her body was long and more lean than stocky. A boxer, maybe, or some kind of retriever. Her hair was short and fine, jet black save a white snout and a stripe up her forehead, a patch on her neck and one on her belly, white socks on all four paws, and another patch like paint on the tip of her tail. She was a rescue, the lady at the agency had told Jess, a refugee from somewhere back east, from some assholes who’d aimed to fight her. 


The agency lady had sworn Lucy had never actually fought, the law having caught up to the assholes in question before they could actually chuck her into a pit. They hadn’t even snubbed her tail or clipped her ears, and for that Jess was glad. Lucy’s ears were her most distinctive feature: velvet smooth and floppy like a Labrador retriever’s, they channeled the dog’s mood better than her perpetually sad eyes or even her bullwhip tail. 


Right now Lucy’s ears were standing rigid. There was something outside. Jess could sense it out there, was 98 percent sure she wasn’t stuck in her head again, hearing phantom Taliban creeping through her front yard. Lucy whimpered once more, stood up straighter, glanced over at Jess, and took a couple of tentative steps toward the front door, and Jess knew neither she nor the dog was imagining anything. Whatever was out there, it was real. 


She pushed the blanket from her lap. Stood, the light from the TV casting a bluish glow around the small living room. She crossed the room to the window and peered out into the night, saw nothing but empty road and dark forest —and then she caught the glint of moonlight against American steel, thirty yards down the road and almost invisible. 


Jess stepped back from the window. Felt her heart rate ramp up. Hers wasn’t a road that saw much traffic, especially this time of night. It dead-ended about a quarter mile in the other direction, petered off into second-growth fir and cedar. Weren’t many other houses, either, not close by. The road wasn’t close to the highway, or even the water; unless you lived nearby, you wouldn’t think to come this far down —and that truck outside didn’t look like the neighbors’. 


Damn it, Ty. Her husband had promised her a new house when she came home from her tour, something closer to town, something better than this: one bedroom, one bathroom, and a patch of grass in the backyard, which she’d fenced in so Lucy could do her business without Jess needing to worry she’d run off after a chipmunk and never come back. 


Ty had been full of promises. A new house. A better truck. Hell, a family. Instead, Jess had come home a widow, come home to a load of debt and the same shack as ever, come home with not much more than bad memories and no clue what to do with herself next. 


She stole another glance out the window. The truck hadn’t moved. She squinted, looked hard, but it was too dark to see inside, look for a driver. Too dark to catch the make and the model, even. Maybe just some hunter got lost, she thought. Some kids hooking up or something. 


Beside her, Lucy was still staring at the door. And Jess saw the way the dog’s hackles were raised, saw the way she stood stiff, square, like she really was a guard dog, and she knew this wasn’t just a couple of horny teenagers fooling around. This was something else, something worse, and though Jess wasn’t sure exactly what it was, she knew Ty must have had something to do with it. 


Boot steps on the wooden porch interrupted that line of thinking. Heavy, slow, deliberate. Then a knock at the door, three knocks, the same measured pace. Like whoever was out there knew she was at home, knew she had nowhere to run. 


Beside Jess, Lucy began to growl. 




ONE 


A man goes into a cage for fifteen years and he’s bound to change inside, though in the end it’s up to him whether that change is for the better or the worse. Sometimes even he won’t know until he’s let back out into the world again, and at that point, there isn’t much that can be done but to stand back and keep watch, hope he isn’t broken beyond fixing. 


Mason Burke had been eighteen years old, a boy and a wild one, when he walked into the Chippewa state pen on Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, and when he walked out again, his time served and fifteen years passed, he was no longer a boy and no longer wild, but still a mile shy of manhood and not fully tame, either. 


He’d served his sentence quietly and without complaint, and he harbored no grudges. He was guilty of doing what the law said he’d done, what the courts had determined deserved fifteen years’ penalty, and in consequence he’d spent nearly half of his life a prisoner—though as far as he was concerned, he’d been treated fair. 


But he hadn’t enjoyed prison. He’d learned how to survive, and how to pass the time, but just surviving fifteen years had forced him to stifle parts of himself he’d once thought were fundamental. He’d walked into prison a human being, albeit a flawed, reckless one, and as he stood outside those gates for the first time in one full decade and another half, buffeted by a chill November wind that swept across the barren parking lot, Mason couldn’t even be sure of his own humanity anymore, couldn’t be sure his time incarcerated hadn’t reduced him to something lesser, something base, something unfit for the world that awaited him. 


He didn’t want to leave. That was the sickest part, the part that told Mason maybe something was broken inside him that could never be fixed. He wasn’t the first prisoner to have panicked at the first breath of free air, and he wouldn’t be the last, but as he stood gazing across that parking lot to the flat, dull land beyond, the whole world seemed impossibly large and alien, no walls and no boundaries, no structure, just a suffocating expanse of empty space and a lifetime’s worth of codes and social norms he’d missed out on learning. 


He wanted to turn around and walk back in through the gates, return his civilian clothes to where they’d stored them all this time, go back to his old cell and stretch out in that bunk and let the prison walls envelop him, protect him from the outside just as much as they protected the outside from people like him. He’d have said he was scared to be out in this world, except fear was a reaction you learned to hide damn fast on the inside. You learned to push it down, ignore it, until it just went away and you didn’t feel scared anymore. The guys who got scared were the guys who didn’t survive. 


But there was no turning back, and Mason wouldn’t have anyway, even if his sister hadn’t been standing leaned up against a dusty Dodge Grand Caravan, hands in her coat pockets, squinting across the lot at him, studying her younger brother as he took his first steps back out into the world. 


She took her hands from her pockets, gave him a little wave, shy and stilted. “Hi, Mase,” she said, avoiding his eyes as he came across the pavement toward her. “Looks like you made it.” 


———— 


“We thought you could live with us for a while, me and Glen and the girls,” Maggie said as she drove out of the parking lot and set the minivan on a two-hundred-mile course to the south. “There’s a spare room in the basement you can stay in, rent-free, just so long as you keep out of trouble.” 


She was two years his senior, but it might as well have been twenty; she kept sneaking glances across at him like she was wondering who he was, wondering if he was still capable of doing the things he’d done long ago. Mason sat in the passenger seat and felt her eyes on him, and he looked out at the world as it passed his window. His stomach churned with the first stirrings of motion sickness. 


“Glen said he could line up a job for you too.” Maggie’s voice was all forced cheer and fragile hope. “He says they’re always looking for good, hardworking men.” 


Mason cleared his throat. “What does he do again?” 


“Glen?” Maggie blinked. “Well, he’s a real estate agent, Mase.” She looked at him again. “Anyway, it wouldn’t be like you were working for him, exactly, just they sometimes need people to clean the houses they’re selling, do minor repairs, that kind of thing.” 


“Clean houses,” Mason said. 


“I mean, it wouldn’t have to be forever, just until you got on your feet, right?” 


“I thought I might stay at Mom’s old place,” he said. 


Maggie’s look was half pity, half wishful thinking, like she and Glen had probably had a hell of a fight about giving Mason that spare room, and familial duty had only barely won out. 


“Oh, Mase,” she said. “We sold Mom’s place after she died, didn’t we tell you?” 


“I guess I must have just forgot,” he replied, more for her sake than his. Maggie hadn’t done much to keep him filled in on the family news while he’d been inside, and they both knew it. 


“It was all falling apart anyway, needed so much work. Glen got us a good price, and—well, anyway. You didn’t want to be fixing a bunch of plumbing and redoing a roof first thing after you got home, right?” 


There was only one right answer to that question, and that was to lie, so Mason just didn’t say anything. And Maggie waited long enough that his silence became an answer in itself, and then she sighed and reached for the radio, and Mason knew she was thinking the same thing that he was, that they’d driven just ten miles and they still had one hundred ninety more to go. 


The first thing Mason did at Maggie’s house —after he’d set his bag down in that basement spare room, after he’d enjoyed a cold beer and a scalding hot shower, scrubbed as much of that fifteenyears-in-captivity stink as he could from his skin —was to find a picture in his bag of a big black-and-white dog, set it on top of the nightstand beside his new bed. 


Then he borrowed Maggie’s phone and placed a call, to a Ms. Linda Petrie at the Rover’s Redemption agency. 


He’d kept Ms. Petrie’s number since the last time he’d seen her, about six months before his release, had spent that whole stretch of time plotting this phone call. But Mason still felt the nerves as he listened to the ringing, drummed his fingers on his thigh and couldn’t help pacing, knew this was probably against some kind of regulation, knew he should hang up the phone. 


But Linda Petrie picked up before Mason could make that decision, and then there was no sense in anything but moving forward. 


“Rover’s Redemption.” She sounded the same as Mason remembered: tough, take no shit. 


“Ms. Petrie.” The name came out rough, like he was out of practice. Like it took something extra to speak as a free man. “It’s Mason Burke calling you.” 


Silence. Then, “I’m sorry, Mason...Burke? I don’t—” 


“I figured you might not remember,” Mason continued. “You probably work with a lot of guys like me. I was up in the Chippewa pen this last go-around. Lucy was my dog.” 


“Oh, Lucy,” Linda Petrie said. “Yes, I remember now, of course.” 


Mason waited, but she didn’t say anything else, and he could sense by her tone that she wasn’t exactly comfortable hearing his voice. He wondered if this was how he was going to feel for the rest of his life, like he was asking a huge favor just hoping people would look at him straight, have a conversation. 


“Well, I was calling because I’m out now,” he said. “And I got that postcard picture you sent of Lucy, and I wanted to check in and see if you knew how she’s doing.” He paused. “You know, how she’s adjusting to her new home, and such.” 


Another pause. Then Mason heard Linda Petrie suck in her breath. “I really can’t discuss what happens to the dogs after they leave the program, Mr. Burke —” 


“Mason please, ma’am.” 


“Mason,” she said, but there was still that something else in her voice. “I’m afraid I just can’t give you any information,” she said. “It wouldn’t be appropriate; I’m sorry.” 


“Did she find a good home?” Mason asked. “I don’t need to know where she is or anything, just that I set her up okay for when she went out into the world.” 


That long silence again. “I can’t be talking about this,” she said. 


“Not with you. They’d pull the program if they found out I’d given this information to a —to a...” 


She wanted to talk. Mason could tell. Something had happened, something was wrong, and the trainer was itching to talk to him about it. 


“Is she alive, at least, Ms. Petrie? Tell me she’s still alive.” 


But she couldn’t even do that. 


“There was an incident,” she said. “Your dog attacked someone. From what I understand, she had to be destroyed.” 


“Destroyed.” The word hit Mason like a roundhouse punch. 


Petrie breathed out. “Listen, whatever happened, it wasn’t your fault. Sometimes a dog just goes bad.” 


“Not Lucy,” Mason said. “I know that dog. Something must have provoked her.” 


Petrie didn’t say anything, and Mason realized he was pacing, his body tense, muscles clenched tight. He wasn’t willing to believe it, not his dog, not Lucy. Not the dog he’d trained. 


“Mason?” 


“Yes, ma’am?” 


“You just have to forget about this,” Petrie said. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out, but these things, you just have to move on.” 


She sounded scared. Like she thought she’d made a mistake telling him, like he was going to run off and do something crazy now. 


“It’s okay,” he told her. “You don’t have to worry about me.” 


He ended the call. Replaced the handset and went back down his sister’s stairs to his basement bedroom. Found the picture of Lucy he’d propped up on the nightstand, and sat on the edge of the bed and stared at it for a while. 




TWO 


The dog wasn’t much to look at, the first time Mason saw her. Just a scared little black-and-white thing crammed up against the back wall of her crate with her tail between her legs, shaking, not making eye contact with Mason or anyone else. 


She was a pit bull —at least partially, anyway —but she didn’t look like the pits Mason had seen growing up: solid, rough-looking dogs jacked front to back with heavy muscle, collared in chains, and boasting foul dispositions. The pit bulls Mason had known had been mean animals, goaded into aggression by owners who used the dogs to intimidate and impress —and, occasionally, to punish. 


This creature, she wasn’t impressing anyone. And she sure wasn’t intimidating. 


“That ain’t a dog,” Bridges Colson said, laughing, looking in at the little runt. “That there is fucking bait.” 


Bait. They all had a laugh at that, the lot of them —hell, Mason included. Laughed all the way until Ms. Linda Petrie pointed him over to that crate, told him the little runt dog was his dog, no two ways about it. 


Mason looked over at the other guys, their own dogs —puppies, yellow Labrador retrievers, German shepherds, a couple of gangly, hairy mutts — all of them strong, all of them happy as a TV commercial, big pink tongues lolling out, chasing balls, shaking paws, the whole doggie dream, and he looked in at his own little wretch and felt damn cheated. 


But Linda Petrie was talking again, and there was something about when she talked, you wanted to pay attention. Like she didn’t give a shit, like she’d march right into the Chippewa pen and stand up in front of a couple of dozen hardened felons and not even worry if the two guards behind her would have her back if the whole show went sideways. And that’s pretty much how she did it. 


“This won’t be happy hour,” she was saying. “And there’s nothing that says we have to keep you here, with these dogs. This is a privilege the warden has extended you, and if he or these two gentlemen behind me come to believe you’re abusing that privilege, well, hell, they’ll find someone else who appreciates the opportunity a little more. Are we clear?” 


She looked hard at the men, each of them in turn, and when she looked at Mason, he nodded like the rest. Wanted to ask what happened if your dog washed out before you did, but Ms. Linda Petrie had moved on. 


“This isn’t the start of some lifelong friendship, either,” she said. “You’ll work with your dog for six months, train them up, and then we’ll place them in homes with people who’ll care for them. You won’t get to see them again, so don’t bother asking. Anyone have a problem with that?” 


Nobody had a problem. The trainer went over some other stuff, like from a script, how the Rover’s Redemption agency was truly grateful for their time and effort, and how if they let them, the dogs might just teach them something about themselves in the process, but Mason was kind of tuning the whole spiel out; he peered back into the crate at the pitiful creature within and wondered what in the hell this dog was supposed to teach him; it couldn’t even come out and say hi. 


Wouldn’t last an hour on the yard, he thought. These hard boys would mess you straight up. 


Beside Mason, Bridges Colson’s dog —a big, dumb golden retriever — was all over him, a real sight to behold; the meanest guy in the room, and he was giggling like a child as his dog gave him the most slobbery face wash Mason had ever seen. 


Meanwhile, the little black-and-white runt at the back of the crate stared out at him, with big brown eyes that looked away fast when she caught him 


looking back. Must have weighed thirty pounds, tops. 


The name on her crate said LUCY. 


“Bit of a fixer-upper, that one,” a voice said beside him, and Mason looked up to find Linda Petrie standing there, didn’t even realize she’d finished her lecture. “Come out of a dogfighting sting down in Muskegon, about thirty dogs on the property, most of them too far gone to be saved.” 


Mason looked at her. “They killed them?” 


“Yup. Either too mean already, or too tore up by the mean ones. By the time we heard about it, they’d destroyed all but six.” She looked off into the middle distance a moment. Then she shook her head clear. “So you’re going to have to work a little harder with her, is what I’m telling you.” 


“Why’d they even save her?” Mason asked. “She looks damn scared.” 


“She’s scared, sure, she’s been on the bum end of the stick every day of her young life. But we’re going to show her she’s got better days ahead, right?” The trainer hunched down beside Mason, reached into the crate with both hands. “Lucy,” she said, her voice transformed to pure sweetness. “Come on out, girl.” 


This was the closest to Mason a woman had been in fourteen years. He could smell the soap she used, feel the other prisoners staring, knew the guards were somewhere nearby, tensed up in case he should decide to do anything foolish. Knew the other guys would give it to him if he didn’t try a move. But somehow Linda Petrie had coaxed Lucy out of the crate, the poor dog hunched over and folded in on herself like a dang paper clip, long spindly legs shivering, eyes darting everywhere. 


“There you go,” the trainer was saying. “There’s a good girl. No one’s going to hurt you out here.” 


The dog wasn’t convinced. She tried to bust back into that crate, but Petrie had the door closed and locked, trapping her outside. 


“There we go,” she said, standing. “Now you two can get acquainted.” 


She walked over to Bridges Colson’s magazine-cover golden, left Mason sitting there with a dog who wanted nothing more in the world than to not 


get acquainted with anyone. 


Mason put out his hand. “Hey, girl,” he tried. “Hey, Lucy.” 


Lucy shivered. Backed away. Ignored the peace offering. She scratched at her crate like she was sure he was trying to kill and eat her. Mason looked at her some more. Rubbed the back of his neck. 


“Damn,” he said, and he reached over and wrapped his arms underneath Lucy’s front legs, dragged her back to him squirming, lifted her off the ground, and held her up to face him. 


“I don’t mean you any harm,” he told her. Tried to get her to meet his eyes with her own. “I’m here to help you, dog. Just a friend.” 


Lucy looked at him, met his gaze briefly, and for that instant Mason could swear he maybe felt something, a connection, like the dog had heard what he’d said and understood, and for that one moment he felt like he knew why he’d been partnered with this dog, like this was something with some deeper meaning. 


Then Lucy looked away, and Mason felt something warm on his legs, and he looked down and the damn dog had pissed all over his lap. 




THREE 


“If you could spare a little money, I’d be grateful,” Mason said. “I’ll pay you back, soon as I can.” 


Across the table, his sister swapped a glance with her husband. Set down her fork. “Girls,” she said. “Go finish your homework.” 


Mason waited while his nieces pushed back their chairs and carried their plates into the kitchen. Brianna, ten years old, and Natalie, eight; they were Mason’s blood, but neither of them had known him before today. The girls looked at him like they were scared of their uncle, put off by his sudden appearance in their lives. 


He couldn’t fault them for it. Just his physical presence alone was bound to be off-putting. He’d always been tall, even as a kid, and so many years in a prison gymnasium had built his body into a form that seemed cartoonish and threatening out here in the real world, a menace come to life who couldn’t even maintain eye contact. 


And here he was, asking for money. 


Mason hated to do it. He knew he was only giving life to his sister’s worst fears, her no-good brother come to leech as much as he could from the family before he did another bad thing and got himself locked up again. 


But Mason had done more than just lift weights up in the Chippewa pen. He’d read a fair bit too, whatever he could find. Trying to prepare for the moment he stepped out from inside the prison walls and found himself a free man again; for the years that lay ahead of him; for what meager atonement he could seek for the damage he’d caused. 


He hadn’t found answers; what he’d found were first steps. And though he wished he didn’t have to start the journey begging for a favor, he couldn’t see any other way to set about getting started, not as fast as he needed to go. He could only hope that his sister would see that this path of his was a true one, unlike so many of the paths she’d seen him walk before. 


When the girls were gone, Maggie’s husband cleared his throat. Glen, a decent guy, kind of boring. He’d always been decent, always been boring, from what little Mason could remember, a clipped-beard, pleated-khakis kind of guy. But then, boring seemed to be Maggie’s type; she seemed happy, anyway. 


“How much money are we talking, Mason?” Glen asked. Even the tone of his voice had a decency to it. 


“However much you can spare,” Mason said. “There’s something I have to take care of, now that I’m out.” 


“We’re giving you room and board,” Maggie said quietly. Eyes down at her plate. “A room to sleep in and hot meals. That isn’t enough?” 


“I know I’m putting you out, Mags, and I’m grateful for all of it. But you don’t want me hanging around here forever. Sooner I can get my life together, the better for everyone.” 


“So how much?” Glen said. “How much are you thinking you’d need to make a start, Mason?” 


“A couple grand ought to do it, I figure.” 


“A couple grand?” Maggie was looking at him now, half laughing, incredulous. “Where do you think you are, Mase? Trump Tower?” 


“I’ll pay you back,” Mason told her. “I swear, I’ll be good for it.” 


Maggie and Glen looked at each other again. For a long while nobody said anything. 


Deception Cove, Washington. That’s where Lucy had gone. 


Linda Petrie had given every inmate a photograph of “his” dog, taken by the new owner somewhere out in the real world. Mason had kept his close; the edges were rough worn now, and there was a crease down the middle, but there wasn’t any way in the world he would ever part with it. 


In the picture, Lucy had filled out since that first day in the pen, put on some muscle. She was sitting in the grass in a sunlit field, sitting proud, head held high and that big, goofy smile on her face, that tongue lolling out of her mouth. She looked happy. She looked good, as good as Mason had ever seen her. 


There was a note on the back of the picture. Linda Petrie’s handwriting. Lucy —with thanks, LP. That was all it said. 


Mason had studied that photograph and that handwriting in his basement bedroom after the telephone conversation with Linda Petrie. He’d known Lucy six months, practically night and day, trained her, never known her to tend toward violence. Yet she’d gone and attacked somebody? That didn’t make sense. 


There was a building behind Lucy in the photograph, across the grassy field. Looked like a school, one story, nothing special. A sign on the cinder-block wall, the words cut off in the middle: n cove h.s. home of the ravens. 


Mason had set the picture aside. Left the basement bedroom and climbed the stairs to the kitchen. His sister and her husband kept a computer in a den off the living room; Mason found the den, found the computer unlocked. Brought up an internet search window, typed: “N Cove High School Ravens.” 


The results loaded: a high school, a small town in northwest Washington State, the Olympic Peninsula, way out on the farthest edge of the country. Mason ran another search, just the town name, got a few pretty pictures: the ocean, forest, a few fishing boats. An Indian reservation nearby, the Makah tribe, a big museum, and a few ecotourism outfits. The town of Deception Cove was too small to have its own animal control people, so Mason dialed up the Makah County seat in Neah Bay, figured he’d start with the central office. 


“Calling about a dog,” he told the woman who answered. “Supposed to have got in an incident, bit someone.” 


“Got more than a few dogs who’d fit that description,” the woman replied. “You want to be more specific.” 


“Black-and-white dog, medium sized,” Mason said. “Name’s Lucy, or it was. This would have been over in Deception Cove.” 


“Oh,” the woman said. “Yeah, all right. You’re talking about that pit bull who went and bit the sheriff’s deputy.” 


Mason blinked. “She bit a deputy?” 


“Yes, sir. Bit him pretty good, from what I heard. Left him in a whole mess of stitches.” 


“A deputy,” Mason said. “I mean, dang. What were the circumstances?” 


The woman sucked her teeth. “A house call gone bad, I guess. Who knows? The sheriff’s deputies down at Deception Cove handled that one themselves. We just heard it through the grapevine.” 


“Who’s the owner?” Mason asked. “I mean, how’d he let this happen?” 


“Some ex-marine, and he’s a she. But like I said, I don’t know the specifics. Listen, what’s your interest in this dog, anyway? You writing a news story or something?” 


“Just a concerned citizen,” Mason replied. 


“Yeah, well, no cause for concern,” the woman told him. “That dog’s due to be destroyed any day now. I don’t know why they haven’t put her down already.” 


“We aren’t exactly flush with cash at the moment, Mase,” Maggie said finally. “Glen’s business slows up in the winter, and with Christmas on the way —” 


“I understand that,” Mason said. “I’m not trying to take food from the girls’ mouths. But you must have cleared about a hundred grand when you sold Mom’s place, right?” 


Maggie glanced at Glen. Glen nodded, started to say something. Mason beat him to it. “You paid down the mortgage, I imagine. Probably socked money away for the girls to go to college, and I’m fine with that, Maggie. I’m not asking for half of what you made from that sale, or even a quarter. Just a couple grand to get me where I need to go, and you can count on getting that money back.” 


Maggie looked down at her plate, seemed to be working out what she wanted to say next. Finally, without looking up, she went for it. “What do you really need that money for, Mase?” 


Mason hesitated. “I’m done with all that old stuff,” he told Maggie. “I swear it. But I’ve got a friend from inside who ran into a jam out west on the coast. I need to head out there, try and make things right.” 


Maggie raised her head to meet her husband’s eyes. But she didn’t say anything. 


“It’s important, Maggie. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t.” 


Another long silence. Mason studied his sister. On Maggie’s other side, Glen was doing the same. Finally she closed her eyes. Shook her head, slight, almost imperceptible, as she blew out a breath and muttered, “Fine.” 


“Thank you,” Mason said. “I won’t ask for another dollar.” 


They didn’t believe him, he could tell. But they were polite enough not to say so to his face. 


“The bank’s closed already,” Glen said after a while. “We’ll have to get the money to you tomorrow.” 


“Tomorrow’s fine,” Mason told him. “Early would be best.” 




FOUR 


“Do not withhold good to those to whom it is due,” Proverbs said, “when it is in your power to do it.” 


Mason hadn’t grown up religious. His mom had dragged both him and Maggie to the local Baptist church when they were youngsters, and as far as Mason knew, his mother had kept going long after she’d given up trying to force her son’s attendance. He was already sloughing off the Sunday services by the time he turned a teenager; figured he’d given the Lord twelve years to make his gospel stick, and it hadn’t. There were better things to do on a Sunday. 


Maggie had kept going, more to placate her mother than out of any religious fervor. Mason wondered how long she’d kept it up, if she still went, if she ever felt she gained anything from it. 


The library at the Chippewa pen had been a limited one, but Mason figured he’d read every book in there at least a couple of times before he finally picked up a Bible. The library had had plenty of those. 


By that point in his incarceration, Mason was through feeling sorry for himself. He was through wishing he’d done something different, through being angry: at the world for how it had raised him, at himself for all the ways he hadn’t resisted. He felt guilt, above all, and an encompassing shame, a desire to be better than the angry, violent boy he’d been when he arrived there. 


He built his body in the gym, day after day. He kept his head down, and he stayed out of trouble. And he read, every night, from the Bible and anything else he could find, and little by little, he laid himself guidelines, a blueprint for living better when he was finally free. 


“Let the thief no longer steal,” read Ephesians, “but rather let him labor, doing honest work with his own hands, so that he may have something to share with anyone in need.” 


The bus ticket to Deception Cove would cost Mason $161.50. Glen and Maggie drove him to the bus station directly from the bank, where Glen had handed Mason an envelope with twenty crisp hundred-dollar bills inside. Glen had played it cool, even cracked a joke, like, “You don’t have to count it, it’s all there,” but Maggie had shushed him, avoided looking at Mason as he climbed back into Glen’s Grand Caravan, and Glen had pulled out of the lot. 


They were like a whole other species, Mason thought, watching his sister and her husband from the back seat of the minivan. Or Mason was the other species; his sister was living the normal life, doing exactly what a thirty-five-year-old woman was supposed to be doing: raising a family, paying a mortgage, saving for retirement. Meanwhile, Mason, thirty-three himself, had no skills, no money, no job, had wasted nearly two decades when he could have been learning self-reliance and normalcy and how to open a checking account. 


He would start with Lucy, and then he would deal with the rest. 


“Fifty-seven hours,” Glen said, shaking his head and laughing a little when Mason purchased the bus ticket. “Cripes, Mason. Are you sure you don’t want to fly out there?” 


Bus would be fine, Mason replied. He figured he would need to save the money, figured he’d spent fifteen years in prison, what was three days on a bus? He didn’t mention he had never been on a plane before and didn’t expect he’d ever feel the need to change that. The bus would be fine. 


When Maggie excused herself to use the restroom, Glen pulled Mason aside. Took him by the arm and leaned in, spoke softer. “Listen, Mason,” he said, “you’re sure you’re not in any trouble? I mean, this whole trip and whatever, it’s a little . . . ” He gestured back over his shoulder. “Maggie’s worried about you. I told her you were fine, but she wanted me to make sure.” 


Mason glanced toward the restrooms, no sign of Maggie. Wondered if his sister really cared, whether this wasn’t just Glen’s decent streak shining through all over again. 


“If there’s anything we can do,” Glen said. “You know, if you’re in any trouble. You can always talk to us. To me.” 


“It’s nothing like that,” Mason told him. “I just need to help out this friend.” 


Glen rubbed his chin. “Yeah?” he said. “Well, look, you play it safe, okay? No sense in your getting mixed up in anything, now that you’re finally out.” 


Mason promised he’d be careful. Held out his hand, and Glen shook it, firm, looked at Mason like he wanted to say something else but didn’t quite know how to put it. 


Then Maggie was back, and Mason’s bus was announced, and the moment was over. Mason hugged his sister quickly, thanked her again and told her goodbye, and boarded the bus. And that was the last Mason saw of his only family in the world for a good long while. 


Fifty-seven hours. Transfers in Chicago, Minneapolis, Billings, Missoula, Seattle. Bleary-eyed breakfasts in bus station diners. Long, lonely hours on the road. Mason made himself comfortable. Bought a Time magazine at a newsstand in Chicago, a Car and Driver, Rolling Stone. Paged through them as the bus traced the shore of Lake Michigan up to Milwaukee, recognized few of the musicians and none of the politicians, the cars nothing like the cars he remembered. 


Fifteen years. He left the magazines on a bench in Minneapolis. Stared out the bus window and thought about the dog. 


“Our job is to prepare these dogs for lives of service,” Linda Petrie said, walking patrol in front of the men and their dogs, three days into the program. “For some of you, this will mostly be a matter of basic obedience. . . .” 


She looked at Bridges Colson, at his golden, and smiled. The dog was named Rascal, and the dog’s name was an apt one. Rascal couldn’t sit still, couldn’t help causing mayhem, tug-of-war with his leash, roughhousing with other dogs and with Bridges, chewing on everything he could get his teeth around. He was a good dog, and funny, the class clown. He was pretty well the dog Mason had had in mind when he’d signed up for the program. 


Linda Petrie resumed her patrol. “For others,” she said, looking Mason’s way, “it’s going to require a little more work.” 


Bridges Colson looked over too. “Bait,” he said, smirking. “Might as well save the kibble and put that runt out of her misery now. Be the only humane option, my opinion.” 


A few of the other prisoners laughed, and Mason joined in. Figured Bridges was probably right, couldn’t see this dog serving anyone, anywhere. He didn’t laugh as loud as he had on day one, though; the bait shit was starting to get old. 


Mason was still working on coaxing Lucy out of her crate and into the great beyond. She was still shivering plenty when she saw him, still terrified, but Mason liked to think she wasn’t so much scared of him in particular; she just wanted him to know she was scared of just about everything else in the world. 


She hadn’t pissed on him again, anyway; he’d learned his lesson. And she took treats from him now, haltingly, nibbled on them from his fingers, then retreated, then came back, cautious, to nibble again. She’d let him scratch behind her ears, even leaned in a little when he found the good spot. But then someone had slammed a door somewhere, and she’d spooked and bolted into her crate again. 


“She’s got to learn to trust you,” Linda Petrie told him. “You’re going to have to be patient, and show her that you’re kind.” She looked at him, appraising. “Can you be kind?” 


Mason didn’t quite know how to respond. Kindness wasn’t exactly a prized quality inside the Chippewa pen. Kindness meant soft, and soft meant you were a pussy, and pussies didn’t survive long inside. He’d spent fourteen years trying to erase anything in his person that might be construed as vulnerability. Kindness wasn’t really in his vocabulary anymore. 


But the trainer was still watching him, studying him. Like she was looking, hard, for some hope for this dog’s future, and she wasn’t seeing it in the piece-of-shit convict in front of her. 


Something about the way she looked at him made Mason angry. Like she’d written him off already, like everyone else in his damn life had, inside and out. Like Bridges Colson had written off the dog without even knowing her. Shit. 


“Yeah, I can handle this,” Mason said, and he dug into his pocket, found another treat, a piece of the dried beef liver he’d noticed was Lucy’s favorite. “You don’t have to worry about us.” 


It was a Wednesday morning when Mason boarded his first bus. On Friday night the sixth bus turned off of state Route 112 and pulled to a stop in an empty ARCO parking lot, and the driver opened the door and stood and called “Deception Cove” back to the half dozen passengers still on board. 


Mason was the only one to get off the bus. He thanked the driver and stood in the cold drizzle, watching the bus pull away, listened to the sound of its engine until the taillights disappeared around a bend in the road and the sound diminished to nothing, until the only thing he could hear was the buzzing of the lights above on the ARCO canopy and, somewhere in the distance, the sound of the surf. 


Mason stood there and thought for a while. He wanted to talk to the sheriff, the deputy in question, see if he could tease out the real story. See if there was any way the local law enforcement could be swayed to break toward leniency. At the very least, figure out what had happened and why. 


But it was too late at night to start anything now. From the looks of the town, anyone with any sense had already gone to bed. Mason drew his coat tighter, squared his shoulders. Set out into the rain down the highway, the way the bus had come in, remembered seeing a motel a ways back, a bright vacancy sign. Figured it would do to get out of the rain, get some sleep. First thing tomorrow he’d have to buy some dry clothes. 




FIVE 


Looking back, Jess realized the whole op had felt wrong —or maybe that was just hindsight. In her dreams, anyway, she could think of a million reasons why she and Afia should have just walked away. 


They figured out pretty quick that the preliminary intelligence was wrong, or at least wildly optimistic, as they walked down from the forward outpost and south into the narrow, high-walled valley, that place of shale and pine they’d been fighting Haji over for the better part of their deployment, and seemingly every marine deployment before that, back to the dawn of the corps itself. The sun was baking hot, as usual, and it glared down from on high like an insurgent sniper, another malevolent force in that hostile land. 


They were headed down the valley to check up on a lead Jess had unearthed with Afia, whispered rumors about the enemy falling back, redeploying men and machine guns to other places, other valleys, other fights with other Americans. It had sounded too good from the outset, but the marines didn’t give points for shying away from the tough stuff, and anyway, as far as the guys in the OP were concerned, they’d been brought here for one purpose, and that was to kill insurgents. If Haji thought they were crafty enough to outfox the baddest fighting force on the planet, well, let the motherfuckers try. 


It sounded good in theory, but in practice, filing down goat trails with a parched throat and grit in your eyes and every fucking snapped twig the shot that might kill your best buddy? Jess figured most of the guys in the patrol felt like she did: i.e., this was a very bad idea. 


———— 


They’d given her the dog for nights like this. For the desolate, lonely, desperate nights, the rain hammering down on the roof above her, the wind gusting through the trees like voices from beyond. These were the nights when even Ty’s little four-room shack seemed impossibly vast and filled with ghosts —Afia’s ghost, Ty’s, all the others Jess had collected. These nights, when the dreams came back visceral and cinematic, the memories inescapable. These were the nights when Lucy earned her keep. 


The dog knew her; Jess couldn’t argue that point. They’d spent a month on a ranch together in eastern Washington, feeling each other out as the trainers watched. It wasn’t long before Lucy could pick out by Jess’s breathing that an attack was coming. Soon the dog learned to scout around corners in the grocery store for her, watch her six for surprises when they walked into town. And when the nights got long and empty back home, and Jess dreamed of the valley and woke up screaming herself hoarse, Lucy would climb into bed beside her, snuggle up close and lick her face, cuddle, until the nightmares were gone, and the valley gone with them. 


But Lucy hadn’t been here since the night Kirby Harwood knocked on Jess’s door, a month or so back. As far as Jess could surmise, the dog wasn’t ever coming home. So now, with a storm raging outside and the dark house cold and empty, there wasn’t anyone to turn to when the memories came clawing back, nobody who could save her. Jess lay in bed amid tangled sheets, the rain pouring down outside and a bitter wind howling, and still she couldn’t escape the valley. 


The feeling of foreboding only got worse as they neared the village, the sun directly overhead now and scorching hot, sweat dripping down Jess’s back beneath the body armor she wore. It was the noise, she realized, or the lack thereof; the closer they got to the objective, the quieter the valley seemed to get. No birds, no animals, no human voices. The air was still, waiting for what happened next. 


The village was three or four clicks down the valley from the OP, nestled plumb on the frontier between American-controlled territory and the enemy. Go much farther down the road and you’d better have the whole damn corps at your back, unless you were suicidal. 


The village was built up along the east side of the valley, the terrain so steep that no house sat level with its neighbor, and each row of houses stood entirely above the last, the whole place tied together by narrow, labyrinthine passages cut into jagged shale, the valley above choked with rock and dense forest. 


They didn’t have the whole damn corps, but they did have Second Platoon spread out on the western side of the valley for cover, mortars and shooters alike, a couple of 240s, machine guns, and a .50 cal to boot. There were even supposed to be Apaches for air cover, so as far as command was concerned, all bases were covered. The Apaches never showed, diverted to more pressing concerns a couple of valleys over, but as it turned out, none of that would matter anyway. 


They were almost at the village when Jess saw the boy. He was hiding behind a low stone wall, peering out at the marines as they passed, his eyes wide and serious. She recognized Selab, one of the villagers’ children; he was eight or nine years old, and precocious, if a little shy. He’d watched Jess and Afia drink tea with his mother and the other women in the village, lurking on the margins of the room, clearly curious but always silent. 


He’d looked at Jess in awe then, as though he’d never expected to see an American woman in combat attire, as though she were something larger than life and fantastical, a comic-book heroine. Now he just looked worried, and when she waved to him and smiled, he didn’t wave back, just ducked down quickly and didn’t reappear. And still the air was quiet. 


Nobody else had noticed Selab. 


Their contact, a woman named Panra, watched from the shade beside one of the village houses as the marines fanned out, forming a perimeter. She wore a chador, a scarf over her head, and a traditional patterned firaq partug, a flowing, billowy garment over loose, baggy trousers. Her expression was inscrutable. 


Jess caught the eye of her platoon CO, Lieutenant Grieves, who nodded up toward the village and shook his head, frowning. His meaning was clear: no matter how many marines they brought to secure the area, the topography would give any enemy the advantage. From the cliffs overlooking the houses, any number of Taliban soldiers could camp out with rifles and RPGs, raining hell on any marine unlucky enough to be caught out in the open. It was not an ideal place to be spending time, not if you had an American flag on your gear, but Panra had sworn to Afia that her elders had good information, and Panra had always been reliable in the past. 


Sweat had drenched Jess’s combat gear by the time she and Afia crossed the twenty yards from Grieves to where Panra stood in the shade. Afia and Panra exchanged a few words in Pashto, and Panra gestured up into the passageway behind her, a narrow stair cut into the mountainside, so steep it was impossible to tell exactly where it led. She smiled quickly at Jess, then gestured again, her eyes darting back to the marines spread out behind, ducked down behind low walls with rifles at the ready, waiting on the first shot that would reveal the ambush. 


Jess might have woken at this point if she’d had Lucy with her. She might have called out in her sleep to Afia, a warning, or she might have moaned slightly or whimpered, and the dog, attuned to any sign of anxiety, would have saved her from what was to come. She would have woken to Lucy’s rough tongue on her cheek, or the dog might even have barked to rouse her. Jess would have opened her eyes, heard the rain outside, and the wind; she would have felt the dog’s presence, and she would have known, suddenly and clearly, that she was safe. 


But the dog wasn’t here. Jess was alone, imprisoned in her nightmare. And there was no way she knew of to escape what happened next. 




SIX 


Avoid eye contact. 


Mason had learned it pretty quick in the yard. Eye contact was a challenge. A challenge meant a fight. And a fight in Chippewa only led to a couple of outcomes: you kicked someone’s ass and you pissed people off, guards or the guy’s friends; or you got your ass kicked and the yard decided you were easy prey. Fights sucked. Mason had worked hard to avoid them. 


Out in the free world, though, you couldn’t just go through your days not looking people in the eye, not if you wanted anyone to trust you. 


Mason was still learning that. Still retraining his eyes to maintain a connection, training his face out of the slack, expressionless stare he’d cultivated inside. He was still learning to look like a human being again. 


He woke at first light, a dull gray through the motel room’s thin curtains. The parking lot outside his door was empty, ditto the highway beyond. The rain was still falling, a chill, endless trickle that somehow seemed colder and less inviting than a blizzard back home. 


Mason slid the curtain back. Made the bed. At the foot of the bed, he did push-ups and sit-ups, one hundred of each. He’d been lax on the bus ride; no way to exercise. He could feel it now; even a lapse of three days was like a major setback. He wouldn’t let it happen again. 


He showered, and dressed again in yesterday’s jeans and his only spare shirt, then locked up his room and walked across to the lobby. He’d woken the owner last night, an older man who’d come out of the back room rubbing his eyes and yawning, handed Mason a key and told him to come back in the morning, settle up then. 


The man was at the front desk when Mason walked into the lobby. He looked up and smiled, and Mason reminded himself to meet the man’s gaze. 


“Morning,” the man said. “Sleep okay?” 


“I did,” Mason said. “Thank you. I’m going to stick around a couple of days, if that’s okay.” 


“That’d be just fine. Forty dollars a night, or two hundred a week.” The man flipped open a black binder. “You have a driver’s license?” 
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