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CHAPTER 1

 


As Alana Templeton rushed
around her house in an effort to get on top of what she felt was an
endless amount of housework, she experienced a moment of panic.
Having earlier established herself as a successful and well-known
defense attorney, she'd moved her career aside when she'd found out
she was pregnant with her third child. Now that little Tony had
reached fifteen months of age, Alana considered that it might
finally be time to return to the workforce.

When she'd given birth to
each of her two older children, she'd always returned to her career
within a couple of months of them being born. In those years,
climbing up the career ladder had seemed like the most important
thing she could do. Since the birth of her littlest one, Tony, life
seemed different. Before he'd come along, there had been a period
when things had seemed more than a little bit uncomfortable in her
marriage to Steven. While she hadn't counted on having another
child after her first two, she couldn't deny that since she'd
announced her third pregnancy, things with Steven had been better.
The cloud that had been hanging over them before that news had
since disappeared. Alana was glad.

Although the stresses of
her work had melted away once she'd embarked on her maternity
leave, she often had to admit to herself that being at home could
be just as stressful. She had a husband who was supportive and
encouraging of her to take as much time as she wanted to focus on
being an at-home mom. She was thankful for that, but was it
something that she truly enjoyed? Sometimes she pondered that
question for hours at a time, almost to the point of ruminating on
it. When she was completely honest with herself, she knew that such
questions played on her mind far more than was probably healthy.
Each time she acknowledged that to herself, she pushed it from her
mind. She had to, just to be able to get on with the next job that,
in her mind, simply had to be done.

Moving from room to room, working through
her usual rounds of tidying, wiping, gathering, and straightening,
she tried to do it all as quickly as she could. As always since
Tony had come along, she was tired. She felt like she was on the
verge of wanting to lie down and go to sleep. It made no sense
since she'd only woken up a few hours earlier, and her husband and
two oldest children had only just left the house. Regardless, it
was a way that she often felt during the daylight hours. The only
way she knew to keep the feeling at bay was to just keep going.

When she finally felt like the bedrooms and
living areas were tidy enough, she allowed herself to take a break.
It was a small joy, just to stop doing everything else, make
herself a cup of her favorite coffee, and then sit. The sitting was
needed from her self-induced speed in running around. The coffee
was needed to counteract her body's desire to sleep. That one
decent-sized cup of a steaming hot beverage seemed such a small
thing, but it helped so much.

As with every other weekday morning, the
break was welcome but never felt long enough. As soon as she'd
finished her coffee, she sighed as she returned her favorite cup to
the kitchen and then made her move to get on with the laundry. The
monotony of the same routine day in, day out, made her ask the same
question inside the silence of her head. Was she really happy to be
a mother? It was easy to tell herself and others that she did love
her kids, but did she love herself when she wasn't working?

Hearing that question in
her head, she scoffed. Did it matter if she loved herself or not?
She was a mother. She was a wife. She made sure that it was known
how much she loved the people in her life. It was her job to do
right by them. In her opinion, what she thought of herself was
irrelevant. That was what she told herself anyway.

Washing bundled up into
the laundry basket, she walked through the living area. The joyful
sounds of Tony in his playpen prompted her to smile. She couldn't
deny that he made her job easy. When she ran around in the
mornings, putting herself under pressure to get everything done and
perfect in their home just as she had done the day before and the
day before that, he remained happy in his little space. Both of
them seemed to have accepted the morning routine of Alana rushing
around while Tony played within the walls that looked like a
prison. After all that was done, the afternoons were usually theirs
to enjoy together, getting outdoors if the weather permitted, or
just staying in if it didn't. It didn't really matter what they
ended up doing. Cold or hot, rainy or fine, the afternoons were the
times when Alana focused only on him. It was the only time of day
when she truly stepped away from her internal dialogue to focus on
someone other than herself.

"You okay, Little Guy?"
she asked as she walked past the playpen and opened up the wide
glass sliding door. "It's gonna be a sunny one today. How about we
move you a little closer to the outdoors while I hang all of this
out?"

Seeing the sun beginning
to rise, Alana realized just how early in the day it still was. It
felt like she'd already worked a half day. The thought of how many
more hours she could endure her life in any one day sometimes
almost pushed her into a spiral toward depression. To counteract
that thought, she forced another smile onto her face. Anyone else
might have been able to see how fake it was. The small child inside
the playpen wouldn't have any idea.

As she set down the laundry basket on the
deck outside the sliding door, she heard Tony laugh. It made her
smile harder. She had no idea what he was laughing at most of the
time, nor did it matter. As long as he was happy, she knew she
should be too. That was all that she had to keep telling herself as
hours and days passed.

The routine of moving the playpen a couple
of meters over so that the edge rested directly in the sliding door
path was normal for them. Alana wanted to be able to see him, but
she wanted him to be safe while she hung the washing on the line
outside. Maybe it would have seemed odd to anyone else, but it
worked for them.

"You gonna watch me hang all this out?" she
asked him as she closed the sliding door right up to the edge of
the playpen.

As usual, she heard Tony laugh at her while
he watched her walk along the deck to the small ten-step staircase.
It was something that provided a little bit of sunshine in what
could seem like long days.

Taking her time to peg up
the laundered items, she made sure to keep glancing at the playpen
from where she was. As always, Tony was happily amusing himself.
Sometimes he stood against the closest wall of the playpen, casting
a watchful eye over her. Sometimes he sat down with his attention
seized by one toy or another inside his fortressed little world.
Whatever he seemed to do, he appeared happy. In that way, Alana
could appreciate that she was lucky. She was well aware there were
far more demanding kids out there in the world. Her two oldest had
also been pretty easygoing. That, of course, was now beginning to
change as her oldest, Bonnie, veered dangerously close to the
dreaded age of sixteen.

As Alana thought about what might lay ahead
for her and Steven when it came to their daughter having reached
the beginning of the stage of independence, she sighed. Sixteen had
been the age that Alana and Steven had met. It seemed a lifetime
ago. In many ways, it was. Although Alana had plenty of friends
who'd already gone through a divorce, somehow she and Steven had
held on and loved only one another throughout their many years
together. She smiled sadly at that realization. Was that the truth?
She wanted it to be. She also knew that she sometimes had to force
herself to believe it.

She guessed she should
have felt happy at the possibility of having a husband who appeared
to love her. She didn't particularly. That was something she told
herself was due to simple wariness. She had a husband who had loved
her for most of their marriage, but she didn't have the confidence
to believe that he had always
loved her. As usual, she fought to push that
thought aside. Their marriage might not be perfect. That didn't
mean she couldn't pretend that it was.

Looking up at the playpen again, she saw
Tony once more standing and looking at her.

"To…ny," Alana called out to him while
lifting her arm to wave. Inside, she wished she could honestly say
that being an at-home mother was as fulfilling as other women
seemed to find it. In truth, her real feelings were far from that
possibility.

The smile and laugh that she received from
her infant son reminded her yet again to try and feel more positive
about life. She took a moment to watch him as he raised one arm and
attempted to wave back. It wasn't quite right but in response,
Alana delivered him a smile regardless. The best thing about being
a parent was watching all the progress that her little ones made,
even when they grew up to be not so little.

Lifting the last sheet out of the basket,
she resolved once more to try and focus on the good things she had
in her life. They were plentiful and she did know that. Sometimes
her emotions just didn't seem to want to acknowledge it. Then there
were times when her emotions took her in other directions. She had
down days, just as she suspected everybody did at some point or
other. Although she tried to keep them at bay, she knew that there
were other days when her emotions took her far deeper than just
'down'.

Throwing the last sheet
over the line, she took her time pegging one end, then taking the
steps necessary to peg the middle and the other end. It was in that
moment - right when she placed that last peg - that she heard it.
It was a sound that she'd heard before. As she felt her adrenaline
begin to rush through her body and her heart begin to pound in her
chest, she told herself that she might be imagining it. She'd heard
that sound before. Steven would never believe that it could happen
a second time. What were the chances? No, it would have to be in
her imagination. That's what he'd think. That's what he'd try and
convince her was the truth.

When she heard it again,
she slowly turned. What she knew that Steven would try and persuade
her that she was imagining - what she'd momentarily
hoped she was imagining -
she wasn't.

As she remained still, she saw it crouched,
resting its full body right down on the ground with its eyes
focused on her. For a fleeting moment, her thought went straight
to, 'just do it. Just come and do what you want to do to me'. Then
she heard the small, happy cooing from the playpen. Slowly, she
turned her head toward the sliding doorway. A part of her wanted to
tell Tony to be quiet. Of course, she couldn't. Even if she did
call out to him in an effort to encourage him to be silent, he
wouldn't understand.

Although a moment earlier she'd been
thinking that she might be satisfied with her life ending that day,
the sound of her son quickly changed her mind. For a fleeting
instant, that surprised her, but she knew she couldn't dwell on it.
Slowly moving her head again to look back at the predator in her
midst, she saw what she wished she hadn't. It was no longer looking
at her. Its head had turned and it appeared to have set its sight
on something far more alluring.

Alana knew she had to think clearly but
quickly. Day to day, among the monotony of housework, her mind
wasn't used as much as it was when she was working. That didn't
matter. The truth was that thinking was a strength of hers.
Thinking and analysis. She was where she was. The predator was
where it was. Tony was where he was. Somehow, she had to make sure
that at least two of them did not meet.

Despite the attention that
Tony was receiving from afar, Alana could see that the animal was
taking its time, appearing to be in no hurry to move. Instead of
looking like it was eager to kill and feed, it looked more like it
was worn out and just relaxing, not unlike a household cat. Not
wanting to test how relaxed it actually was, Alana weighed up her
options before committing to use all the strength she had inside of
her to get to her son. She might not have always cared about what
happened to her, but at that moment, she wasn't going to let her
son suffer.

She knew there were ten
steps from the level she was on to the level that Tony was on. Ten
steps. The number seemed so little. Although she suspected the
predator could jump that high without any effort at all, she knew
that it was just out of reach as a height that she could easily run
and jump up to. In the shape she was in, a direct route wasn't
going to work.

Securing her bearings about where the steps
were from her, she turned to face the predator once more, setting
it in her sights before she slowly moved one foot backward, then
another, and then another still. As time appeared to slow down, she
maintained her focus on the animal as she continued to slowly take
one step backward at a time.

Reaching a point where she suspected the
steps must be close behind her legs, she stopped still. The
predator's focus was still securely set on Tony. In many ways, that
wasn't a good thing. In others, it was. If the predator decided to,
Alana knew it could easily jump onto the deck and have her child in
the grip of its mouth within seconds. Alana also knew she had to
not think about that.

Ten steps. She could run
up two at a time, reducing that to five. When she'd taken that
five, she'd have to run along the deck to the glass sliding door.
She'd have to move the playpen out of the entranceway before she
could close the door. She'd have to do anything to save her son.

Where were the steps? Her focus was so
strongly set on the predator that she knew her mind was scrambling
for answers to how to get out of the predicament she was in along
with her son. She didn't want to move her vision but she knew she
had no choice. Turning her head as little as she needed to, she
took note of the couple more meters she'd need to cover to be able
to get onto the staircase.

Once again, she focused on the predator. It
remained still, surprisingly slow to make any kind of move and not
appearing at all bothered by anything going on around it. For a
moment, it reminded Alana of some of the worst criminals she'd
represented in court. She'd often tried to remember why she'd
wanted to become a defense attorney. Some of the people she'd
worked with had genuinely seemed innocent of the crime they'd been
accused of committing. Others had appeared as dangerous as the
being in front of her, always acting cool, calm and collected even
though they'd carried out the most horrendous of crimes against
other human beings.

She knew she had to keep
moving ahead somehow. Refocusing on the direction and distance
she'd calculated that the staircase was from her, she inhaled
deeply. She might not survive the following few minutes. Neither
might her son. Despite knowing the odds were against her, she knew
she had to try and at least get Tony into safety. She was his
mother. That was the least she should do.

Resolved to give her best, just like she
would in any court of law, no matter who she was representing or
what they'd done, she turned and sprinted to the staircase. Two
steps at a time, she told herself. Maintain focus, and take two
steps at a time. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. At the top of the
staircase, she saw the predator slowly rise up on its legs. She had
to turn away from it. No matter what, she knew she had to move
forward. There was no time to consider what the beast in her yard
was doing.

As she bounded along the
deck, in her peripheral vision she saw it begin to move. Heart
pounding, she almost reached the playpen just as she felt the
heaviness of the powerful body hit her back, slamming her against
the glass. Maintaining the determination to save her son, Alana's
adrenaline kicked in to another level. Using the surface of the
glass to shove herself and the massive body backward, she gained
only seconds to take another step, then lift and fling into the
room the playpen, accepting the risk that she might stumble on her
son in the process.

Disregarding Tony
completely, Alana turned and saw the predator start to leap toward
her again. As its head and half of one of its legs passed the line
of entry, she slammed the sliding door on it, hammering the
aluminum frame against its neck. Face to face with it, for a sliver
of time she thought it would easily push the door open again.
Instead, it appeared momentarily dazed before then seeming to lose
momentum. In the seconds that it appeared to have lost all will to
fight for whatever it wanted, Alana seized the moment to use one
fist to punch it in the face while she used the other hand to open
the door a sliver. She eased it just enough to enable the predator
to pull its head and leg back.

As Alana slammed the door shut, she
forcefully activated the lock, thankful that Steven had insisted on
getting the strongest glass possible for the door. For the moment,
the predator seemed agitated but also lacking any real desire to
fight, and not at all enthusiastic enough to try and break through.
She hoped that if it did try, the strengthened glass would stand up
to the claims of the glass door manufacturer.

Still not taking any time
to regard her infant son, she thought about the rest of the house.
She gave nothing else a consideration as she ran through the
kitchen to close and lock the other outer door, then ran bedroom to
bedroom, closing and locking all windows and then securely closing
every interior door. If the predator was going to get into the
house, she was taking no chances of making it easy for it to move
from room to room.

When she finally felt as
secure as she could, she ran back to the living room again. On the
deck, the predator stood, slowly pacing back and forth outside the
large glass door while looking inwards. It still looked agitated,
but it also looked patient, like it had little energy but was still
very willing to wait as long as it took for it to get whatever it
wanted.

Finally glancing at her son, Alana saw him
point and laugh at the glass sliding door. Scooping to pick him up,
she held him tight against her as tears finally began to flow. The
playpen was almost destroyed from her flinging it like she had.
Outside of their home was something that had the capacity to kill
them. If anything about the previous few minutes had gone
differently, she and her son might already be dead. As she thought
about that, her tears transformed into a deep weeping not of fear,
but of relief. She was alive. Her son was alive. Things could have
turned out so very differently. Despite how often she had thoughts
that she didn't like her life - or at least aspects of it - at that
moment, she was glad that things hadn't gone any other way.

After sitting and holding
Tony as she forced herself to calm down, she grabbed her phone.
Outside the door, the predator remained. Once again, she thought
about some of the criminals she'd represented. The looks she'd
received from some of them - the look of incredible intimidation -
wasn't unlike what she felt she was receiving from outside the
glass door.

"Steven," she said, her voice shaky when the
call was answered. She knew there was every chance that he wouldn't
believe her. She knew there was every chance that he'd imply she
was crazy to even think it could be true. Regardless, she said what
she'd called him to say.

"It's back."


CHAPTER 2

 


Special Agents Ashley
Power and Tim Moore smiled at one another when they met up near the
corridor that led to their boss's office. Both had been called in
for what they'd been told would be 'an interesting case'. When each
had received the call and been told that, although they weren't
together, they did both smile in a similar way at the news.
Interesting was usually how cases they were assigned were
described. Whether it ever turned out that 'interesting' was the
right word was debatable.

"Moore," Ashley said when the gap between
them closed and they turned to walk down another corridor
together.

"Power," Tim replied, quietly teasing her
about her usual succinct greeting. He'd have loved to have been
able to not speak to her again until she'd started some
conversation. He never could hold out that long. "How were your
days off?"

"Not too bad," said Ashley, smiling at him.
"You know me - I always like a bit of peace and quiet between cases
if I can get it."

Tim nodded. He'd been working with her long
enough to know her quirky demand to be left alone for at least a
couple of days after they'd solved a case. It wasn't something that
he'd ever seen anyone else need. It also wasn't something he'd ever
seen any boss happily provide to one of their workers. For whatever
reason, Ashley needed those days between cases and their boss
always seemed happy to grant her the time.

"You'll be rested, primed, and ready to
embark on an interesting case then," Tim said, grinning as they
approached the office.

"Always," replied Ashley.

"Grab a seat, you two," she heard their
supervisor, Sarah Johnson, say when they entered. "You both ready
to work?"

"Yep," Tim and Ashley both replied at the
same time.

"Good because I have an…" Sarah started to
say.

"An interesting case?" Tim and Ashley asked
simultaneously, making Ashley chuckle as they both grinned at their
boss.

After receiving a look of warning to be
serious, both agents said nothing more, instead focusing on Sarah
and whatever she was about to tell them.

"Here are the case notes,"
she said, handing each of them a folder. "You're flying up there in
a couple of hours."

Ashley immediately opened
up the folder and glanced over the front page of typed words. When
she'd speed-read enough to get the gist of what they were going to
be investigating, she flicked quickly through the rest of the
pages, expecting there to be something else that might leap out at
her.

"This is it?" she asked, surprised. "This is
the case?"

Tim looked at his partner, wishing she'd
sometimes not speak her mind quite so forthrightly.

"I understand why you look and sound so
surprised," Sarah said, leaning forward over her desk. "But it is
what it is."

"We're investigating
a tiger?" Ashley
asked in disbelief. "How … what … why?"

Tim waited just as eagerly
for a reply. They'd completed a few cases that had seemed odd at
the time. The notes he'd glanced over indicated something that
definitely wouldn't usually demand a standard law enforcement
investigation - not by their organization anyway.

"Is there more to this?"
he dared to ask his supervisor. "A tiger getting loose doesn't seem
like a … normal thing for us to work on."

"I know," said Sarah. "This isn't a normal
situation. That's why I've chosen you two to investigate this."

"Because …
we're not normal?" Tim
asked, feeling unexpectedly bold. His supervisor was many things -
fair, solid, and encouraging. She wasn't one to see much as
amusing.

Sarah held back the smile that wanted to
burst forth. She also held back the desire to roll her eyes at the
agent who so often made it difficult for her to keep a straight
face.

"Because you two are good at what you do,
and I know you'll figure this one out," she said, doing her best to
deliver a frown towards Tim. "Now take your notes and go get ready.
Your flight leaves in two hours."

Dismissed, the two agents stood and walked
out.

"Wow, maybe this
one will be
interesting," Tim said as he glanced at Ashley. "I can't say I've
ever investigated an … animal … before."

Ashley grinned at him.

"I'm sure there's gonna be much more to this
case," she said, knowing the notes they'd received had only
detailed the briefest of information.

"Hopefully," said Tim. "But just for the
record, I'm happy for you to conduct the questioning of the accused
in this case."

Hearing his cheeky words, Ashley couldn't
help but laugh out loud. Whenever they finished a case together,
she always needed to be alone and not see anyone, including him.
Whenever they reconnected for a new case, she felt like she'd
missed his weirdly refreshing outlook and idiotic attempts at
humor.

"I'm serious," Tim continued as they pushed
open the exterior doors of the building. "You're an exceptional
interviewer. I'm happy to be completely hands-off when you go into
that … cage."

Ashley smiled at him but didn't reply. In
her opinion, he could be an idiot, but he was also a damned good
agent, and she knew he always had her back. In general, it took a
long time for anyone to gain her trust. Through the number of cases
they'd worked on together, Tim Moore had definitely earned it. She
couldn't imagine investigating cases with any other partner now
that they'd settled into a good working relationship together.

"You picking me up, or you
want me to pick you up?" Tim asked her before they would walk their
separate ways in the vast carpark. "Assuming you want to go in one
car to the airport, that is."

"Yep, one car works for
me, and you know the drill, Moore," said Ashley. "I drive -
always!"

Tim grinned, nodded, and waved at her before
walking away. They had their routine. He liked to tease her and
pretend that he wanted things to be different sometimes. He didn't.
There was much to like about being Ashley Power's partner for
investigations. She had a mind like nobody he'd worked with before.
That she was incredibly beautiful to look at played no part in how
much he appreciated her as his work partner.

"Half an hour!" Ashley called out to him and
saw him turn and wave again.

When she climbed into her car, she felt the
familiar excitement of adrenalin. It was always the same when she
embarked on a new case. Part of her enjoyment in being an agent
came from the ability to help people, especially those in need or
those grieving. A greater part of her enjoyment in being an agent
came from the thrill of working it all out. Who did whatever was
done, and why? She'd never wanted to be a psychiatrist, or a
psychologist, or any kind of doctor of the mind, but the human mind
did intrigue her. That all humans could be born pretty much the
same way but grow up so different in nature was an ongoing source
of wonder for her.

Grinning, she started her
engine and began her short journey home. No matter how many cases
she worked on, or how dire the situation she was going to find when
she began, she did love her work. Sometimes when she was in her
periods of solitude and contemplation, she wondered if she was
doing the right thing, making her career such a primary focus of
her life. Other people had careers, but they worked at having a
family or even just a relationship around their work. Ashley wanted
to only focus on work. The knowledge of that prompted her to ask
with increasing frequency if she was going to regret that. Would
she wake up years in the future and wish that she'd made more of an
effort to meet a nice man and settle down? Would she wake up years
in the future and wish that she'd had some children who could carry
on whatever legacy she might leave behind?

They were the same old questions that she
asked often. She liked asking questions. It was part of who she
was, having such an analytical mind. The frustration that she felt
when she asked those particular questions came from the fact that
there were never any answers to them.

As she pulled into her
driveway, all questions relating to herself were forgotten. She'd
briefly skimmed over the details that had been in the file she held
in her hand. She and Tim would go over their files more when they
were at the airport and then on the plane. It was always their way.
For the moment, she acted swiftly in going inside, grabbing her
travel case, opening it to make sure there was nothing she'd need
that wasn't already in it and ready to go, and then heading to her
kitchen. One thing that she'd learned early
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