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For everyone who aided a snow-struck traveler on Highway 6/Grey County Road 6 on December 25, 2022. 

Thank you for helping us find our way home when we needed it most.










  
  



We all know, the end will come. You either face your hunters or run from them.
- David Adams Richards
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Chapter One


All her life, Ruth had been slow to respond to a question. Whether it was her soft low voice, her overactive mind, or her deep-set knowledge that all answers may be wrong, Ruth met so much of the unexpected of her life with silence.  
“Honey, did you hear what I said?” 
Yes, Ruth had heard her mother, but her response was focused solely in her body. Her hand trembled as it held the receiver; she reflexively gritted her teeth in response. She leaned her head back on the exposed brick of her apartment wall. She breathed in practiced measurements—five seconds in, seven seconds out each time. She looked around the kitchen, counting each cupboard door until she was finally able to speak. 
Ruth murmured, “Yeah, Mum, I heard you.” 
Her mother sighed. “Good. Now, I know it’s sudden, but we’re hoping to have the funeral tomorrow. There’s supposed to be a cold snap next week so we need to...we need to be able to break the ground still. I know you’re busy with school, so I understand if you can’t get here in time, but—“ 
“I’ll come home tonight,” Ruth promised, leaning over to check the underutilized calendar on the wall opposite her. “I just have to make a few calls.”
“It’s just such a shock,” her mother whispered. “My poor boy, my poor baby boy... You never expect these things, you never think that you’ll live to bury your child. Ruth... Ruth, I can’t see him like he is. You’ll go for me, right? You’ll tell them who he is?”
“I better go, Mum,” Ruth murmured. “I’ll text you when I get close.” 
Ruth hung up the phone without letting her mother say anything else. She put her face in her hands and breathed deeply.
You’ll tell them who he is? 
She had a long drive ahead of her. She couldn’t think about that now. 

It was an oddly quiet drive going back north. She normally would listen to the radio on such a long trip, but there was already too much going on in her head. 
She didn’t need more chatter.
She caught her reflection in the rearview mirror. Ruth could see the bags under her eyes, the lines on her brow from frowning too much recently. She wasn’t even thirty—close, but not quite yet—but she looked like she had aged a few more decades since the last time she had been home. 
She worried they would see that the minute she walked in the door. But that was better than them noticing her clear relief that her brother was dead. 
Ruth stopped by the hospital first, reluctantly turning off the truck’s engine. She paid for parking and went in through the front entrance. She saw the officers waiting for her and she nodded to them. They introduced themselves but she couldn’t process it, her heart beat too loud to hear anything else as they stepped into the elevator together. 
Ruth was led into the morgue, the coroner sitting at his desk. He stood, straightening the tie half tucked into his lab coat. If he tried to introduce himself, Ruth didn’t notice. But the first officer spoke to him as the other attempted to soothe Ruth, warning her about what she was about to see. She flinched at his hand on her shoulder and he quickly pulled away. The coroner unlocked one of the panels of chrome lining the wall—he might have warned her too, but Ruth wasn’t listening—and then revealed the chilled corpse waiting inside. 
David lay on the gurney, his skin pale, his muscles stiff. They covered him the best they could, but she could see the hole in his chest. He was ripped apart, gutted. But there was no doubt in her mind: it was her brother. After a brief confirmation, she left. She had no interest in being there any longer. 
When Ruth arrived at home, she found herself alone in the quiet, snow falling silently as she stepped out of the truck and into the driveway. She waited on the doorstep, looking up at the splintered wood. David wasn’t there, but she could still hear his voice telling her to leave. She could still picture his eyes, the fire in them a steady ember of hate. 
Ruth finally entered the silent house.
She should have expected this. Her mother lived down the road now on a small hobby farm. And with David gone, Ruth imagined her sisters would have moved over to Uncle Trip’s place. 
She found herself utterly exhausted and went upstairs, barely managing to throw off her coat as she went into her childhood room and lay down. Her hands went to her own ribs, her fingers tapping against the bones as her thoughts ran wild with the possibilities of what David looked like beneath that cloth. She could guess, based on how the fabric had draped over him, where it had dipped low into the deepest of his wounds. 
Ruth had the old dream, the one she had almost every night the year she was sixteen. The buck across the whitened fields, the snow falling so thick she could barely see through it. David standing behind her, raising the rifle in her arms, as she closed one eye and aimed to fire. The moment would hold beyond the shot, just long enough for her to feel the recoil before forcing herself awake. 

It was strange waking in that room, the walls now plastered with posters from a younger generation. David had been renovating the farmhouse for a few years now, but he hadn’t changed anything upstairs yet. The bottom floor was slowly transforming, becoming more and more modern. A more nostalgic person would be in tears seeing the historical house changed into something out of a glossy magazine. But Ruth didn’t care. A man’s home was his home; he could do what he pleased with it. 
Though, she thought quietly, it was hers now. 
She didn’t linger in bed. There was work to do, even in the winter. Chickens to feed, a cow to milk. There was a goat favoring his left hind leg, her mother had warned her. There would be enough things to do before the afternoon. Mum had insisted the visitation be there. Ruth would have to get ready. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The memorial was a quiet affair. They buried David on the property, not more than a strong stone’s throw away from the house. There was a minister who sang her brother’s praises. David’s hard work, his faith, his commitment to family. He prayed over them all as her brother went into the soon-to-be-frozen ground. The minister walked among them, but he passed by Ruth without a second glance. His priority was for the openly grieving. Silent mourners were only of interest to gossips or to those who wanted to prove to themselves that they loved the deceased more than anyone else. 
Ruth stood still as David’s body was lowered, her teenage cousins struggling with the heavy coffin. Mum was curled into her frame, sobbing into her black jacket. Ruth’s two sisters stood on the other side of the grave, both fingering the phones in their pockets like security blankets. 
There was a hymn, but Ruth didn’t know it. 
The reception filled her house with black-clad strangers. Some she recognized. Neighbours, some from the church, some were even David’s friends from school Ruth hadn’t seen for years. She simply sat on the couch, letting them all pass by. Her younger sister Esther sat beside her, her head on Ruth’s shoulder. Esther had grown so much since Ruth had last seen her, only a few months before. Her sister’s tousled dirty blonde hair was hastily pulled back, her makeup as poorly done as only a fifteen-year-old girl can manage, barely covering up her remarkably freckled face. 
Esther said quietly, “I don’t want to be here.” 
Ruth put her arm around her younger sister and said, “We get to mourn when they leave. Can you keep it together until then?”
Esther nodded thoughtfully and Ruth kissed her on the forehead.
“Hang in there,” Ruth murmured before rising from the couch.
“There you are,” Mum called from the kitchen, obviously drunk as she walked out to her. “It’s time for you to do a speech. Everyone else did one. Your turn, Ruth. Tell everyone about our David.” 
Ruth knew her mother wanted her to say something meaningful about her brother’s life, how she loved him, how she missed him. But she had nothing she wished to share with polite society.
“I think you’ve had enough,” Ruth replied quietly, taking her mother’s glass of wine from her.
Ruth walked into the kitchen, blushing hard, as she poured the drink down the drain. She splashed some cold water on her face before turning back to face the room. She scratched her neck, the black wool dress irritating her skin.
Through the doorframe she saw Mum crying onto Esther’s shoulder. Esther was perfectly attuned to their mother, curling in around her and rubbing her back. 
Ruth left the kitchen, climbed up the stairs, and went into her old bedroom. She found Naomi lying on her stomach, her headphones in while she texted on her phone. At seventeen Naomi was growing to look more and more like Ruth, though still as freckled as Esther. She had recently dyed her hair black, though her red eyebrows still shone brightly against her skin. 
“Out,” Ruth ordered.
Naomi groaned as she sat up. “Rue, I just want to be alone. Please just let me stay up here.”
“If I have to suffer through this bull so do you,” Ruth retorted. “Downstairs, now.”
Naomi finished the text and put her phone back in her pants pocket.
“I can’t believe you even get reception out here,” Ruth muttered. 
“You’ll need a different service provider,” Naomi commented. “Unless you want to be stuck to a landline the entire time you’re here.”
Ruth frowned as they walked back down the stairs, seeing Mum now looking wistfully at a photo of Dad, her fingers stroking the glass. 
Ruth heard the beginnings of a story, but left the room. She knew what her mother was going to say. She had heard it for years, every time Mum had the wrong amount of wine and the right amount of company. Ruth went to the door and put on her winter coat and boots as Mum gave her monologue. 
“Your father was such a good man, girls, his heart was too big for his own chest, that’s what they all said when it gave out. I wish he could have seen you grown; he was so proud, so proud of all of you. I miss him every day. But the Lord has His plan. He needed another angel, him and your brother both now. I don’t understand why it wasn’t me. A woman should not have to bury her husband and child.”
Ruth didn’t hear the rest before she passed through the door, left the main lawn, and headed into the grove. David was buried under a pine tree, an oddly pagan resting place considering her family’s deep faith in non-denominational Christianity. It was quiet here, quieter than it had any right to be, and the new dusting of snow covered the trampling of the recent mourners. It was peaceful. It was the sort of peaceful someone might find solace in. 
Ruth stood at the foot of his grave, her shoulders tight. She hadn’t known what she would feel, standing above his body. She had feared unexpected grief or regret, but all that boiled in her was rage. 
She hissed, “I know who you were. I don’t care what she says. I don’t care what any of them say. I know who you are, David, you bastard, and I’ll never forget it. If they knew, they would have buried you another six feet. They should have kept digging until they reached hell and tossed you in. I hope you rot, David. I hope the animals drag you out and finish what they started. I hope I get to bury your mangled carcass again.” 
The wind whistled through the trees and the snow stirred around the small stone marking the spot. Her anger softened, her rage slipping into heartbreak. It was over. It was all over. That ire would only poison her further. This wasn’t like her. She was smarter than this, smarter than her choice to run out of a wake to scream at a corpse. 
So she took a deep breath and turned toward the house. 
The silence broke as she heard her mother sobbing and the soft comforting of all those who feared death. She felt no compulsion to return to them. But still she went into the house and let others tell her how truly sorry they were for her loss. 
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Chapter Two


The next morning, Ruth drank her coffee alone on the back porch steps, wrapped in her winter gear and a poorly knitted blanket as she looked across the property. A hundred acres. Not a large property, but enough to make a living. Her father had bought a second farm just before his death, ten kilometers down the lane. This was where Mum lived now. The girls had been living with David since they entered high school, their mother claiming that it was safer for them to get to school in the winter. Ruth knew that their mother preferred living alone, but she never told the girls this.  
But David was dead now. Mum would not be able to look after them by herself. Naomi was nearly eighteen, but Esther was barely fifteen. They would need a place to live. Trip would only be able to watch them for so long. He and June had three boys of their own, all between the ages of twelve and sixteen. Two more teenagers might break them. 
Ruth adjusted her hood as she looked out on the property. She could sell, certainly, but she knew she could not throw ancestral land away so easily. No one would let her. And now her brother was buried here. They would never abandon his body. 
She adjusted her seat so the dog could pass her, running down the steps toward the nature reserve. Cora was just a little poodle, but she thought she could take on the entire wilderness herself. Ruth stood to chase after her, but remembered the fence between the two properties. While she was not particularly fond of dogs, she didn’t have the heart to give Cora away. The girls would have enough trouble adjusting when they moved back in without losing their pet. 
Ruth walked toward the chicken coops to investigate, drinking her coffee still. She entered, peering at the resting creatures, stepping over another hen before kneeling. Ruth heard a whistling and she took off her glove. She reached around until her fingers found a hole between the panels of the back wall. She pursed her lips, mentally noting to check the barn for cracks as well. 
She heard a yelp and she left the coop, looking over the fields for the dog. She waited before calling out, “Cora!”
Only the winter wind answered her back. 
Ruth went into the house, grabbing the rifle that hung above the kitchen door. She perched it on her shoulder as she walked out into the winter fields, her feet crunching in the snow as she followed the dog’s footprints. 
She made it to the edge of the property, seeing the mangled fence and an opening large enough for the dog to scoot under. 
Ruth groaned and muttered, “Are you serious, David?”
She climbed over it the best she could, landing on her back in the snow. She saw the dog not far from her, whimpering as it ran past her, back toward the fence. 
“What’s gotten into you, mutt?” Ruth grumbled as something caught the corner of her eye. She froze, looking about for signs of a predator. It would be unusual for wolves or a cougar to be in the area, but creatures were known to do foolish things when they were hungry. David’s body was proof enough of that. 
When she heard nothing, she stepped forth, seeing a trail of prints. She knelt down, frowning as she made out the pattern. A human, not wearing any shoes, had come through the woods toward the farm and had turned back. 
Ruth made her way back over the fence and held it up for Cora to slip under. She scooped the dog up and carried the trembling creature on her long walk back to the farmhouse. 
Once they got back, Ruth went into the kitchen, putting the dog down on the floor and laying the gun on the kitchen table before pulling out her cell phone. She hit her newest contact and waited for the phone to connect, after an electronic voice reminded her it was a long-distance call.
“Constable Henley?” she asked. “It’s Ruth MacGowan. I think there’s something you ought to come and see.” 
Henley arrived a bit past 10 a.m. Ruth waited for him in the kitchen, brewing another pot of coffee as Cora whined by her feet. She threw the poodle a scrap of coffee cake, but the dog rejected the offering, instead lying down under the table and whimpering.
Ruth heard the knock and let the constable in, leading him through the back into the kitchen. He was a heavier man, with a bit of grey in his hair, and a generally pleasant disposition. The dog went to him, still whining, and he knelt to give her a pat.
“Good to see you again, little girl,” he greeted. “I heard you had a bit of a scare today.”
“Can I get you something to eat or drink?” Ruth offered. “We’ve got plenty left over from the funeral.”
“That’s kind of you,” Henley replied, “but I’m fine. How are you handling all of this?”
“I’m alright,” Ruth said curtly. “You said I should phone you if there was any more I could tell you about David.”
“Of course,” Henley said, “but I have to tell you, the investigation might be closing soon. There’s no evidence of foul play. It seems like our initial instinct was right, it might have just been an animal attack. We’ve had reports of a momma black bear in the area. With the early winter, it wouldn’t surprise me if David got too close and she went berserk.” 
Ruth grabbed the wire cutters and her coat. “I think there might be more to it than that. You’ll want to put your gloves on for this.” 
She walked with Henley out toward the forests, the poodle in tow. When they got to the fence, Henley paused and said, “You could have just told me this. It looks like a bear could have done this. I don’t see what—“
Ruth cut the wire fence the rest of the way and pulled it apart with her bare hands until it was big enough for Henley. 
“Got to fix it anyway,” she explained. “Come on.”
She led him to the spot where she had found Cora and pointed toward the tracks. “Here, what do you see?” 
“It’s a footprint,” he said, squinting. “It’s a human. That’s not—“
“It’s barefoot,” Ruth stated. “Do you see that? Probably a size six and my guess is either a small female or a real big kid.” 
Henley looked up at her. “What are you saying?”
“I think you’re looking at a missing person’s case,” Ruth insisted. “My sister told you she heard someone that night, right? That she thought David was seeing someone and sneaking around.”
“Yes—“
“And my brother was found not thirty feet from here, ripped apart.” Henley looked down as Ruth insisted, “This wasn’t a bear attack. This was someone getting even and making a point by doing it.”
“Your brother was a respected man in this community,” he replied, his voice breaking. “I don’t know what you’re suggesting, but if you’re implying a footprint in the snow indicates your brother was in some...some...salacious business, then well, Miss—“
“What I’m saying here is that there is someone out here, someone was running away from here with no shoes. And I think you know my brother was no saint.”
“You thought yourself it was a bear attack,” Henley reminded her. “This fence only proves that further. Miss MacGowan... I know it’s difficult losing a family member. I remember when my dad passed...you think there’s something more to it, that there’s got to be some meaning to it all. But sometimes, these things just happen.”
Ruth felt a flush across her cheeks and she apologized. David was no paragon of virtue, but jumping to human trafficking was a stretch. “I’m sorry... I’m...”
Henley patted her on the shoulder awkwardly and said, “I’ll bring a photo of this back to the station. I’ll check and see if we have any missing persons in the area. Thank you for bringing this to my attention.”
Ruth walked him back to the house and watched as the car drove off. She played it all through again. It didn’t make any sense. That part of the property hadn’t been fenced off before. It was a good few klicks before their property touched anyone else’s and besides Cora none of the household would be stupid enough to go running around in the woods by themselves. It might make sense if David was trying to keep someone in, but…
Ruth shook her head, trying to get her thoughts together. Not a hostage





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
\u
0,.

W"ll@ce‘r
(Creatures

a /LOﬂ&'g[d

Y
Z
>

4 t‘- , . ‘\‘.
- y “"J
4 =

Nadia Stcven Rysing





OEBPS/images/8967b718-541b-4746-b164-a36cb93478cb.png





OEBPS/images/64b4dd1d-9125-4056-9b9e-4cf6ac34491e.png
e UNDERTAKRER BoOKS

www.undertakerbooks.com





OEBPS/images/3fdbf268-57c5-4f80-bd11-7eb417cd2349.png
ANAN








