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			Dedication

			
		
    I wrote the first draft of the story that would become "Scars" back in 2011. It was one of the first, if not the first, tales I would pen about Geoff. I had this notion it would become part of an anthology called "The Deconstruction of Geoff Cooper." At the time, I didn't take the idea very seriously. It was just a fun "wouldn't it be cool" scenario that I never thought would come to fruition.
 
How things have changed since then. 
 
Now I have two full-length novels published (plus "Scars" itself), a third novel in progress, and a small but dedicated group of readers. Who knows – at some point, I might consolidate a few Law of Teeth stories and "The Deconstruction of Geoff Cooper" might actually become real.
 
I cannot express how grateful I am for all the support from friends, family, and the online community of authors and readers I've discovered along the way. 
 
~~~
 
Edited by: Jessica Martin
 
Cover art by: T. B. Sinclair

      

    



  	
        
            
            No generative artificial intelligence (AI) was used in the creation of this work. The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this publication for purposes of training AI technologies to generate text, including without limitation technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication.
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When Jim Cooper is angry, the best idea is to be far away. Geoff learned that lesson years ago. When Dad got angry he tended to hit things. Usually those "things" were Geoff or his little brother Jared. Mom was pretty safe, most of the time. He never thought much about why Dad beat them; it started at such a young age Geoff just assumed it was the way things were.

That didn't mean he had to like it. 

All it took was the slam of a car door sometimes for him to know whether it was going to be a good night or a bad one. Lately it seemed there were more bad nights than good. Geoff was pretty sure it had something to do with the old mill where Dad worked.

He looked up sharply when he heard Dad's car tear up the driveway. Dad was driving like he was angry. Geoff couldn't say exactly what "driving angry" sounded like; he just knew. The brakes squealed as Dad rolled to a stop, and Geoff was in motion before the car door opened. 

His first stop was Jared's room, down the hall. He peeked through the doorway and spoke in a near whisper. "It's gonna be bad, Jared. Get in your hidey-hole." There was a loose piece of paneling at the back of Jared's closet that allowed access to a small space under the eaves of the roof. It was too small to be a proper attic but big enough to hide a frightened kid. It used to be they both could hide there, but Geoff had gotten too big to fit. 

Jared looked up at him with a frightened expression and nodded once. "Oh... okay. Where are you going?" 

"Nowhere." It was a lie of course, but Geoff wouldn't tell Jared where he went for two reasons. First, he didn't want his younger brother following him. Second, he didn't want Jared to tell their father where he was. Geoff couldn't say which would be worse. 

If Jared were just a little bit older he might have figured out where Geoff went. Likewise, if their dad wasn't so blinded by rage he probably could have found him. It's not like there were that many possibilities. 

Geoff waited until Jared was safely ensconced in the hidey-hole before leaving. It was almost too late. The frame of the house shook when Dad slammed the door shut. He was really pissed about something. "RACHEL! Get the fuck out here woman! I need a beer. Goddamn mill started handing out pink slips! I'm sure..."

He toned it out after that. Geoff didn't know what a pink slip was, but it didn't sound good. It sounded like the kind of thing that would end in bruises for him or Jared. Geoff crouched at the top of the back stairs, waiting. The stairs led straight into the kitchen and ended a few feet from the back door. He didn't think Mom would stop him, but he didn't want to risk it. Once he heard the refrigerator door thunk closed, he minced his way down the steps, trying to find a balance between speed and silence.

When he reached the bottom of the stairs he stopped, looking toward the living room. He could see a sliver of Dad's face through the doorway. Thankfully the man was too busy railing against the mill and all the injustices done to him to pay attention to his surroundings. For a moment Geoff wondered whether Dad would take his anger out on Mom if neither he nor Jared were available. He bit his lip in worry, reconsidering his decision. However, the instinct of self-preservation was stronger than protectiveness. When he judged the time was right, he crept toward the door, opening it as slowly as he dared.

Once outside, he fought the urge to break into a run that might have attracted attention this close to the house. Instead, he moved at a brisk walk for the first hundred feet or so, ratcheting up his speed bit by bit. Before he knew it, he was sprinting. 

Their backyard terminated in a tree line, and the forest beyond was huge. Geoff didn't know how big it actually was. He had some inkling it went well beyond the bounds of their property but was never interested enough to look at a map. All he knew was that the forest was vast, and it made a great place to hide. 

He'd been coming to the forest for a while now, ever since it became evident he could no longer fit with Jared in the hidey-hole. There weren't any other places inside the house for him to hide. They had an old, tin-roofed shed in the back, but it was padlocked shut and the key had been lost some time ago.

The forest was the next likely place to seek refuge. 

It had become an old friend to him. Geoff was so familiar with the terrain near the house, he could almost navigate it with his eyes closed. Something about the sounds and smells of the place connected with him on a deep level that had no name. It got to the point where Geoff would visit the forest just to visit the forest, and not to escape his father's angry fists. 

When he was far enough into the woods that he couldn't see daylight behind him, Geoff slowed. His face stung from a few welts he'd earned in his headlong dash – evidently he didn't know the place well enough to avoid some low-hanging branches. He gingerly prodded one of the stinging lines, but when there was no blood on his fingertips he shrugged it off. Growing up in the Cooper household, Geoff had developed a high tolerance for pain. 

He resumed at a more leisurely pace, not walking anywhere in particular but simply going wherever his feet took him. Every so often he'd pat the trunk of a tree as he passed it by. Geoff never bothered to learn the names of all the trees and plants; that felt too much like schoolwork. However, he did sometimes experiment with making traps and snares with old rope and saplings. He never caught anything, but once he found one of his traps had been set off. (The possibility that it might have sprung due to an error setting it up never crossed his mind.) 

Geoff didn't really think about too much as he wandered. He was content just being away. Others in his place might have been outraged at the unfairness of their situation or wallowed in self-pity. If Geoff ever felt that way, it was years ago. He'd grown up with the abuse and just accepted it as a part of life. Oddly, he didn't hate his father for it. Perhaps that would come with age, but Geoff was only sixteen, not quite a man in his own right. 

He was tall for his age, and if he'd eaten better he would have the body of a football player. However, Geoff missed too many meals, usually because he was somewhere avoiding Dad. His clothes were mostly discount fare from K-Mart. The Cooper family wasn't officially poor, but they skirted close enough to it that people often assumed (correctly, but for the wrong reason) that Geoff's gaunt frame was due to a lack of food. If they had theories for his frequent black eyes and bruised cheeks, they kept those to themselves.

Somewhere in the forest, a large form crashed through the underbrush. The acoustics of the woods were tricky, and he couldn't tell whether the sound was just a few feet away, or several hundred. It was a moose, probably. They were all over the place in Maine; he'd run into his fair share of them on his various woodland excursions. He never bothered them, and they never bothered him – he kept a cool, wary distance.

He brushed a lock of hair away from his eyes as he tried to locate the source of the disturbance. He was badly in need of a haircut – he and Jared both – but he knew better than to ask Mom and Dad about it. He'd also started to grow facial hair, though he kept that at bay by sneaking into the bathroom and stealing Dad's disposable razors out of the trash. By the time Dad was done with them, the blades were almost useless, but Geoff did the best he could. He used soap instead of shaving cream, and if he didn't want his face full of angry cuts and razor burn, he had to settle for leaving at least a bit of stubble on his cheeks and chin.

Though he listened intently, the sound didn't come again. He shrugged lightly to himself and returned to his wandering. The forest floor was humped and uneven, passable only in twisting, barely visible paths. He didn't know the term "game trail," or he might have recognized them as such. Every so often he would come upon a felled tree – most of these were due to storms, lightning strikes, or other natural causes. Logging was a big business here, but this was too close to residential areas. For the same reason, Geoff never had to worry about hunters.

Even though he'd been wandering the area for years, Geoff had barely covered twenty percent of the forest. He liked to return to a few favorite haunts most of the time: an old tree with wide, smooth branches that were great for climbing; the deep, overgrown channel of a dried stream; a half-rotted log with an opening at one end big enough for him to climb into. These were Geoff's hidey-holes and he knew them well. 

He reached a familiar bend in the path and the noise came again, louder this time. The moose (or whatever it was) was definitely closer – he knew that because now he could clearly tell from which direction it came. To follow the sound he would have to deviate from the path. Since he didn't know how long Dad's anger would take to dissipate, anything that prolonged this excursion might be a good idea. After a second of consideration, he shoved through the bushes in search of the animal. 

The moose-or-whatever-it-was was running. Without a trail to follow, Geoff moved slower, getting caught on thorns and stumbling over branches. For a moment he considered turning back. If he ripped or stained his clothes from a bad fall, he'd almost certainly catch hell for it. That was counterproductive, considering why he'd come to the forest in the first place. 

Just when he decided to give up the chase, Geoff reached a break in the underbrush. It wasn't another trail – this was fresher, the path that the moose(?) had trampled as it ran. A quick glance around revealed flattened bushes, snapped branches and large bare spots on trees where bark had been knocked loose. 

Frowning, he took a few more steps forward. Something didn't seem right, but he couldn't put his finger on it until he saw a smear of crimson on one of the trees. Blood. Did the animal wound itself in its haste, or was the injury the reason for its panicked flight? He suspected the latter. Though he didn't know jack shit about how to help an injured animal, some base curiosity propelled him onward.

Compared to the old trails he was used to, following the mysterious creature's path was easy. The occasional smears of blood were almost as plain as road signs, and the animal's passage cleared away much of the underbrush that might trip or entangle him. His initial cautious pace picked up until he reached a light jog. The animal had a head start on him, but he felt confident he could catch up, especially if its strength was waning from its injury. 

At least, that's what he assumed.

Geoff couldn't say how much time had passed before he realized he was deep in unfamiliar territory, but when he swiped hair out of his eyes again, it was wet and heavy with perspiration. "Well. Shit." As far as he could tell there was no one around to hear him, least of all the animal he'd been pursuing. Either he'd lost the trail, or the thing was in better shape than he thought. He looked down at his wrist and realized he didn't have his watch on. Great. Craning his neck, he peered up to see how much daylight he had left. It was hard to tell, but it looked as though the sky was starting to purple toward dusk. As much as he hated to, it was time to go home. If he got there too late, he'd really be in for it. 

Sighing, he turned around and started trudging back. It was surprisingly difficult to retrace his steps without guideposts of smeared blood or trampled underbrush all pointing in the same direction. A few times he got disoriented and had to turn about. Geoff had little fear of getting lost in the forest, or even of having to spend the night in the wild. Dad took him and Jared camping once, and Geoff loved it. That was one of the few good memories he had of his father. 

The ground beneath him sloped upward, and Geoff trudged onward, heedless of the failing light. Perhaps it was the dimness, or perhaps it was his unfamiliarity with this part of the forest, but Geoff didn't realize that while the hill rose gently in front of him, it dropped away steeply on the right side. A tree had fallen years ago, and without its roots to support the earth, water from seasons of rain and snowmelt undercut the soil. 

He put his right foot down, and before his mind registered that the ground was shifting beneath him, he was already falling. He only had time for a startled yelp and then he was tumbling down the unstable embankment to land with a jarring thud. He came to rest with his head in a shallow stream – no doubt the stream that had partially washed out the hill. The steep earthen face behind him formed the walls of a crescent-shaped clearing about forty feet long. Dense, gnarled underbrush crept right up to the opposite bank of the stream, effectively boxing him in.

He tried to stand, and a bolt of pain greater than any he'd experienced shot up his right side, radiating from a point just above his knee. He shrieked, falling back with a dazed expression on his face. Whatever tolerance for pain he'd built up under his father's torment was nothing, nothing, compared to this agony.

He lay there breathing in shallow gasps, losing track of time. Perhaps he passed out; Geoff would never be completely sure. All he knew was that the pain, though still huge, was no longer a galaxy unto itself. He had enough relief for cogent thought. Help. He was going to need help getting out of here. But in the middle of the forest, who was going to help him? No one even knew where he was. Hell, Geoff didn't even know where he was!

Slowly, with great care, he eased himself into a half sit-up position, the weight of his upper body resting on his shoulders and elbows. He looked down at his leg and immediately regretted it; his jeans were drenched in blood from the knee down and a very ominous shape was pressing outward on the pants from an odd angle. He slumped back down again, and even that small movement was enough to jar his leg, ripping another scream from him.

More time passed. He had no idea how much, but when he looked up through the branches all he saw was blackness. Night. The woods were more dangerous at night, even for able-bodied people. Geoff could feel his pulse pounding in his ears, and in throbbing echoes from his leg. 

"Help!" He gave what he thought was a yell, but in actuality the word came out a barely intelligible moan. Sucking in a breath, he gathered his will and tried again. "HELP!" The cry was louder this time, barely.

Somewhere in the forest, a wolf howled.
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The low warble made him cringe. Wolves? He knew there were wolves in the forest but for some reason he didn't consider them one of the possible dangers he might face. His heart beating wildly, he looked around but couldn't see anything. The moon, though bright and full, barely penetrated the canopy of leaves, and even Geoff's better-than-average night vision wasn't much help. 

He waited, but the sound didn't come again. Part of him was relieved, but he also knew if there were wolves nearby, he couldn't really signal for help. The last thing he wanted to do was draw their attention. Wolves didn't generally attack humans – at least he didn't think so – but would they take advantage of his injured state?

Night amplified the sounds of the forest. Wings flapped, trees creaked, and small animals scurried through the bushes (no doubt they were as startled by the wolves as he was). In the middle distance he heard a loud crash and for a moment was reminded of the wounded creature whose bloodied tracks led him to this predicament. No doubt the wolves would eat well tonight. A low manic laugh threatened to bubble from his lips, but he managed to keep it down. 

Another crash came, closer this time. Maybe it was his imagination, but he thought he could hear sounds: low pants and grunts, the sounds of a hunt. They were getting closer.

Geoff struggled to sit up again, dragging his body back a bit. This sent a new shock of pain shooting down his leg, and he gave a yelp, louder than he intended. He took a few seconds to recover and tried again, this time biting his lip to keep from crying out. He didn't even feel the warm trickle of blood down his chin as he bit his lip open.

The going was slow, agonizing, but eventually he was able to haul himself to the relative shelter of the hillside, his back resting against the damp, loose earth. His right leg splayed out uselessly in front of him. 

He must have dozed off because the next thing Geoff remembered was waking with a start. Across from him, the bushes parted, and a furred shape emerged, its eyes glittering in the filtered moonlight. Geoff had never seen a wolf in real life, and this one seemed bigger than he would have expected. It prowled out of the underbrush on stiff legs, its lean body crouching low as if it meant to leap at him. Dimly, as if in a dream, Geoff noted that the creature wasn't growling.

Dread hit him like a sucker-punch, knocking the air out of him. "Please no, please please please no..." The words spilled from his lips in a low breathy stream, even though he knew the wolf couldn't understand him. He was right; the beast lowered even further, tensed, and then it was springing at him. 

He didn't remember closing his eyes, but he remembered opening them to the sound of snarls and the thud of bodies hitting the ground nearby. Out of nowhere a second wolf had appeared, knocking the first off course before it could reach him. This one was even larger, its teeth flashing starkly white as it snapped and bit at the other. The two wolves circled and dove, circled and dove, the large one pinning the other down with its jaws wrapped around his would-be attacker's throat. 

Geoff thought the bigger wolf would go for the kill, but it stopped. Instead, it took a step back and swung its head from side to side as if scanning for other threats. A low continuous growl rumbled deep in its throat.

The first wolf had gotten up, but it seemed disoriented. When its gaze fell upon the larger wolf standing between it and its quarry, it slumped, tail drooping, and retreated back the way it came. The second wolf remained where it was a moment longer, its head tilting to one side as though listening for something. Geoff couldn't hear anything. Finally the wolf seemed satisfied and turned to look at him.

His initial elation turned to ice cold horror. Had the second wolf saved him only because it wanted him for itself? It was nearly the size of a St. Bernard. If this thing wanted to take a bite out of him, he stood no chance. The great beast moved close, sniffing at the bloody leg of his jeans. Geoff tried to shrink back, but with the hillside behind him, he'd nowhere to go. "Get away get away GET AWAY!" The wolf looked up at him then, meeting his eyes for a moment. He saw something in the creature's gaze that he didn't quite understand, an eerie sense of intelligence he wasn't expecting.

The beast gave a single yip, its tone decidedly negatory, and focused its attention back on his injury. It paced up and down the side of his leg, making low grunts and sniffing as it went. When it got within arm's reach, he took a mad swipe at it. His hand connected weakly with the beast's muscled hide and rebounded ineffectually. Even if he'd been at full strength, it's doubtful he could have done much to drive the wolf off; striking it was like hitting a furred wall. Its head snapped around and for a second the wolf simply looked at him. There was something disconcertingly human about the expression on its lupine face.

Geoff took a shuddering breath and closed his eyes. He swallowed, something in his throat cracking jaggedly. He opened his mouth, shut it, and opened it again. With eyes still closed, he spoke. "Whatever you do just... please let me go." If asked about it later, Geoff would claim he wasn't actually talking to the wolf but speaking to the forest in general. It wasn't a prayer; he was far from religious, but it was a plea to some power greater than himself. 

Prayer or not, something listened.

When Geoff opened his eyes again, the wolf had settled on the ground next to him. It was close enough for him to touch, but he dared not. The wolf simply looked at him, every so often making a soft hooting noise like a dog's whining. When it looked at him, Geoff felt like it was thinking, figuring something out. He wasn't sure whether he liked that idea or not. 

The night crawled by. Geoff struggled against sleep, fearful of what the wolf might do. When he sensed himself drifting off, he'd pound on his wounded leg to force himself awake. The first time he did it, the resurgence of pain was so great he let out an involuntary cry. The wolf sprang up, alert, its ears flattening. After a few moments the beast seemed to realize what had happened, and it fixed him with a gaze that somehow felt disapproving. It stared at him for a long time after that, slowly lowering itself back down. 

The second time he did it, he split his lip back open trying not to cry out. This time the wolf gave a sharp growling bark, getting to its feet once more. This time it put its muzzle close to his face, close enough he could feel hot breath on his cheek. The low warning rumble in its throat seemed to fill his ears, drowning out all other sound. Geoff didn't need to understand what was going on to take the hint. 

He tried once more to spur himself awake, but the moment his hand started to move, the wolf was up, growling and snarling and baring its teeth. Geoff swallowed and nodded. "Okay, okay..." The wolf eyed him for a moment longer and then huffed a breath at him, sinking back down.

Sufficiently cowed, Geoff didn't try to keep himself awake. Despite the pain, he sank into a light, fitful sleep. When he woke up, he was alone. His neck was a tangle of knotted muscle and the sensation in his leg had faded to a raw ache that threatened to flare up at the slightest provocation. Soft daylight filtered through the canopy above, and the woods had a drowsy stillness.

Then: "He's over here. Hurry up, will you?" It was a woman's voice, sharp and authoritative. Geoff tried to sit up, craning his neck to identify the source.

"Help!" His voice was dry and raspy, barely above a whisper.

"That'd be him." Another voice, this one male. To Geoff's ears, it sounded amused.

Finally, Geoff began to pick up the sounds of their approach: the crunch of dead leaves and twigs, the swoosh of branches and shrubs being brushed aside. He couldn't tell for sure, but it sounded like more than two people. His head began to swim dizzily, and he grew almost faint with relief. Someone, somehow, had found him. 

And then he saw her.

She emerged from the foliage in almost exactly the same spot the first wolf had. Her tanned face was broad, her cheeks and chin somewhat angular. She struck a balance between "striking" and "pretty" in a Farrah Fawcett meets Icelandic princess kind of way. Her blond hair was tousled, as though she had just woken up. As she stepped further into the small clearing, Geoff barely noticed that she was scantily clothed, in gray cutoff sweats that exposed most of her legs and a tank top that left her midriff bare. She had the body of a tennis player – trim and toned, with a flat belly and relatively small chest. Without a doubt she was the prettiest woman Geoff had ever encountered in his short life, but few would call her a knock-out beauty. She was also barefoot. 

"You... you..." Geoff could barely string words together. 

The woman smiled, and there was a motherly look to it that struck Geoff as odd coming from a stranger. "My name's Diana. You're going to be alright." Behind her four other people emerged, each of them in varying stages of undress. One man was entirely naked, but Geoff hardly cared. His eyes were on Diana and the barrel-chested man who stepped up beside her, arms crossed. The man looked older than Geoff's father, his face long and stern, but without the anger Geoff often saw in Dad. His upper body was bare, his chest covered in coarse, dark hair. No doubt the hair atop his head started out that same color but was now peppered with gray streaks. 

"I won't lie to you, kid, this ain't going to be pleasant. But we'll get you out of here," the man said. His was the amused voice Geoff had heard earlier. "From the looks of that leg, we need to get you to a hospital."

Geoff heard the words, but he'd barely taken his eyes off Diana. He blinked a few times. "Who... where...?"

The man held up a hand to forestall the question, a small knowing smile curving his lips. "Best you don't ask." He turned to Diana. "I can carry him myself, but it'd be better if we both do it. We don't want to jostle that leg any more than we have to." He turned to the others gathered behind him. "Trisha, find a pair of straight branches, we're going to try and splint this. Richard, watch her." He seemed to be talking about the remaining member of their party, a young woman who looked a few years older than Geoff. She was staring at him with an expression he didn't much like. Geoff thought he might have that same expression sitting down to a huge meal when he was famished. He adjusted his weight, swallowing uncomfortably.

A redhead who must have been Trisha wandered off, but she didn't go far. He could hear branches bending, the pop of wood snapping. Diana settled down beside him, running her hand through his hair. He found the gesture comforting. "So what's your name, hmm?" Her voice was soothing, the way a mother might speak to an infant. Another time he might have been insulted, but not now.

"I'm... Geoff. Geoffrey Cooper, ma'am." Ma'am? He never called anyone ma'am!

Diana seemed amused by his answer. She smiled, her eyes crinkling at the corners. "I don't remember the last time someone called me ma'am." She reached out and tweaked his nose. 

The bare-chested man, who had remained standing, snorted. "You done flirting?"

"Lighten up, old man. He's hurt and scared. Even you should be able to see that." She patted Geoff on the shoulder. "You'll have to forgive Oscar, he's a little possessive. If I went for younger guys he might have something to worry about." She was joking, or at least that's what Geoff assumed. With his upbringing, girls were pretty low on his list of priorities. He'd never been on a date, much less anything else.

Oscar said nothing but shook his head and turned to Richard and the other two. The girl had finally stopped staring a hole into Geoff, but that might be because Oscar had put his face inches from hers, speaking in low tones Geoff couldn't quite make out. Diana turned her head to watch them for a moment. If she could hear what was being said, she had much better hearing than he did. 

When Trisha re-emerged with two thick branches in hand, the girl was slipping off her t-shirt. Almost immediately her arms wrapped around her now-exposed chest. Oscar paid no attention to her discomfort; he
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