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Prologue

 


The fire had burned down to an even orange
flame when it exploded. There was a sudden cracking noise, a cloud
of cinders and a fist-sized coal shot out. The missile rocketed
toward Kelly and her breath caught.

Before she could flinch, membranous wings
clawed open, grabbed the air. The coal—now the flying thing—swooped
once around her head and disappeared into the frozen night.

Her eyes followed the blur until vertigo
pulled and she had to grab her knees to keep from falling off her
improvised chair. The wet logs grouped by the fire made slippery
furniture.

Bracing her legs, she realized that the beer
was getting to her—definitely; she’d have to slow down soon. Her
balance was going. She chuckled and then looked across the fire at
her companions. They were gaping at her.

“What?” She frowned, searching their shadowed
faces. Some instinctive memory brought a hand up. She swatted the
air in front of her. “What?”

“Holy shit, sweetie!” her boyfriend Randy
howled. “You must be wasted!”
He laughed. “That bat almost took your eyes out!”

“What bat?” Kelly struggled to regain her
composure. She straightened her back then gathered her long hair
behind her shoulders with a left and right swing of her head. She
squinted into the icy pine branches above. The tall red trunks
disappeared into ragged darkness.

“Wasn’t a bat, anyway.” She tried to recover,
remembering only a flame-etched shape. “Too cold…it was a blue
jay!”

“A blue jay? Ah
Kelly!” Mike Keeshig was her older brother. He slapped his thigh
and took a long pull on his Old Milwaukee. The American beer tasted
bitter and cheap, but he preferred spending his money on the ladies
at the Sweetwater Inn. Beer was all the same anyway if it was cold
enough.

He chuckled, scanning the shadows overhead
with his large brown eyes. The wind had the high branches swaying;
they knocked against each other with hollow tones. Stars showed in
a few jagged gaps, burning in the dark blue winter sky. “Was a
bat—I saw it. A big one too!”

“Nah,” Kelly said, grabbing a fresh can of
beer from a hole in the snow beside her—she almost tumbled off her
seat again. Their snowmobiles had run down a good flat place for a
fire near an old fence line. The cedar rails burned hot and the
parked machines formed a good windbreak across their backs. They
were miles from the highway with nothing around them but snow,
shadows and bush. “Was a whiskey jack then…”

“Ah shit sister, some Indian you are,” Mike
chuckled, pushing his black hair from his face. “Grandfather is
right. We’re not fit to hunt poodles!”

“Grandfather never hunted no bats!” Kelly
stabbed a finger across the fire. “What do you know anyway? You
couldn’t hit a bat with a baseball!” She laughed at her own
joke.

 “Only a bat flies that close to a fire,
blind like they are,” Mike said, scowling.

“True,” Randy agreed, nudging Mike’s elbow.
He was hesitant to join the discussion knowing how angry Kelly
could get when she was opposed. But he shrugged and hoped she was
drunk enough to forget it. “And owls would hate the light.” He
started asking Mike for a smoke but his friend suddenly shot a hand
upward, pointing.

“There!” Mike lurched to his feet—trying to
steady his footing on the uneven snow—his beers were getting on top
of him too. “Right there.”

All three watched a black, finger-winged
creature flap out of the shadows. In the flickering firelight they
could see it was a bat—the venous membranes crimson. It was a big
one too and in the queer light its eyes reflected red.

In the open silence of the frozen forest,
against the low crackle of flames they could hear the leathery snap
of its wings as it crossed the fire pit. The light tossed a creepy
shadow high on the trees as it came straight at Kelly again. Her
eyes were wide, glinting orange. Her whole body leaned away. There
was no doubt she saw it this time.

Then there was a loud snap—something strong—like a flag blowing in a
windstorm and the hard blunt shape of an owl hurtled across the
open space. Its broad wings smothered the branches overhead with
darkness. Talons reached out like demon’s hands and tore the bat
from its flight. The smaller creature disappeared behind a flurry
of feathers. The owl, crisp wings hissing in the frigid air,
climbed the wind out of sight, into the high branches of the pines
beyond the reach of firelight.

“Did you see that?” Randy was up dancing and
pointing into the trees in his excitement.

“Course. Course.” Kelly snapped out of her
paralysis, took a couple of hesitant steps toward him, and then ran
for the shelter of his arms. Randy watched the trees, sucking foam
from the top of his beer can. He’d dropped it when the owl
attacked.

“But I never saw nothing like it before.”
Mike put his hands over his hat brim to shield his eyes, moved well
away from the fire studying the branches against the stars. “No bat
and owl—that’s crazy!” He chuckled, “Blue jay! Kelly, for Christ’s
sake.”

“Do you think…” Kelly started, but was
silenced when a tattered scream tore the night. The sound bounced
off the frozen bark, off the snow and crackled in the hard winter
air around them. Before they could react or speak, there was a
powerful ripping sound high up in the trees—a gushing wet rending
noise—and then nothing.

Mike pointed. Fifteen feet from them, at the
edge of the firelight, a crisp pattering crackle began—something
dripping—followed by a heavy thump. A branch maybe, some pinecones,
had fallen and broken the surface of the snow. They shielded their
eyes against a spangled curtain of frost that drifted down on
them.

Mike pulled his flashlight out of his pocket,
played the yellow beam past the edge of the firelight in time to
see a dark stain burning through the surface of the snow,
collapsing it—and then he gasped. A big brown wing with
white-flecked feathers lay at the base of the tree. The torn stump
steamed, a tangle of wet, ripped muscle.

“Holy shit!” Randy moaned, tightening his
grip on Kelly.

She backed up to the fire, pulling Randy with
her, gasping a warning as Mike walked toward the mess in the snow.
He grunted, inspecting the stains and turned the light to the
ruined wing. Then the flashlight beam slid up the giant tree trunks
and into the branches. In the yellow light they could see thin
dustings of snow falling on him.

“Forget it, Mike!” Kelly called after him.
Her breath was coming in gasps. She tightened her grip on Randy.
Adrenaline was washing the alcohol out of her system. She didn’t
want anything to do with this Crocodile Hunter shit—you know how that ended up! Then a strangled cry burst from Mike and
he dropped his flashlight. His bulky silhouette suddenly barreled
through the snow toward them.

“No fucking owl! No fucking BAT!” he cried
as he passed them, and then jumped onto his snowmobile.

“Go. Go. Go. NOW!” Mike shouted, turning his
sled’s engine over. The machine roared twice and he was tearing
over the snow to the north.

Kelly looked at Randy, jaw hanging
stupidly—their expressions twisted over Mike’s behavior.
Is he
kidding? Then a rain of
drifting snow, branches and twigs started falling on them—knocking
new plumes of sparks from the fire. Their disbelieving looks
dropped when heavy, scrabbling sounds came from the trees directly
above them.

They looked up.

Something was moving through the high
branches backlit by a half moon that rode the snow clouds like a
sailing ship. Something big,
and it was climbing down.

They ran.

Kelly’s snowmobile started right away.
Randy’s hesitated—died—started and stopped before he swore and
leapt behind Kelly on her Yamaha. The pair roared away from the
fire into the winter night.

Neither of them turned to see the large
dark shape move effortlessly out of the tree. They didn’t see the
silhouette shifting against the blaze.



SECRETS


 Chapter
1

 


Blood sprayed out of the dog’s mouth every
time it barked. Pink froth steamed on its muzzle. The ice and snow
clung to its feet like crimson wax. The big German Shepherd danced
and whirled at the end of its rusty chain.

Constable Sloan frowned, watching it from
inside the cruiser. He didn’t dislike dogs; he hated them. His
ankles and shins chronicled the history of this long-held
animosity. Dog bites and the threat of a serious
mauling were a part of
life for him.

Years of approaching houses dressed in a
uniform made it a constant threat. So far, the grip of his gun was
free of any notches; but there was still time. He was open to the
idea.

The complaint had come from a bitchy
neighbor who lived a quarter mile away from the Morelli place. The
dog had been barking night and day since Tuesday. That made it
roughly a fifty-hour jag. Sloan knew the complainant was a
shit-disturber. An old widow who lived alone at her family farm,
Mrs. Leland needed attention.

There had been other complaints over the
years about trespassers and the like but Sloan, or whoever
investigated, had only ever found evidence of animal activity. That
was to be expected since Redbridge was surrounded by hundreds of
square miles of bush. In this case, the winter would have kept her
windows closed, and with the distance the dog’s barking couldn’t
have been more than an
annoying echo.

Likely, she just wanted company, and it was
easy to pick on the Morellis, an odd little family who kept to
themselves. They’d lived in the area for over thirty years, but
their isolation only greased the wheels of the rumor mill. 
They were their own worst enemies.

It was clear that their pet was in
distress. The dog’s tortured bark reminded Sloan of broken
machinery winding down. A dry repetitive hack was skewered by a
painful whine—there was clicking too, when it whimpered, like a
piece of cartilage in its throat had torn loose.

Sloan pulled at the zipper of his
police-issue parka, sneering at its high-tech woven shell and the
piss poor insulating properties of its lining. It was minus twenty
out there with a wind chill that would bring it to thirty
below.

“Made in Pakistan,” he grumbled, pulling down
the earflaps of his matching synthetic sheepskin hat. “What the
hell do they know about Canadian winters?”

He picked up the microphone, toggled twice
and said, “41-20 call.”

“Call 41-20, go ahead,” the dispatcher’s
voice buzzed with static. More cutbacks…

“Mary, it’s Sloan—ah shit, 41-20.” Sloan
sighed remembering the credo: Pride in Professionalism. “Sorry, dispatch.” A hint of sarcasm entered his tone. “41-20 call. I’m on
scene at the Morelli place.”

“Call 41-20, 10-4,” Mary Rourke replied.
She was a nitpicker who had reported his lapses in protocol in the
past. Pretty too, but he’d screwed that option by making a drunken
pass at her not long after his divorce. What are Christmas
parties for?

“Regarding the noise complaint…” he
reported, watching the agitated dog leap and turn like a force of
nature. Blood fanned the air in a scarlet arc. “The Morellis’ dog,
‘Kaz,’ is injured and going apeshit.” Ah, fuck. Why don’t you just report
yourself?
Save Miss Bitch the
trouble. “Sorry,
dispatch. We better get animal control out here.”

“Call 41-20, 10-4,” the dispatcher
affirmed.

“41-20 call, I’m checking it out. Stand
by.” Sloan frowned at the woman’s detached efficiency.
Doesn’t she know
that bullshit just makes the job harder? The protocol eroded the sense of brotherhood
he’d once felt on the force. At least dispatch hadn’t been
outsourced to India—yet. He grumbled
petulantly and then clipped the mike back onto the dash. He climbed
out of the cruiser.

A cold wind tore across the twenty flat acres
around the Morellis’ farmhouse and barn. It bit into his face and
his shoulders hunched against the chill. A thumping noise to his
left brought his eyes up. The tattered old windmill was spinning
wildly. Its rusted blades cut the frozen air with a low rasping
murmur—a dull metallic shriek and thump shook the tower
sporadically.

Sloan watched it shake against the cool blue
morning sky. The whirling blades were hypnotic.

But Kaz’s struggle brought him around. The
dog would bark painfully and then hurtle across the ice with all
his strength until the chain cracked and snapped him to the ground.
Then he’d do it again. The chain was wrapped around a massive maple
tree across the driveway from the house. The steel links had chewed
the bark off the trunk from the roots to about four feet up.

It was an eerie scene. No cars. No sign of
habitation. The windmill shrieked and thumped again.

Strangely, Kaz had only glanced when
Sloan’s cruiser pulled up, before turning back to the house to
continue his gory bark and dance. Sloan had met Kaz before—pretty
much every time there’d been a complaint. He was the usual
suspect. The dog chased
cars in the summer—promised murder to snowmobilers in the
winter—lots of warnings were given. Finally the Morellis were told
to keep Kaz chained at all times. In the past, Kaz went ballistic
any time Sloan pulled into the driveway.

There were more serious incidents too.
Before he was chained up, Kaz was suspected when calves were found
mutilated, their throats and bellies torn out. The dog was big
enough to kill a hundred-and-fifty-pound calf. His aggressive
attitude, wild eyes and the fangs he flashed at everything made it
easy to blame him. But they couldn’t prove anything.

When livestock killings happened after the
dog was chained, it became a general rumor that it was wolves all
along. Wolves, even though nothing was eaten: the calves were left
to bleed out in the clover.

But, Kaz had been tied up in compliance
with the order and Sloan had not returned to the Morelli place in
what, two years? The Morellis were a strange couple, no question
about that—but out of sight, out of mind.

Sloan puzzled over some memories of the
Morellis’ daughter. He
remembered a pretty little thing with dark eyes a few years behind
him in high school.  But she ran away while Sloan was training
to be a cop. And that’s been rewarding hasn’t it?

“Easy, boy,” Sloan whispered, started forward
a few steps—and then halted. A sharp rise in the driveway had
hidden the true extent of the animal’s distress. A wedge-shaped
bloodstain had sprayed about twenty feet from Kaz’s icy,
piss-colored run to the house.

Holy shit, Kaz what’s keeping
you going?

Blood, saliva and foam dripped from the dog’s
mouth, had formed a heavy mask of ice that hung from his jowls. A
wide band of raw and torn skin was exposed beneath his collar.

“Shit!” But the dog didn’t even glance at
him. It barked, sprayed blood and lunged at the red brick
farmhouse. The chain snapped tight and flipped him back. The dog
sprang up and repeated the trick.

“Dumb dog,” Sloan turned muttering. The
side door of the house was open. Shit! The frame was cracked like the door had been forced. A
shiver ran up his spine, shuddered over his scalp.

Time for stealth
mode!

He drew his gun, flipped the safety off. The
wind was running from the east, and the door opened onto it. The
house was barely two stories tall; it would be a freezer in there.
He started toward the building, gun ready.

When he got between Kaz and the house, the
big shepherd finally noticed him. It savaged the air howling and
spattering blood, putting up a new, impossible show of ferocity.
Baring its teeth at Sloan, the dog slammed recklessly against the
chain and flipped on its back again.

It slashed the sky with its fangs before
leaping to its feet and lunging again. The chain thudded
dully—sawed off splinters of wood and shook the maple tree, sent
vibrations through the ground to Sloan’s feet.

“Easy Kaz, we’re on the same side…” Sloan
hissed, setting his boot on the bottom stair. The lights were off
inside, nothing.

“North Bay Police Services!” he shouted
over the dog’s savagery. Excellence in Policing. “Constable Sloan. Anybody here?”

Nothing—just Kaz clawing up onto his feet and
lunging. There was a thump and howl. The dog raked the bloodstained
ice, got to his feet again.

Sloan climbed the stairs and crossed the
small porch. Through the open door he saw a long drift of snow
angling across the floor toward the far corner of the room. It
pointed at two doors, one led out; the other must have opened on a
bathroom. A quick glance left and right showed that otherwise the
building was entirely open—a single room. He edged his way in.

A canopied double bed was shoved against
the far wall dangerously close to a wood stove. To his left Sloan
saw a sink, countertop and antique collection of kitchen
appliances. At a right angle to that was a small living area—two
ratty looking comfy chairs, a couch and a television. A quick
glance up to the right showed a cantilevered piece of floor—a
platform—no more than eight feet on a side. Just over the lip of
this he could see a pair of small brass bed knobs.

That’s where the girl used to
sleep.

A ladder led down from that to a fridge.
Its right side was pressed against the back of a loveseat placed on
a large throw rug. The pictures on the walls were strange: a
mallard duck on yellowed newsprint under glass, an oil painting of
a city street, an embroidered poem—the Serenity Prayer. There was a window in each wall. The
blinds were pulled down and the curtains closed.

“Anybody home?” he asked the shadows, and
took a few tentative steps into the room. Kaz thumped and howled
again. A trickle of sweat ran between Sloan’s shoulder
blades. Dedicated to service, committed to
community.

As his eyes adjusted to the dim light he
made out a long pair of clothing racks jammed into a narrow space
at the foot of the bed. There was silk and brocade and ribbons. It
was all the fancy finery that Mrs. Morelli wore.

Everyone had seen her in the stuff—like a
character out of a movie, ridiculously overdressed walking the
gravel roads, or
crossing the rough fields. She didn’t see that her behavior was
just more weird shit for people to throw back at her.

His eye followed this tangle of cloth and
chrome until it disappeared behind the bed’s yellowed canopy. A
gust of wind entered the house and shifted the hanging material
enough to expose a set of painted toenails protruding from a
woman’s shoe.

Sloan’s teeth locked. He turned his gun on
the drapery. Adrenaline flew along his nerves. He could see through
the gauzy material. The foot led to a woman’s calf—everything else
was obscured by the canopy.

“Mrs. Morelli?” He took a step
forward—sniffed the air. Spices? Perfume? Rot?

“Mrs. Morelli?” he whispered, now a few feet
from the canopy.

Kaz continued to rage. The dog coughed a
slick bloody bark followed by another rush and clunk as the chain
pulled tight. Steeling himself, Sloan held his gun level, stepped
in close and pulled the canopy aside.

Mrs. Morelli was wearing one of her finest
gowns. White silk with some kind of small semiprecious stones
outlined the shape of her neck and shoulders. The material fell
provocatively away from her breasts, draped over her hips and
thighs.

She was sitting on a plain wooden chair
between the racks of dresses. Her dark eyes were open, and her
long, narrow nose touched the white veil that hung over her face.
The material cascaded past her pursed red lips and came to rest
against the shining collar of her dress. She looked so young, but she had to
be pushing sixty.

Sloan had grown up running through these
fields and back roads, had seen her over the many years, and she
was unchanged. A fine layer of frost gave her face a magical look
beneath the veil.

Then his focus shifted to the red-blue wound
on her throat, maybe two inches long. Three small drops of blood
had frozen in their downward course to her breast. Her hands were
clasped in her lap.

“Mrs. Morelli?”

A muscular thrashing weight fell on Sloan’s
shoulders. Fangs tore at his collar; claws raked his spine. He fell
forward against the mattress, thrusting at the bedpost for
leverage. A snarling mouth ripped at his head as he found purchase.
Sloan dug his boots into the frost-tinged carpet and twisted.

He fired four times pointblank before Kaz
stopped snapping at him. They rolled off the bed together onto the
floor. A cold hand squeezed Sloan’s heart, his breathing
stopped—his wrist ached from the gun’s recoil.

Time slowed and his mind cycled terror. Then
his breath returned in one enormous panicked gasp. He coughed, took
another breath and registered the clammy sweat that covered his
chest.

A stunned moment later, he heaved the big dog
off his legs. Its heavy body rolled over, tangled itself in the
length of chain it had dragged into the house.

A quick look showed that Mrs. Morelli was
undisturbed. Her frozen face had watched the attack without
emotion. A fresh film of frost twinkled on her veil. Sloan slapped
at the back of his neck with his free hand; it came away
bloody.

“Damn…” He climbed unsteadily to his feet,
staggered across the room and out of the house—fell hard on the icy
steps.

The cold wind snatched his breath away. He
got up and lurched toward the cruiser. He dropped into the car,
grabbed the mike.

“It’s Sloan—” He felt a final powerful surge
of adrenaline turn his thoughts white. “Mary, shots fired.” He
choked on a frigid breath of air. The panic was leaving—his neck
throbbed. “Get me some help out here.”

“Call 41-20,” Mary responded. “Back up is on
the way. Stay with me, Harry.”

“Dog attacked me and I shot him,” Sloan
gasped into the mike.

“Okay, hang on,” came the reply. He imagined
her snapping off directions, voices answering—he could only hear a
buzz and crackle from the radio, then: “Any sign of the
Morellis?”

“Don’t know about Mr. Morelli.” Sloan
struggled to control his breathing; he clutched the gun to his
chest and cast about the snowy fields for any sign of life or
death. “But his wife’s frozen solid.”


 Chapter
2

 


Fergus rode back up the big hill. There
were so many trees on either side of the road that the snow never
got deep enough to trap his tricycle’s fat tires—especially with
Mr. Travers driving his orange grader along it every time it
snowed.

The low thick branches formed a protected
tunnel that kept the cold wind from making drifts. Even if it
sometimes did, Fergus had a special way of pedaling to get through
deeper stuff. By shifting his weight over the big front wheel, he
could go faster than the kids ever thought he could.

Fergus’ breath billowed out in a smoky
plume. It was cold, but he still rode the big hill. He did it every
day, and never got tired—well, never admitted it.

He’d grunt against the strain on the way up,
crow happily at the top and then speed back down screaming with
delight. His bad leg did get sore from all the pedaling, and the
twisted toes on his left foot ached where they gripped the thick
sole of his boot, but it was worth it.

The whooshing ride down was always
fun—better and faster in the summer with gravel kicking up from his
tires and leaves waggling green flags overhead. He loved the way
the warm breeze made his thick hair shiver like curly grass. It
always brought a smile to his face, pulled his big yellow teeth out
in glee.

But that was the summer. No one would see him
smiling now. A heavy gray scarf was wrapped around his head and
neck so many times his mom said he looked like a mummy. He didn’t
think he looked like her at all.

Today there was a special urgency to his fun.
The air had a new dry chill to it, the wind was shifting and he
knew what that meant. His mom said the deep of winter was coming
on, and the pine trees would start cracking and the blowing snow
would rush in—night would be way longer than the daytime and people
would grumble getting out of bed and grumble all day long. Fergus
would grumble too.

He reached the top of the hill and turned
the tricycle. Its name was Superglider. His mom ordered it from a special place that made things
for sons like Fergus. It was red with white stripes on it. There
was a big wire carrier on the front and a wide flat step on the
back where he could put passengers—though he rarely did.

Well, sometimes little Serena Bourke rode
back there but only in the summer when it was safe and never
ever
down the hill.

The Superglider could go like the wind when he peddled hard, or when he
came flying down the hill. Fergus was sure that the Superglider was
the best tricycle in town. The other kids that played on the hill
in winter and summer all thought so too. Some tried to make fun at
first, but the Superglider really went fast and they all ended up clapping their hands
and shouting with pleasure.

From the top of the hill Fergus could
almost see where the road bent back to town. It looked like a
frosty white worm crawling through the gray shadows of the forest
overhang. He looked behind him to where his mom said the road would
meet the distant highway—only trees, and
snowbanks—no
cars.

He could go. He could ride. He could
scream.

Fergus didn’t think about what people
said. Everyone from town was mostly nice to him—and other kids came
with him on their bikes in the summer and toboggans in the
winter—though he never went much past the hill. And everybody knew
him—so he just kept to his business, struggling up the hill and
laughing all the way back down.

He didn’t care when sometimes travelers
got lost and took the road to town. They came over the hill in
their shiny cars and stared at him with their big round eyes
caught in the slanted
windshields.

But Fergus just smiled and laughed from
his perch on the Superglider. He
giggled over a beard of drool when their mouths went wide with
shock. He laughed because he knew something that they could never
know and he could never tell them.

Fergus had a special way of seeing things. By
squinting his eyes and looking very hard, he could gaze past the
simple frightened looks and see their lives in the distance, and
where they ended, and how. Fergus didn’t know how he could do it,
but he could.

Fergus liked going up and down the hill
almost as much as he liked his coloring books. His mom said he
would have been a Picasso—whatever that was—if not for all the
trouble he had.

He liked to draw pictures of everything—even
kids playing, though it sometimes made him sad. Fergus wasn’t sure
he always got their faces right—it was so long ago.

But rubbing his crayons all over an open
white page drew Fergus away from nightmares when he had them and
lifted him out of the discomforts of his body.

He knew he looked broken and bent as he
chugged along on the Superglider but at least you could see what was wrong with
him.

You didn’t need to look in a special way
with special eyes to understand how God had shaped him because there were
marks—that’s
what the old minister called them when he whispered with Fergus’
mom downstairs. He told her quite sadly that the marks were clearly
etched on Fergus’ body, survivor though he be.

He was marked and Fergus knew that was all the people in the cars could
see. They saw the marks and nothing more.

Fergus had lived this simple life for many
years. His mother knew how many, and she told him; but numbers were
itchy little things that wouldn’t stay put when they got into his
head. Like the busy ants under the back porch moving in jittery
lines over the sand, numbers looked too much alike to tell apart,
and when he did learn one he had to use it quickly before it
slipped back out again.

It wasn’t worth the work.

Time and numbers were just too ticklish
for him to focus on, so he did whatever he was doing until
something changed. He knew very well what day and night was, and
that was as much as he
needed to know.

So he rode up and down the big hill until he
heard his mother’s call echo through the trees in the river valley.
Sometimes the call meant lunch, and sometimes it meant supper and
sleep. That was fine with Fergus because he liked them all.

At his mother’s call, he would turn his
tricycle and take one last giggling ride down the hill, gliding on
the memory of the whooshing wind until he got to the bend in the
road. Then Fergus’ smile would fall away and the corners of his
eyes would grow tight with apprehension.

He’d bite down on his breath, and pump the
pedals as hard as he could and go as fast as he could. For the road
wound by the old church, with its gray, fake-shingled walls and
rusted steel roof. Fergus’ breath would catch as he pedaled
the Superglider through the shadow of the iron steeple that bent over the
road like a dying tree.

Fergus hated going by the old church
because bad things had happened there. Once, a long time before, he
had made the mistake of squinting his eyes and looking at the
building in his special way.

Then he saw much more than the
distant lives and
endings of travelers.

He saw something horrible with a black
tongue and bulging eyes hanging from the steeple. It pointed a bony
finger at him and tried to shriek past its swollen lips. Fergus saw
hunched and twisted shapes shamble in and out of the building
clutching bloody pieces of living things in their claw-like hands.
They pushed the quivering flesh into toothless yellow mouths.

When Fergus looked away, he saw an endless
gray dead land going on and on and on over the hills and there were
no trees. On the cold bare ground he saw the bodies of everyone he
knew and all the others that went along the twisting gravel road
past the hill. And the kids too, they were there, and among their
corpses he had seen his own.

“Fergus,” he stuttered to steady his nerves
as he rode past. Scratching the black stubble under his scarf, he
consoled himself again. “Fergus.”
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3

 


It was cold. The bitter wind ate through
the synthetic fabric of Sloan’s gloves, coat and stupid hat. He
knew he looked like Constable Poindexter in the headgear—flaps up or down it was a no-win
situation.

“Friggin’ management,” he growled, the
chill eating up whatever bravado Kaz’s attack had left him. It was
cold, and his neck hurt. He flapped his arms, as his colleagues
did—a chorus
line of Constable Poindexters. Counting himself, four of North Bay’s finest danced on
the ice-covered driveway to keep their blood flowing.

Compassion for those in
need.

“And we get pity,” Sloan whispered,
glancing at Mrs. Morelli’s body bag one last time. Tinted windows
in the hearse’s rear door gave the black shape an ominous look.
She’d frozen solid in a sitting position so they had a tough time
getting her into the bag. They couldn’t close the zipper completely
so another bag was wrapped over the open section to cover her
knees. Not
perfect, but it resembles dignity. A shiver rolled over his shoulders.
That wound on her
neck, Sloan
thought. Weird.

The hearse honked and Sloan jumped. The
long vehicle squeezed past three police cruisers trailing a cloud
of exhaust then hit the concession road and headed toward town. The
forensics man on shift, Don Beatty, drove Guy Patrick the coroner
down the same road when they left about thirty minutes before. They
got to the scene at noon and stayed almost two hours.

The cold had everyone hurrying. Don took a
pile of pictures and notes while Patrick went over the body before
releasing it and calling in the removal service. Martin’s Funeral
home sent the hearse.

Campbell Clark, a local pathologist who
usually jumped at anything intriguing, would appreciate the head
start whenever he got back from fishing on Turtle Lake. Guy said it
would be a day or two before the body thawed enough to open up.

With the cold coming on, no one wanted to
wait around for the detective on duty to answer his page. Jordan
Corbeil was a decade younger than Sloan, and had held the position
with the service for five years. They’d never seen eye to eye, and
it was witnessing that dickhead’s politicking with management that
made Sloan glad he stayed in uniform. Everyone on the street knew
that Corbeil had been promoted past his abilities; but he was a
talker, and he didn’t mind hiding his inadequacies behind the hard
work of others.

Sloan had worked around enough crime
scenes to know the steps and there was a time he considered making
a run for detective. Sadly, he had the aptitude, but not the right
attitude. He’d leave that to the ass-kisser. Corbeil was on duty,
but had failed to answer any pages. So as acting-Sergeant for the
shift, Sloan had called in the troops to process the crime scene.
Corbeil would be pissed about it, but that didn’t worry
Sloan. Answer your page, asshole!

Animal Control had hauled Kaz’s body away,
lots of photos of that too. One of those officers, skinny Jane Morrison, looking pale and vegan had
twisted her lips scornfully at him after a similar look at his gun.
Sloan wanted to suggest she could fuck herself, but Jane loved that
kind of thing. She’d already filed a complaint against him once
when he shot a cat that was suspected of having rabies. He joked
that it was also running a meth lab but Miss Morrison did not find
that funny.

So he smiled at her and hoped she’d fuck
herself anyway. Probably had to. They wouldn’t be lining up for that bony
ass.

Sloan cursed the wind. His collar was up and
the synthetic fur rasped against the bandages on his neck. The
wounds were superficial but hurt like hell. The dog bite had been
cleaned and dressed by the ambulance attendants. They took a quick
circus sideshow look at Mrs. Morelli and left when the Animal
Control van threatened to park them in. He didn’t mention his sore
wrist and thumb. His gun’s recoil had given them a painful twist
but Sloan knew it was just a matter of time before his peers
started razzing about Kaz getting the drop on him.

He was in no mood for it, and they could
tell. For now, his scowl and the sight of Mrs. Morelli’s corpse had
them spooked enough to avoid the dark humor. Whatever her
idiosyncrasies, Mrs. Morelli was a neighbor, and none of them saw
enough death to be flippant about it—especially death that might be
murder.

There wouldn’t be an autopsy for several
days. The pathologist was due back from ice fishing Saturday
afternoon. Sloan knew that because Clark had invited him along. He
needed the break, the beer and company, but he had child support
and spousal to pay, and his ex would not accept pickerel or white
fish instead of cash. Bitching about it had already cost him more
money so he had to grin and bear it.

Sloan picked up every extra shift he could
get. It left him without a social life, but at least his son, Sam,
could visit him in a three-bedroom house, not a shitty apartment, a
trailer or a pop-up van. It took most of the satisfaction out of
the job though, and got him thinking about early retirement. He
could get a little cottage and fish away the days with a beer in
hand. Now
tell me the one about the three bears, Sloansky…

Constable John Lavigne stood beside him.
The younger man’s body was thin and wiry, and seemed to be
shivering with cold, but Sloan knew it was probably just nerves.
Rookie was a walking panic attack. He had been on the force for two
years but they continued to call him “rookie” because he still had
his opening night jitters.

He was a good officer for the most
part—obsessively so—but Sloan had plenty of reservations about him.
The other constables on scene, Sheila Barnes and Carl Henrich, had
been on the force for almost as long as Sloan. They were trudging
back to double-check the barn for any sign of Mr. Morelli.

Morelli’s old black Ford pickup was missing.
There was just a patch of thawed ice in the snow, tire tracks and
kicked up drifts behind the house where it had been parked. The
cellar doors were shoveled clear and locked on the inside. Sloan
and Rookie were looking for another way into the basement when Don
arrived with the coroner.

Mr. Morelli was an odd ball. Over the
years, Sloan had come to think that everyone had met him,
once, and not
again. Usually in the evening or early morning. Always off the
beaten path: a concession road in his truck hauling tires or wire
or posts, or hiking along a line of fence, maybe sitting by a
neighbor’s cow pond.

Sloan had passed his truck many times, had
waved to him as well. But they’d never met on his visits about
Kaz—Mrs. Morelli had received the order to chain the dog with a
pretty flip of her hair and a smile. Morelli managed to be out
every time. Funny too, because Sloan had made a mental note to
introduce himself to Morelli, but it always seemed to get
misplaced.

Deep voice with an
accent, they said of Mr.
Morelli. Didn’t talk much. A pale-complexioned fellow, black hair, broad
shouldered—and those that met him in the summer said he needed a
bath. That could have been excused if Morelli had actually worked
his farm, raising sheep maybe, pigs or goats. The thin layer of
soil on the rocky Canadian Shield wouldn’t let you grow much else
this far north.

Most people wondered what he did on the farm,
and where he came by his money. Mrs. Morelli purchased dresses,
jewelry, silverware or whatever she wanted when she came into North
Bay every other week. She never came in with Mr. Morelli—with her
daughter years ago, yes, before she ran away.

But you could count on two things from the
local people: they wouldn’t ask you your business and they were
sure to talk about nothing else. They didn’t like Morelli’s accent,
those that could remember it. That started the old saw about
foreigners coming over here to buy up good farms, marry our girls
and lie around like princes on money they made from crime or worse.
People whispered Mafia.

They looked to his wife, Margaret Stewart,
for the recognizable. She came from somewhere that nobody could
remember—the consensus was Montreal or Sault Ste. Marie.

“Morelli’s going to run!” Sloan spat into
the wind. His mood was sliding farther south. “Friggin’ Kaz!” He
knew this whole thing would end up with the provincial police or
some other municipal force or the feds—fucking RCMP—chasing Morelli down and charging him with second
or third degree murder, maybe manslaughter—“my wife and I had a
fight, Officer, and I’m under a lot of stress—blah, blah, blah!”

Friggin’ Canadian
laws!

Morelli would hire a lawyer; prove he’d been
crazy for years and get set up in a rubber room at a Regional
Health Center. Out in a couple of years for passing the right
tests. Justice was the only satisfaction Sloan could eke from his
job, and if he couldn’t get it, it wasn’t worth missing weekends
with Sam. The boy was having trouble in school since his mother
started dating.


 “Fucking
bitch!” Sloan
snarled.

“What’s that Harry?” Rookie’s face twisted up
in puzzlement—he was chewing a hunk of chocolate bar.

“Nothing, Rookie.” Sloan kicked at the ice,
slapped at his arms and shoulders. “No-friggin-thing.”

“So what now?” Rookie watched the concession
road where the hearse had turned south.

“Our boys are watching for Morelli in North
Bay. The OPP are sending a detective in and looking for Morelli on
the highways. We search for
him on the property.” Sloan dug into his pocket for a pack of gum.
“Twenty frozen acres. He’s not here.”

“Think he’s dead?” Rookie slid his chocolate
bar away and lit a cigarette—Sloan had managed to quit smoking and
stay quit for three weeks. He found his gum, tore the wrappers off
two pieces and chewed, then shrugged to answer Rookie’s
question.

There was a sudden thump, Rookie’s hand slapped at his gun belt. In that
instant he transformed into a miniature Clint Eastwood having a
panic attack. Sloan pointed at the windmill. The thin man’s eyes
rolled up and focused on the grating noise as the old blades chewed
the air.

“You shoot me…” Sloan walked toward the
house. “And I’ll kill you.”

“Harry!” A voice, Henrich’s was distorted by
the cold January wind. “Sloan!”

With an angry glance at Rookie, Sloan hurried
to the far corner of the house. He saw the other constables
standing on the frozen gravel in front of the barn—waving. The
doors gaped wide—darkness yawned behind them.

“Harry!” they called again.

“Come on,” Sloan growled at Rookie.
Distantly, a touch of humor tweaked him, when he saw Rookie take an
awkward half-puff, take another and then throw the cigarette
away—he took a step and then went back to put it out with his
boot. What a
rookie!

The ice crackled and popped underfoot as they
ran the hundred feet to the barn. Cold air burned his lungs and cut
into the lines on his face. As he got close, Sloan could tell by
the strain in Henrich’s big German features that something bad had
happened. Barnes looked scared. That wasn’t like her. They always
joked how unfair it was that she had the biggest balls in the
service. Sloan remembered a time she squared off with four drunk
and disorderly moose hunters and took them into custody—all of them
bloody and torn, her too. She was first to speak.

“A body.” Barnes’ dark eyes flashed, the lids
fluttered. She was struggling for control. Her gloves were curled
into fists and thumped her thighs.

“A body?” Sloan stepped up, almost slipped
on a hump of ice. He looked up at the gray sky resisting the
ramifications of that revelation. You weren’t thinking clearly—failed to
expand the perimeter of the crime scene…  A light cascade of flakes was descending.
Too cold for a squall for now, but the forecast said it was going
to warm up a bit, bring on the possibility of a blizzard.
Okay.
“Shit…”

“Yep, Shit.” The veins on Henrich’s nose
stood out and his breath smoked. “We came up here when Don and Guy
were doing their thing, but we didn’t dig.”

“Dig? Is it Morelli?” Sloan moved cautiously
toward the barn. The darkness inside pulled at him.

“Don’t think so.” Henrich winced.

“There’s more… there’s…” Barnes’ voice choked
off. Her hand fluttered, kept coming back to her gun belt.
“Something bad…”

“In here…” Henrich finished her sentence.
“You got to look, Harry.”

“Damn,” Sloan muttered. He’d already
released Mrs. Morelli’s body. You’re going to hear about that. “Shit!” He followed them into the barn
with Rookie and immediately smelled half-frozen manure, old stuff.
But the Morellis didn’t keep any livestock. Then Sloan remembered
that up until last year they wintered some of Kyle Desjardin’s
herd, beef.

Sloan looked over at Rookie, could see him
shaking his hands, cracking his knuckles. He pulled the catch off
his holstered gun.

“Smells bad, Harry.” Rookie jerked his nose
ahead of him. A stench accompanied the manure, something
darker—sweeter and fouler.

“Sheila saw a hand—a couple fingers…”
Henrich continued, leading Sloan deeper into the barn past empty
stalls, and then across frozen earth toward the back
wall.

Barnes and Rookie turned on their flashlights
and ran them over a hulking wall of dried manure pushed against the
rear of the foundation. The shit ran the entire width of the
building, sixty feet, and was almost piled to the rafters, nine
feet overhead. A filthy tractor was parked beside it—the bucket
crusted with manure.

“I found a shovel…” Henrich snatched it up
from where he’d left it on the floor.

Sloan stopped. He could see where the hard
outer layer of manure had been knocked off to reveal the line of a
jaw and throat—the sleeve of a rotting t-shirt. A body, on its
back, trapped in layers of manure. The corpse was stained black.
Henrich prodded the wall with his shovel, knocked more of the solid
facing off; the smell rolled upward.

“Stop that…” Sloan was about to
finish: I’ve
got to call forensics back… But Barnes spoke.

“We thought it was Morelli, until we saw
this.” She slid her flash about five feet along the wall. Four
female fingers poked out of the black manure; they looked
porcelain. “The daughter?”

Henrich moved over, probed the pile near the
fingers; his shovel exposed a thumb and wrist. Sloan was again
assaulted by the stench.

“Stop it…” he ordered, as Henrich became
possessed by curiosity or madness, pushing the shovel into the
mound in the direction that the forearm would run away from the
wrist. “Henrich!”

There was a low snapping sound, and a quiet
rumble. The thick wall of manure shifted.

“Watch it!” Sloan grabbed Barnes’ coat and
leapt back. Henrich heaved himself away stiff-legged as the entire
hardened facing of manure collapsed.

Clouds of dust rolled over Sloan. Decay
stained his senses. He could taste manure and rot. He shook Barnes’
shoulder and gave Henrich a tap with his boot. She grunted; he
grumbled. Sloan slapped out for the flashlight and regained his
feet.

Rookie was screaming. Sloan stabbed at the
dust and darkness with the flashlight’s beam. The stench was
overpowering. There were tears in his eyes.

Rookie was on his back and buried to the
sternum. His flashlight was gone. He was pushing at the ugly pile
that pressed him down.

“Christ!” was all Sloan could manage to
say. A thick black sludge had burst past the frozen crust of manure
and with it had come bodies. Lots of bodies. Rookie kept screaming as the flashlight beam fell on
eyeless faces and twisted limbs. His voice tore the air—ripping his
vocal cords—breaking them like Kaz’s.

He tried to swim out of the rotting muck.
Slipping, unable to claw free, he struggled in the avalanche. All
around and over him were tangled limbs and rotting bodies. A thick
warm mist rose in the chill air.
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Fergus was tired of his pictures so he tossed
the big red crayon into his coloring box. That’s what his mom
called the little wicker basket she gave him for that purpose. It
held pencils and washable markers too, and some paperclips for
squeezing things together.

The big crayons were his favorite. Crayons
required lots of work to make a solid color and he liked his colors
bright and bold. The big ones did the job faster and anyway the
damage from his sickness left his hands too shaky for working with
fiddly little crayons. The big ones gave him the bright colors he
liked and let him draw lots of pictures before his wrists got
tired.

Fergus drew whatever he wanted. Sometimes
he just colored shapes he saw in his mind, and other times he
copied things from books: animals, cars and trees and stuff. Other
times too, he’d draw things he saw in dreams, or remembered. Other
things he drew, only Fergus could see when he squinted his eyes in
his special way and looked past people into their
shadows.

He drew those things sometimes because he
didn’t know what they were and other times because he wanted to
remember he had seen them. He avoided drawing scary things if he
could because they scared him—although there were times the
pictures didn’t frighten him until he was finished.

Most times though, he tried to draw the
things he saw in the village or on TV like old buildings, fire
trucks, trains and machines. Fergus wasn’t any good at faces, so he
didn’t even try to draw the people he sometimes saw.

He drew kids though, but those were mostly
playmates from long ago—kids he could only see in his dreams now.
He remembered them mainly from what they played with
back then.

A pogo stick—that was Steven Sharpe’s; the
bike with the big carrier and the colorful streamers was Jean
Morin’s so the girl who rode it in the picture was Jean Morin. It
worked like that, and if anybody ever asked about the pictures, as
his mother sometimes did, he’d explain.

“Fergus,” he’d say pointing to a skipping
rope, and “Fergus,” he’d continue tapping at a picture of little
Carrine Patterson doing Double Dutch. Carrine left when the other
kids did. All of them were crying too.

He set his drawing book and papers on the
bedroom floor beside his coloring box then selected a few other
toys and climbed up onto his bed. The night outside the window
beside him was black and the corners were white with
frost.

Some time, a day that had happened
before—lots of sleeps and hill rides in the past—his mother had
brought a big box of toys that she said she found at a yard sale
over in a place he understood to be somewhere else—past the top of
the big hill. She had said a name, but he couldn’t remember or
understand it. He knew it wasn’t the village so he thought that was enough.

But they were great toys made of plastic
shaped to look like strange little men and women in colorful suits
with weird hats and masks—some like hockey masks, and helmets like
that too. None of it looked comfortable though. The clothes were so
tight, he could see every muscle and bone and shape underneath.

One time in the summer, feeling hot in his
own felt pants and coat but unable to summon up the ambition to
remove them; he had
pitied the strange little figures and tried to take their clothing
off. But he couldn’t find buttons, or zippers or anything—not even
the edges of collars or coats—nothing that he could pry up and look
behind, so he quit eventually.

He decided that the clothes weren’t clothes
at all and were really more like the little people’s skins.

Fergus laid out a group of them beside him
on the bed—his favorites. There was Fergus, the white man with the blanket on his back; and
Fergus, the
curly haired man in Montreal Canadian colors; and
Fergus, the
furry blue man; and Fergus, the
woman in white with a green face. He didn’t know what to do with
them when he had them out, but he would talk to them in his way,
and they answered as they could.

The wind howled so loud outside his window
that it drowned out the noise of his mother’s hockey game. She was
watching the TV downstairs with the sound way up, and would be
wrapped in her flowered blanket in her favorite chair.

Her dirty quilted slippers would be
sticking out the bottom, and her hands would be sticking out the
sides—one to hold a big tub of buttered popcorn, the other to bring
a beer up to her red painted lips. Fergus liked to sit on the floor
by the chair and play with her slippers and wait for her to ask him
to get her a new
beer.

He liked to help her because she helped
him.

The wind moaned again and the thick black
hair on his arms and legs prickled at the memory of the cold
outside. This day it had been so cold and the wind so biting that
he had just started going up and down the hill when his mother had
called him home.

He’d heard her voice echo across the
frozen air and set off at once, wondering what would be waiting for
him. There was no lunch or supper or bed, only TV
and a “puppet show” she called
it. Puppets were furry people with eyes the size of
eggs.

Fergus remembered the earthy smell of beer
and cigarettes as she hugged him, and rubbed her big warm hands
over his when he first came in. She pressed her palms against his
ears until they tingled painfully and he hooted.

His mother had clicked her tongue
disapprovingly, muttering a sad, “Oh my Fergus, you’re freezing”
before switching around the TV channels until she found the puppet
show that Fergus recognized but did not understand. He enjoyed it
when the furry people moved around and jumped and flailed their
arms, but they talked about mysteries in their funny voices.

Always about the numbers and
letters—the mysteries—Fergus
found it tiring.

Now he sat on his bed with his plastic people
knowing that his mother would soon call up “bedtime” to him. His
covers were already pulled back, and his thick flannel sheets
exposed. He held his hands before him—he was already tired of the
plastic people’s vacant stares—and he studied the hairy knuckles
wishing he could be out on his tricycle whooshing down the hill
cold or nighttime or not.

One time his mother asked him to watch the
hockey game with her—not just play with her slippers and get her
new beers from the fridge when she asked, and always obliging
Fergus tried. His mother loved hockey, and when she watched it she
wore her blue and white Maple Leafs shirt.

“For luck, Fergus,” she always said, her
small eyes jumping from him to the TV and back. “Lord knows they
need it.”

The little men on skates whizzing back and
forth against the white had caused Fergus’ eyes to water. He did
not understand it, and his poor mother did not understand his
questions when he asked them.

“Fergus?” he had asked, pointing at the
screen. He shook his head stabbing at the figures of the two hockey
men. They were fighting. His mother only wrinkled up her dark eyes
and clutched the blanket she had across her knees.

“Fergus,” she had said over her tub of
popcorn, “that one, he’s an enforcer.”

Fergus just frowned and tried to explain.

“Fergus,” he said, pointing as the striped
men stopped the hockey men from fighting.

“No Fergus,” his mother said finally,
taking a long drink of beer—her oxygen machine whirred beside her.
Fergus hated the noise and the
machine, but she didn’t smoke as much since she got it—and mostly
only outside. “You wouldn’t do that. You’re not a
fighter.”

So Fergus only sighed. Most times she
understood what he said but not always—especially when it was about
things that happened outside his day-to-day life. He tried his best
to explain it, in as simple a way as he could.

It was clear to him that the men should
not be fighting and he knew that they would stop if people would
give them more of the little black things that they chased on the
ice. Maybe one each, maybe two—there must be lots out there in the
world—lots like gravel on the hill and pinecones on
trees—lots.

“Fergus!” he had said, exasperated, hoping
she’d understand.

“Don’t take that tone with me,” his mother
scolded, looking cross and pointing at him over the top of her
empty beer bottle.

Fergus just shrugged and went to get her a
new beer. It was easier to just play with her slippers anyway.

Now in his room upstairs he listened to
the wind outside and a chill ran over him despite his flannel
pajamas. The wind was howling like a thing with hair and big teeth,
the same thing that would eat the girl in red if she wasn’t so
smart. He knew its name, but the word was chased away by a
shiver.

Then it crept back whining: Wolf.

And he said it out loud: “Fergus.”

The wind howled again, and he climbed
under his blankets whether his mother told him to or not. The
howling reminded him of something else—something he was starting to
see in his dreams again. Something that made him think of the bent
steeple, and the things that happened long ago, and made him what
he was.

He knew that something was happening out
there with the cold and snow—far away for now but not forever.
Something that he could tell was coming closer. It was a thing he
had not heard or felt for many days of riding up and down the hill:
many, many, many days. Even from before his arms and legs were
hairy—when he was small and soft and stupid like the other kids who
were gone. But it was
coming.

“Fergus,” he said, hoping that saying the
name aloud would make him feel better. The wind only howled in
answer and pushed on the window with a thump and crackle. He pulled
his blankets up around his ears.

No. Saying it out loud only frightened him
more so Fergus wouldn’t say it out loud again. Instead, he tried to
think of the happy times on the hill on his Superglider, and he decided to say that out loud, to
the toys, to the window, to his bedside lamp. Maybe to hear it
would make them all feel better.

“Fergus,” he said, smiling around the word.
“Fergus.”

But it didn’t work. Talking about the hill
just reminded him of the ride home, and the turn in the road where
the church with the bent steeple was.

“Fergus,” he whispered a poem he dimly
remembered, “Fergus.”

His voice was muffled by the sheets. He
hoped he would sleep soon, but he was afraid of what the dreams
would show him. He might see it again, like the hairy thing in the
story with the girl in
red—he wouldn’t say the name.

But this thing was different from the one in
the stories. It was worse. He knew this thing was coming—and it was
hungry.
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The car almost rolled over when it took
the corner. This simple fact was lost to the driver who was too
drunk to notice such little details.

Instead of panic, she was lost in thought,
churning her otherwise pretty lips into a scowl, chewing over angry
words; the recipient unknown to her conscious mind—the true debate
lay beneath, stretched over time to a dark place behind a door and
a crying girl.

She kicked the gas pedal instinctively,
pouring the Grand Am’s power into the turn, wrenching the vehicle
off the soft shoulder and out of the building spin.

Music pounded out of the speakers, a sampled
Rap/rock hybrid, just modern enough to feel dangerous, but with
enough stolen classic riffs to remind her of her own time. She’d
borrowed the disk from her oldest daughter Janey. The music
completely drowned the distant whoop of a police siren: her
motivation for speed.

The open highway and her powerful car gave
her a mile-long lead on her pursuers. The road left the coast and
followed the curve of the river before it shot her over a bridge
and through a line of trees, houses and trailers. Her adopted
hometown of Crystal River was just big enough to get lost in, but
she would have to work fast.

She’d spent the evening in Spring Hill, about
thirty miles to the south. It was bigger and gave her some
anonymity compared to the limited entertainments in Crystal
River.

The Spring was a great place for a business owner to spread her wings
and howl when the mood hit. And the mood had hit her like a Mack
truck. There would be no witnesses to her recklessness.

She had picked up the cruiser about five
miles from home. It appeared in her rearview like distant red heat
lightning. She wasn’t too drunk to realize that if the light got
any closer, it would mean her license and the car, a muscular 2000
Pontiac Grand Am she called the “Beast.”

She was going so fast when she passed them that they couldn’t
have more than a rough description of a black car howling north
along the highway. Until they actually saw her plates, she could
still get home and avoid detection, and keep her license and the
Beast and her freedom.

Down in Flamingo’s Bar & Grill at
the Spring things
got out of hand again. A few tequilas on top of numerous White
Russians had loosened her to the point where a vicious argument
with her girlfriend, Audrey, started that ended with her breaking
up with her boyfriend, Terry.

She had caught them kissing.

It’s not what you
think!

Cigarette clamped between her glossy lips,
she’d given them both the evil eye—deochi her asshole stepfather called it—yeah, she’d had lots of
reasons to give her stepfather the deochi too—yeah, lots!

Then Lee had stormed out of the bar and rode
the
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