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Chapter 1
Hayley followed the narrow cattle trail, dodging thorny branches and struggling to keep her footing in oversized boots. Beside her, Roper weaved and looped, head low to the ground, nose snuffling. Sometimes he bounded stiff-legged over tussocks of dried grass, or stopped dead to bite some sharp thing out of his paw. Seemed most every form of plant life in the state of Texas had some sort of prickle, thorn, or poison.
The flashlight’s beam probed through the rank growth of choking mesquite and icicle cactus. Hayley had found the flashlight under Boone’s bed, in one of his old survival packs, along with a knife, canteen, water purification tablets, freeze-dried meals, and a few dozen packets of Irish Breakfast tea.
Of course you could just drink water, Boone used to say in his superior older-brother way. But in a survival situation, coffee and tea are good for morale. Over a decade later, in a survival situation of her own, Hayley was inclined to agree.
The blue flannel shirt was Boone’s, too, and the cowboy boots shifting awkwardly on her feet. Hayley had raided his closet this evening, the first time in years that she’d entered his room.
Passing the remains of the old home site, Hayley made for the barn. The boards were brittle with dry rot, and the whole structure listed rhombus-like to the southwest, but it didn’t look quite like falling down just yet. Leaning against one wall were scraps of field fencing, coils of barbed wire, and a rusted coffee can filled with fence staples and T-post clips—more than enough to patch the yard fence and keep Roper confined.
She hadn’t bothered before today. She hadn’t liked letting him roam, knowing he might wander to the highway or encounter coyotes or wild hogs, but mending the fence before her found-dog ad ran out might have jinxed the deal.
Not that she’d expected anyone to claim him. Dogs that suddenly showed up in the country, hungry and collarless, weren’t usually being sought by distraught owners.
“You’re my dog now, Roper. You hear? You can’t be running off to talk trash to coyotes, or hassle Mr. McBride’s cows. You’ve got to live behind a fence and eat out of a dish like a civilized dog.”
She was talking to dead air. The young Border collie was gone.
“Roper?” Hayley called. “Roper!”
He knew the name, though he’d had it only a few days. But he didn’t come. Hayley called again, her voice pinched and scared. No answering bark, no trotting footfalls—only the textured silence of a South Texas November night.
Hayley felt like a movie character being set up for a jump scene. She wasn’t fearful by nature, but she hated being startled. This had been a source of constant amusement to Boone. For one frantic, irrational moment, she almost expected her brother to leap out with a bloodcurdling yell.
She made herself move forward, stepping cautiously in the darkness, swinging the flashlight’s beam in wide arcs, fighting the cold flutter of panic.
And there was Roper, near the ruined foundation of the collapsed house, front feet planted on a scrap of corrugated metal. Licking.
Hayley’s knees went weak. “Naughty dog. Why didn’t you come when I called? What are you getting into?”
Roper acknowledged her with a wag of his tail but didn’t look up. Hayley walked over, almost giddy with relief—
And stopped in her tracks. There was blood on the grass, wet and shining in the flashlight’s glow. A trail of blood, leading to the dark blot on the corrugated metal, all rapidly disappearing under Roper’s eager tongue.
It was no good telling herself there was nothing to be afraid of. Fear existed for a reason. Violence, danger, sudden death—these were real, lurking beneath what people considered ordinary life. Waiting. Life on the farm had taught her that. Life with Tyler had reinforced the lesson.
She took a deep breath. All right, some predator made a kill. So what?
A wisp of sound floated through the night air. Roper’s head lifted, his ears perked, and he gave a single sharp bark.
“Hush, Roper. It’s just coyotes, gearing up for the night.”
But the cries were too deep for coyotes. It sounded like dogs, lots of dogs, running in a pack. Hunting.
Well, it happened. Abandoned dogs, if not promptly adopted or promptly shot, banded together, and then there was trouble.
Hayley picked up a piece of field fencing and the can of nails, whistled to Roper, and headed home.
Her grandparents’ house stood on a little rise, nestled among cedars and burr oaks. Moonlight softened the peeling paint, the shrinking clapboards, the sagging porch, making the house look almost as it had when Hayley had grown up there: dignified, sheltering, indomitable.
She left the fence supplies on the porch. She’d fetched them this evening to avoid making the walk in tomorrow’s predicted sub-freezing temperatures, but there was no need to do the work now. She’d keep Roper inside overnight and mend the fence by daylight.
She entered through the kitchen door, the only one they’d ever used, and went through the locking ritual: pull upwards on the knob while shoving hard, then spin the deadbolt at the critical moment of its alignment with the hole in the jamb. She knew the vagaries of this door; it had stuck all her life. The old farmhouse had many such quirks, like the whims and crotchets of an eccentric friend.
The bolt shot home with a soft click, filling Hayley with satisfaction. Even more than kicking off high heels at the end of the day, she loved locking that door.
Roper made his rounds through the empty house, claws clacking on the hardwood floors as he moved methodically from room to room, like a cop clearing a drug den. Kitty-Kitty padded out from the bedroom and rubbed against Hayley’s leg.
While soup heated on the stove, Hayley washed today’s work clothes in the kitchen sink and hung them in the shower. The rusted-out washer was kaput, so she did a sink-load of laundry every night. She owned only three work outfits, plus the armful of jeans and T-shirts she’d managed to grab while Tyler was out of the apartment, a pair of sneakers, and some thrift store pumps with scuff marks disguised by black marker.
Roper watched her eat, his eyes a study in devoted attention. His presence gave Hayley a profound sense of empowerment. She’d actually done it. She’d adopted a stray dog.
It was something she’d wanted to do since she was ten years old, when she’d learned what her grandfather meant when he said, Got to go take care of some stray dogs.
She’d argued, pleaded, and finally wept, while Pa-Pa’s truck disappeared down the gravel drive with the rifle on the gun rack.
Boone was no help. Two years older than Hayley, with a touchy, fragile, half-fledged manhood to protect, he couldn’t afford sympathy. He had too much to prove.
Dry up, Hayley. Pa-Pa doesn’t like it, but he’s got no choice. Stray dogs kill livestock, and they’re not afraid of people like coyotes. We can’t adopt every dog that gets dumped, just ’cause some fool from town was too lazy to take care of his dog and too cowardly to take it to the pound.
She’d later learned Boone sneaked food to those dogs on the sly.
Chapter 2
Lucas shifted on the earthen floor, grinding his teeth as a fresh jolt of pain seared through his chest. In the darkness, he couldn’t see his wound, couldn’t guess how much blood he’d lost. But the pain itself, its intensity and location, meant he was in big trouble.
He should be rushing to a hospital, not cowering in a dank hole where furtive things rustled. But even if he’d dared strike out for the highway, his adrenaline charge was spent. It had been impressive while it lasted. High school cross-country was a distant memory for Lucas, and he wouldn’t have bet he could run half so far or so fast as he’d run tonight, even without a bullet in him. But he’d done it.
Years ago, not a mile from this spot, he’d shot his first and only deer. He’d set out that morning with his best friend, drunk on heady images of himself as man and provider. At thirteen, Lucas Teague was going to bring home meat for the hungry, half-wild tribe of younger siblings who never had enough of anything. His mother was between men at the time, and Lucas had a high-minded notion of proving they could get along fine without the sorry succession of ne’er-do-wells she felt compelled to parade through their lives.
He’d ended the day humbled, chastened, heartsick. He’d made what appeared to be a killing shot on a young buck, but the deer had run, driven by the same desperate speed that had powered Lucas tonight. They’d tracked it long through the motts and creek bottoms, he and Boone, knowing it couldn’t survive, but hadn’t found it. Lucas never picked up a gun again.
Well, even the best of marksmen could have an off day—even Judd Wayland. He’d aimed for Lucas’s heart and hadn’t missed by much.
Lucas had never considered before how easy it might be to get away with murder if the killer was willing to take responsibility for an accidental death. No awkward disposal of the body, no contrived alibi—just a critical distortion of truth. Terrible thing, officer. I was out hunting with my dogs, see. Something rustled in the bushes, and I thought it was the wild hog I’d been tracking, and I fired. I called 911 and tried bringing him around, but he was gone.
Wayland would’ve pulled it off, too, with the perfect assurance of a liar whose conscience hadn’t seen the light of day in decades. Nobody else knew Wayland had told Lucas to meet him there today. Lucas had nobody to tell, nobody to notice or care what he did or where he went.
But the shot hadn’t killed him outright, and that had spoiled Wayland’s perfect crime. You couldn’t claim a killing was accidental if you’d first winged the man, then tracked him and run him to earth before shooting him dead.
Lucas’s lung tickled. He coughed up something warm and metallic and spat it out. Had he run all that way with a hole in his lung? If so, how long could he last without care? Had he escaped Wayland only to die in the dark, drowning in his own blood?
He shook his head and coughed again. No. I won’t give up. I’m young and strong and I’m not beat by a long shot.
He searched again for his cell phone. No good. He must have lost it somewhere on his run. But he did find a small flashlight on his key ring. The discovery cheered him. Anything was easier to bear with a light, even a little one.
He turned it on and let his eyes adjust.
Then he laughed.
Chapter 3
That night Hayley dreamed of Boone, alive and unchanged, fifteen years old and as cocky and magnificent as ever. Her mind didn’t bother over the logic of this at first, but even as she embraced him, she sensed some clinging aura of death or unreality. Then the illusion disintegrated. The old wounds bled through his shirt, and it was the same shirt he’d worn that day; and suddenly she was back at the scene of the accident, just at the moment the tractor fell on him, seeing his face and the look that passed over it just before all expression left it for good.
She woke with a start. For a moment she couldn’t move or breathe. The horror of the dream blended with something else—something in the air, pent up, waiting.
The first blast of the arctic front struck the old metal roof with a deafening rumble. Roper leapt up and launched a volley of barks into the darkness. Kitty-Kitty nestled deeper into the corner behind Hayley’s knees.
Hayley pulled the quilt up to her neck. She used to love the sound of a cold front coming in; it made her feel snug, like a picture-book squirrel in a cozy nest. She knew better now. Security didn’t just happen. Someone had to make it, and some opposing force was always trying to tear it apart.
In the grey dawn, she opened negotiations with the wood-burning stove. Her chilled fingers could hardly light the matches, but at last she got the blaze going and went out to mend the fence.
It was harder than she’d expected. Her gloved hands were stiff and clumsy; she shivered inside Boone’s leather jacket. The wind blew from the north, a cold, cutting wind that knew where it was going and wasted no time getting there. The only thing standing between Texas and the North Pole, Pa-Pa used to say, is a barbed-wire fence.
When she’d finished her patch job, Hayley made a pot of Irish Breakfast tea from Boone’s survival stash, drew a chair to the stove, and hand-sewed the hem of her black skirt where it had ripped. She was humbly aware she’d gotten the job at the bank only because the owner had known her grandfather; she had to keep up a sharp appearance.
The work was done too soon. Hours of blank weekend stretched ahead with no place to go and nothing to do. She couldn’t afford a movie, rented or theater, and even window-shopping took gas.
Hayley left the warm circle around the stove and wandered restlessly around the house. Her old bedroom stood empty of all but a file cabinet and a couple of coat hangers. She passed it without pausing and finally stopped in Boone’s room.
Everything here was abnormally neat under its layer of dust: the smooth blue-and-white quilts on the matching twin beds, the tidy bookcase, the squarely shut dresser drawers with no bits of clothing hanging out. On the dresser stood a photo of Boone with his best friend, Lucas Teague. Hayley smiled at the pair: Boone, tall and slim and masterful, with an upright shock of pale hair and a reckless, expansive grin, and Lucas, shorter, broader, darker, and solemn as a judge. Even at twelve, Lucas had a man’s face—square jaw, strong chin, heavy brows—but Hayley had always sensed in him a strange vulnerability. Not that he was sissy; he endured pain with unnerving stoicism. Made you wonder what else he’d endured, what was going on in the overcrowded ramshackle house on Second Street.
A paperback Zane Grey lay open on the nightstand, the only natural-looking thing in the room. All Boone’s life, Me-Maw had scolded him for leaving books that way; yet she’d let this one lie, as if Boone might come back and finish it. The pages had separated altogether from the cracked spine. Hayley touched the cover, then went back to the living room.
The stove’s warmth hadn’t penetrated far. Roper lay so close to the hot metal that Hayley expected to smell scorched dog. Drafts around the windows made the curtains writhe, and overhead the wind scoured the metal roof, seeking entry. The wood was burning too fast; everything in the woodpile was old and dry. But during last night’s trip to the old home site, she’d seen some bois d’arc logs, cut and stacked in a sheltered spot.
Hayley pulled on boots, jacket, hat, and gloves, and whistled to Roper. He looked mournfully over his shoulder without getting up.
“Don’t give me that look. I know it’s cold, but it’ll be colder by nightfall, and I don’t want to start a fire from scratch tomorrow morning. We’re going to get us some good overnighter logs.”
Roper sighed and lumbered to his feet.
A rusty wheelbarrow stood upright against the machine shed. Hayley grabbed it and headed down the gravel road.
She’d almost reached the home site when she heard a noise beyond the wheelbarrow’s rumble, like something scrambling over the ground. She stopped. Through the screen of skinny mesquites, she could just glimpse some quick movement near the old home site. There was a harsh scraping, then silence.
She stood still, heart pounding, hands tingling against the wheelbarrow’s handles, stomach tight with the sick feeling she used to get when she heard Tyler’s key in the lock and didn’t know what mood he’d be in. But Tyler was five counties away. He’d been to the farm once, years ago for her grandmother’s funeral, but she doubted he could find it again; he was never good with directions, and Google made havoc of the complicated intersection of state highways and county roads.
But something was there, or someone.
Going forward was an act of sheer will. Leaving the wheelbarrow, Hayley plodded silently into the teeth of the wind, blood pounding in her ears, hair whipping behind her. Roper, who’d gotten sidetracked with a rotten log, trotted over to join her.
The pre-Civil War house had caved in years before Hayley’s birth, and little remained of it now: a crumbling brick fireplace and chimney, a perimeter of sandstones around the old foundation, a thorny tangle of dewberry vines over the slanted door of an old storm cellar, two defunct refrigerators of 1950’s vintage, a rusted stove, and a cracked toilet with a vigorous growth of cactus sprouting from the bowl.
It looked as it had thousands of times before when she’d tagged along after Boone and Lucas, but it was all wrong. Hayley knew it was wrong, though she didn’t know why.
A hard gust of wind sent something clattering against her feet. She leapt back with a cry, then stood, weak-kneed, heart pounding, staring down at the jumble of objects.
“Stupid,” she muttered. “It’s just some empty cans.”
Then she saw the label: Progresso minestrone. Boone’s favorite. To consume an entire family-size can alone and unaided was the work of a few minutes for him.
She got a look at the other two, and her breath caught. A big coffee can with a piece cut away from the open end, and a tuna can stuffed with a roll of paraffin-coated cardboard, slightly scorched. These were no random trash. They were the components of a low-tech, homemade camp stove. Hayley knew, because Boone had made it.
She backed up hastily, tripped, landed hard—right beside a Zane Grey paperback, lying open, the way Boone always left books. The front cover flapped up, revealing the penciled words, Property of Joshua Boone Hartman.
Hayley scrambled to her feet and ran, ignoring the mesquite thorns that scratched her face. She stumbled, fell, got up again. Roper was a barking black-and-white blur beside her.
Once inside the house, Hayley slammed the door, slid down against it, and sobbed.
It wasn’t fear that made her cry, though she was filled with unreasoning terror like a physical hurt. It was the waste, the ugly irony, the stupidity of it all—that a boy who could kill a deer, butcher it, tan its hide, harvest wild herbs to season it, and cook its meat over a flint-made fire, a boy with a head stuffed full of factoids about surviving nuclear fallout, worldwide plague, economic collapse, and general apocalypse, would die at fifteen for want of the most elementary safety precautions.
Roper poked his muzzle against her, and Hayley wrapped her arms around his neck, as she used to do with the dogs of her childhood. He stood stalwart and silent, licking her face now and then.
As shock faded, pain took its place, a burning pain in her left leg. In her flight home, Hayley had torn her jeans, scraped her knee, and run afoul of a prickly-pear cactus. For the next several minutes she was too busy to spend much energy questioning her sanity. She pulled off her jeans, found a pair of tweezers, and went to work trying to pull ultrafine, hairlike filaments out of her skin. They never did come out properly; they always snapped at the surface, leaving a red rash that would stay sore for weeks.
When she’d done all she could, she checked Roper. He had some pieces of icicle cactus sticking in him, and several strands of needlegrass sewing themselves into his long coat, barbs pointed at his flesh. She worked them out and ran her hands over him again and again until he was clear.
Her mind was steadier now. No, she was not being haunted. Boone had not invented the tuna-can camp stove, nor was he the only person in the world to enjoy Progresso minestrone. The way the wind was blowing, the trash could have come from miles off. And Boone might have left the book in an outbuilding years ago. Roper could have found it and carried it into the open.
I’ve got to get out of here. This place is driving me crazy.
She bandaged her knee, put on a clean pair of jeans, and grabbed her purse. Roper followed her to the kitchen door and cocked his head when she told him to stay. She’d never left him alone in the house, but it was cold out, and there were wild dogs at large. He watched quizzically as she shut the door behind her.
The door wouldn’t lock.
She opened it, closed it again, pulled up on the knob, and tried to turn the key. The deadbolt wouldn’t shoot home. She went inside and tried it from there. Still no good.
She crouched and took a look. The hole in the jamb, which had never quite met the bolt the way it should, was way off now. She must have knocked something loose when she’d slammed the door earlier. And now that she was really looking, she saw that the jamb was rotten. One stout kick from a determined intruder would splinter the frame anyway, deadbolt or no.
She sat back on her heels and looked up. The door had a glass top. Anyone who wanted in could break the glass and grab the knob. She’d been an idiot to ever feel secure in that house.
She gave the door a parting shove and ran to her car.
Chapter 4
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